‘The Pharisees helped to preserve that which was best in Judaism’. Comment on the description and assess the significance of the Pharisees for the Jewish faith.


Pharisees, the Hebrew term ‘parush’ meaning separated, the holy ones or the true community[footnoteRef:1] suggestive of the physical separation from those who did not acknowledge the purity laws.[footnoteRef:2] Although suggested to be the holy ones, the Pharisaic community was made up of commoners with no scribal education.[footnoteRef:3] Scholars suggest the Pharisees adopted parush to signify the physical separation from the masses for the sake of holiness[footnoteRef:4]; where others suggest they were instructed to separate themselves from the Sadducean interpretation of Judaism.[footnoteRef:5] Zeitlin argues the formation of the group stemmed from the  political, economic, social and religious bodies.[footnoteRef:6] This specific Jewish group were the successors of the Hasideans during the 2nd century C.E who supported the study of the Torah and observance of Jewish ritual.[footnoteRef:7] They suggest themselves to be the traditional followers of Ezra, who after Moses they believe to be the founding father of the Jewish faith.[footnoteRef:8] Their first biblican mention is in Maccabees, categorised to be in the company of the Assideans, a group of men in Israel who were devoted to the Law:[footnoteRef:9] “the strong in power of Israel, everyone who volunteered for the Law”(I Macc. 2:42).  [1:  J. Jeremias (1969), Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press), p.246.]  [2:  S. Zeitlin (1961), ‘The Pharisees: A Historical Study’ in The Jewish Quarterly Review, Vol 52, 2, Available from JSTOR: http://www.jstor.org/stable/1453781, (Date Accessed: 29th November 2017), p.99.]  [3:  J. Jeremias (1969), Jerusalem, p.259]  [4:  R. Marcus (1952), ‘The Pharisees in the Light of Modern Scholarship’ in The Journal of Religion, Vol. 32, 3, Available from JSTOR: http://www.jstor.org/stable/1201164 (Date Accessed: 5th December 2017), p.153.]  [5:  D. Cohn-Sherbok (2003), Judaism History, Belief and Practice, (London: Routledge), p. 90. ]  [6:  S. Zeitlin (1961), ‘The Pharisees’, p.125.]  [7:  Mansoor, M. (2007), ‘Pharisees’ in Encyclopaedia Judaica (Series online), Vol. 16, 2, pp. 30-32, Available from Gale Virtual Reference Library, http://go.galegroup.com/ps/i.do?p=GVRL&sw=w&u=walamp&v=2.1&markList=true&it=r&id=GALE%7CCX2587515688 (Date Accessed: 30th October 2017), p. 30.]  [8:  Mansoor, M. (2007), ‘Pharisees’, p.30.]  [9:  J. Jeremias (1969), Jerusalem, p.247.] 


The study of Pharisaism has caused a lot of conservancy within the scholarly field, Mason suggests over the past two decades an attempt has been made to uncover what is truly known about the religious group who were suggested to have changed the face of Judaism following the destruction of the second Temple.[footnoteRef:10] A look at the sources, particularly Josephus and the gospels to where we gather information on the Pharisees is a necessity. [10:  S. Mason (1991), Flavius Josephus on the Pharisees: A Composition-Critical Study, (New York: Brill), p.3.] 


When looking at the Pharisees during the second temple period; a renowned historian with writings regarding the Jewish revolt in The Jewish War and an in-depth analysis of humanities formation to the first century in Antiquities of the Jews, the works of Josephus Flavius. His popularity is evident through biblical Christian writers as Josephus and his works, helped to provide an extensive amount of background information on early Christian writings, particularly the gospels.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  S. Mason (2003), Josephus and the New Testament, (Massachusetts: Hendrickson Publishers), p.9.] 

The Jewish war shows the Jews to “espouse bizarre social values, have a belligerent nature and are poor citizens of the Roman empire”.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  S. Mason (2003), Josephus and the New Testament, p.64.] 

But Mason notes Josephus was persuaded to write Antiquities by citizens who were interested in Jewish history.[footnoteRef:13] Did Josephus want to write Antiquities at all? Or was it written in response to what people desired; this also allowed him the opportunity to change his somewhat anti-Pharisaic writing in war by devoting his following work to the question of Jewish antiquity. Jones can support this view as he poses the statement of Josephus’s dislike towards the Pharisees.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  S. Mason (2003), Josephus and the New Testament, p.102.]  [14:  G. L. Jones (1997), ‘Blind Guides’ in The Bones of Joseph: From Ancient Texts to the Modern Church, (Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company), p.109.] 

Although Josephus in his works of Antiquities provided an in depth analysis of the Pharisees, the reliability of Josephus as a source has to be questioned. From both of his writings, he posed a considerable different view of the group; in war the Pharisees are showed as a non-powerful pre-revolt published in the 70’s, whereas in antiquities the Pharisees were the leading party pre-revolt which was published in the 90’s[footnoteRef:15]. From this somewhat drastic change of attitude towards the group in the space of twenty years gives us reason to speculate to Josephus’s motives here[footnoteRef:16]; how could he have been adamant to the group having no power to that changing by the time of his next publication? This suggests Josephus is not a completely reliable source when looking at his work on the Pharisees.  [15:  J. Jeremias (1969), Jerusalem, p.253.]  [16:  S. Mason (2003), Josephus and the New Testament, p.139.] 

Williams suggests Josephus’s change of view of the Pharisees in Antiquities was as the revolt led against Rome had ended allowing Josephus writing style to change; he was able to be ‘less cautious’ when discussing the representation of the group than he had been previously. “In Antiquities he did not always supress source material which contradicted his own view”.[footnoteRef:17]  Could this suggest the feelings and opinions he expressed within war was that of his personal opinion rather than in antiquities? [17:  D. S. Williams (1993), ‘Morton Smith on the Pharisees in Josephus’ in The Jewish Quarterly Review, Vol. 84, 1, p.37.] 

Although antiquities shows a more positive representation of the Pharisees, it is clear some passages of the text are clearly anti-Pharisaic, particularly Ant. 13:400-432.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  D. S. Williams (1993), ‘Morton Smith on the Pharisees’, p.37.] 

Saldarini addresses how Josephus “approves of the Pharisees when they are a force for stability but disapproves of them when they challenge the dominant, traditional and stable government and the way of life in Judaism”.[footnoteRef:19] He picks and chooses to when he likes or dislikes them or their ideas therefore cannot be overly regarded to be a reliable source.  [19:  A. J. Saldarini (2001), Pharisees, Scribes and Sadducees in Palestinian Society: A Sociological Approach, (Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company), p.129.] 


The Gospels, an influential source when looking at the extensive portrayal of the Pharisees, with many references to the group being distinctively harmful. Some have even suggested Jesus in more than a dozen instances made anti-Pharisaic statements regarding their extreme obedience of the ritual laws; this made them unable to see the bigger picture and support those in their community who were in need of help and guidance which Jesus found infuriating.[footnoteRef:20] The work of the Gospel helped to promote the Jewish group among the Christian faith, however in many instances in Luke and Matthew, Pharisees and scribes are grouped together[footnoteRef:21]: “The scribes and Pharisees” (Matt 5:20). Could this suggest how the writers of the gospels did not value the group to have an extensive importance to have their own individual mention, going on to imply their influence on the Jewish faith from a Christian perspective is minimal. [20:  R. Marcus (1952), ‘The Pharisees in the Light’, p.162.]  [21: J. Jeremias (1969), Jerusalem, p.255. ] 

It could be argued the scribes that are discussed in these passages were influential members of the Pharisaic community[footnoteRef:22], Jeremias notes in Luke 11:45, the scribe who interacted with the Pharisees did not include himself to belonging to the specific group; making it unclear to determine in what instances of the Gospels to where the scribes belong to Pharisaism or not.[footnoteRef:23] Matthew on behalf of Jesus in particular shows extreme hostility to the group, referring to the Jewish leadership as “hypocrites”, “vipers” and “blind guides” (Matt 23:23-33). Jones suggests the gospel of Matthew could have implied Pharisaism is a religious body who yields bad people.[footnoteRef:24] [22:  J. Jeremias (1969), Jerusalem, p.254.]  [23:  J. Jeremias (1969), Jerusalem, p.256.]  [24:  G. L. Jones (1997), ‘Blind Guides’, p.100.] 

Jones goes on to suggest the gospels portrayed the Jewish group in a rather negative light as it posed a threat to Christianity as it was still able to function and progress following the destruction of the Temple.[footnoteRef:25] Therefore negative portrayal of the gospels could be suggestive of the difficult relationship between the Jews and Christians. [25:  G. L. Jones (1997), ‘Blind Guides’, p.107.] 


The Pharisees understood the way in which to ensure their survival and progression as a group was by adapting traditional Judaism to the needs of the first century Jews. In order to help develop God’s commandments whilst adapting to the predominant Jewish religion, the idea of the dual Torah was coined, symbolising both written and oral law.[footnoteRef:26] Zeitlin argues how the unwritten law is as old if not older than those which are written down in the Pentateuch.[footnoteRef:27] The role of the oral law was to provide guidance and support with reference to the written laws as the daily application of law was unknown. The main issue surrounding the unwritten law during this time was its validity, where many people would not hold them in as high regard as that of the written form. From the oral law, greater importance was posed upon the individual rather than the community believing by through direct interaction with God the oral Torah is kept.[footnoteRef:28] From the focus on the individual relationship with God was developed, the Pharisees concept of God developed. He was perceived to be an omnipotent Being, all-wise, all-knowing and all-merciful. It was conveyed to represent how God loved all creatures and requested man to walk the earth in His way, by acting honourably and showing loving kindness to all.[footnoteRef:29] The Torah is arguably used as a tool to guide Jews as we are made with two compulsions, good or bad; a view which differs from the Saddusaic viewpoint of free will, everything on earth is preordained by God but man has the ability but also the choice in order to choose good or evil. This can be supported by the Talmud, “If man chooses to do good, the heavenly powers help him. If he chooses to do evil, they leave the way open to him” (Shab. 104a). Depending on the desired action of the person, a reward or punishment in the next life is decided. Jones notes it is from this belief the resurrection of the dead can be attributed to the importance of the individual relationship with God through the oral Torah.[footnoteRef:30] [26:  G. L. Jones (1997), ‘Blind Guides’, p.112.]  [27:  S. Zeitlin (1961), ‘The Pharisees’, p.101.]  [28:  G. L. Jones (1997), ‘Blind Guides’, p.114.]  [29:  Mansoor, M. (2007), ‘Pharisees’, p.31.]  [30:  G. L. Jones (1997), ‘Blind Guides’, p.114.] 

Their belief of the resurrection of the dead is seen in the Talmud and the New Testament; the Pharisees suggest their ideas of immortality and resurrection can be suggested from passages in the Torah.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Mansoor, M. (2007), ‘Pharisees’, p.31.] 


The belief that God was everywhere was a prevalent conception within Pharisaism allowing Him to be worshipped in or outside of the Temple pre destruction. Therefore, the group accepted the synagogue as their specific place of worship but was adopted as a school, law court, place of prayer and study; for the synagogue to have other functions other than just worship unlike the Temple which brought about rivalry among the Sadducees.[footnoteRef:32] Although the importance of the synagogue was stressed, worship in the synagogue was of no value unless it was accompanied with study or social activities. The synagogues function was to allow the written law to be understood whilst acknowledging the responsibility put upon them by developing the oral law.[footnoteRef:33]  The move to the synagogue however allowed the Pharisees to survive following the destruction of the Temple; the Pharisees had now accepted God did not exclusively reside in the Temple which then allowed their form of Judaism to flourish. It is unclear in Judaism to when the synagogue was first established, some suggest it can be accredited to Moses,[footnoteRef:34] but it was the first century to where it became a well-established institution. Following the destruction, the Synagogue took on many customs and rituals from the Temple; some rituals however like ritual sacrifice were prohibited as they were seen to belong to the Temple only.[footnoteRef:35] [32:  Mansoor, M. (2007), ‘Pharisees’, p.31.]  [33:  G. L. Jones (1997), ‘Blind Guides’, p.115.]  [34:  L. I. Rabinowitz (2007), ‘Synagogue’ in Encyclopaedia Judaica, Vol. 19, 2, Available from Gale Virtual Reference Library, http://go.galegroup.com/ps/retrieve.do?tabID=T003&resultListType=RESULT_LIST&searchResultsType=SingleTab&searchType=BasicSearchForm&currentPosition=1&docId=GALE%7CCX2587519427&docType=Topic+overview&sort=RELEVANCE&contentSegment=&prodId=GVRL&contentSet=GALE%7CCX2587519427&searchId=R1&userGroupName=walamp&inPS=true# (Date Accessed: 5th December 2017),p.353.]  [35:  L. I. Rabinowitz (2007), ‘Synagogue’, p.355.] 


Following the move away from the Temple, the home and the family life came with more importance, bringing with this the purity customs with many regulations regarding the consumption and preparation of food.[footnoteRef:36] From the transition of ritual purity from the sanctuary to the home whether it be the kitchen or dining table allowed Jews to live in agreement with the Law but within the confides of their own home.[footnoteRef:37] They were often referred to as a group who consumed food every day in accordance to purity the way in which the priests of the Temple ate.[footnoteRef:38] In regards to pregnant women in her second trimester, impurity was not to touch most holy foods but for other foods standards were lowered. Sanders explores the view that common Jewish people were rejected from the world of the divine and sacred but were one position lower on the purity scale than the Pharisees, who were further one position lower than the priests separate from the Temple.[footnoteRef:39] [36:  G. L. Jones (1997), ‘Blind Guides’, p.115.]  [37:  G. L. Jones (1997), ‘Blind Guides’, p.115.]  [38:  Sanders, E. P. (1992). Judaism: Practice and Belief, 63 BCE-66 CE, (London: SCM Press), p.431.]  [39:  Sanders, E. P. (1992). Judaism, p.435.] 

Handwashing was a purity custom within the Diaspora, with suggestion of its origination from the biblical use of ‘clean hands’ signifying innocence.[footnoteRef:40] Some Pharisees would wash their hands following the physical contact with scripture due to its holy nature which could result in reverse logic in impure hands.[footnoteRef:41] It is suggested this treatment of handwashing as a symbol of the desire for Pharisees to resemble the priests of the Temple.[footnoteRef:42] [40:  Sanders, E. P. (1992). Judaism, p.437.]  [41:  Sanders, E. P. (1992). Judaism, p.438.]  [42:  Sanders, E. P. (1992). Judaism, p.438.] 


Judah ha-Nasi, the rabbinic scholar and head of the bet din hagadol, or Sanhedrin which was the political, religious supreme council within Israel in operation from the time of the Maccabeanian revolt. The Sanhedrin was made up of a body of sages with a variety of different Jewish groups of the times among them, from Pharisees, Sadducees to the Essenes. The Sanhedrin would meet daily and discuss issues of criminal matters, accused lawbreakers, tribunals for adulterous women alongside preparation of the Torah scroll for the King and Temple and resolving issues in regards to ritual law.[footnoteRef:43] The Sanhedrin was led by five suggestive pairs of ‘zugots’ or religious-legal authorities, with the most influential pair being Hillel and colleague Shammai.[footnoteRef:44] Each pair of zugots helped to adopt and further develop the body of oral law but this often brought about disagreements. When the Temple was destroyed in 70 CE, so was the Sanhedrin in Jerusalem; this was not however the end of the Sanhedrin, it reconstituted in Jamnia or Yavneh through the work of Yohanan ben Zakkai.[footnoteRef:45] Zakki fled from Jerusalem in order to establish a programme for the survival of the Jewish people whilst implementing the survival of the Jewish faith through the preservation of the oral law to the small coastal town of Yavneh.[footnoteRef:46] It was at Yavneh where Rabbis were granted authoritative status, this is seen to be the commencement of Rabbinic Judaism.[footnoteRef:47] [43:  S. Schoenberg (Unknown Date), Ancient Jewish History: The Sanhedrin, http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/the-sanhedrin (Date Accessed: 7th December 2017).]  [44:  Miller, S. S. (2005), ‘Hillel’ in Encyclopaedia of Religion (Series online), Vol. 6, 2, pp. 3981-3982, Available from Gale Virtual Reference Library, http://go.galegroup.com/ps/i.do?p=GVRL&sw=w&u=walamp&v=2.1&markList=true&it=r&id=GALE%7CCX3424501347 (Date Accessed: 30th October 2017), p.3981.]  [45:  Y. Eisen (Unknown Date), Spiritual Leadership in Yavneh, http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/2713638/jewish/Spiritual-Leadership-in-Yavneh.htm (Date Accessed: 7th December 2017).]  [46:  M. Avi-Yonah and M. D. Herr (2007), ‘Jabneh’ in Encyclopaedia Judaica, Vol. 11, 2, Available from: Gale Virtual Reference Library,http://go.galegroup.com/ps/retrieve.do?docId=GALE%7CCX2587509822&userGroupName=walamp&inPS=true&contentSegment=&sort=RELEVANCE&prodId=GVRL&searchId=R1&tabID=T003&resultListType=RESULT_LIST&currentPosition=6&searchResultsType= (Date Accessed: 7th December 2017), p.10.]  [47:  R. Kletter, I. Ziffer and W. Zwickel (2010), Yavneh, (Fribourg: Academia Press), p.4.] 

It is also suggested the foundations of the Mishnah were laid down in Yavneh; this can be supported by the Rabbis of Yavneh efforts in the preservation of oral Torah.[footnoteRef:48]  [48:  M. Avi-Yonah and M. D. Herr (2007), ‘Jabneh’ p.10.] 

It is suggested that those who met at Yavneh were the airs of the Pharisees who shared the same heritage.[footnoteRef:49] The move to Yavneh was an extremely important development as it represented the move from Temple worship and political dominance to the devotion to Torah study and Jewish law, particularly oral law.[footnoteRef:50] With the emphasis of law becoming the focal point of Yavneh reasserted the importance of the synagogue as the principal point of the Jewish faith. [49:  S. J. D. Cohen (2010), ‘The Significance of Yavneh: Pharisees, Rabbis and the End of Jewish Sectarianism’ in The Significance of Yavneh and Other Essays in Jewish Hellenism, (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck), p.44.]  [50:  A. Salzberg (Unknown Date), Judaism after the Temple, https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/judaism-after-the-temple/ (Date Accessed:7th December 2017).] 



When looking at the influence of the Pharisees on the Jewish faith, many factors could be examined. Zeitlin acknowledges that “The Pharisees moulded Judaism. Judaism of today is based on their teachings”.[footnoteRef:51] Although the specific movement of Pharisaism ended around 220 AD, Orthodox, Conservative and Reform Judaism all subsequently are in debt to the group who laid down the foundations to the three main Jewish sects today.[footnoteRef:52] The information provided by the sources discussed have helped to shed a light on the group as not all the work of the gospels or Josephus is exclusively negative, however both sources are somewhat biased where their motives for writing in both instances are unclear. When looking at the sources, particular Josephus’s work on the group, caution needs to be taken as his reliability could be questioned. [51:  S. Zeitlin (1961), ‘The Pharisees’, p.129.]  [52:  G. L. Jones (1997), ‘Blind Guides’, p.121.] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]The Pharisees led the effort that helped to provide a solution to the Temple tragedy. Not only did Jews of the time lose their place of worship, many Jews felt with the loss of the Temple also signified they lost their relationship with God and left asking some very solemn questions: Why has God allowed this to happen? How do we express our relationship to God? The work of the Pharisees accompanied by the oral law allowed the Jews to understand that God did not solely reside in the Temple but was everywhere, this is evident from the reaffirmed importance they placed on the synagogues, which was at the heart of Pharaisaism before 70CE and has continued to the present day within the three mains branches of Judaism.   
Without the Pharisees, the oral Torah would have been disregarded and certainly not preserved in the Mishnah, which is considered to be the most important book after the Torah.[footnoteRef:53] The importance of purity and cleanliness of bodies but also of preparation of food are still at the heart of the religion in present day. The zugots, particularly Hillel who in his interpretations of the law allowed present day Jews to seek religious answers to their issues regarding divorce, wearing of teffilin and work on the Sabbath to name a few.[footnoteRef:54]  However, I do not believe the use of the adjective ‘best’ is the correct choice of word in the title’s quote, as it is not our right to argue what is best. However, the influence and importance of the Pharisees on the Jewish faith particularly following on from 70 CE cannot be denied. [53:  G. D. Chryssides, D. Cohn-Sherbok and D. El-Alami (2014), Why Can’t They Get Along?: A conversation between a Muslim, a Jew and a Christian, (Oxford: Lion Books), p.174.]  [54:  Pilkington, C. M. (1995), World Faiths Judaism, (London: Teach Yourself Books), p.31] 
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