
Our Scripture is Jewish
Who are these people?



Goals of Class

• Gain an awareness of the groups of people mentioned in the NT

• Better understand the immediate historical context of the NT



Review of Kinship

• The most used analogy of the church is the family

• Bride of Christ

• Adopted as sons

• Brothers and Sisters

• Obligations of the family



Understanding Context

• To Kill a Mockingbird
• Harper Lee in 1960

• Rural Alabama in 1930’s

• Atticus Finch defends Tom Robinson

• Written during Civil Rights movement 



New Testament is no Different

• Just as we would seek to understand the time period of a novel, we 
should seek to understand the context of the first Century

• No less care of diligence should be taken

• All NT writers wrote within a historical context of their day and 
looking back on the events



NT introduces us to People groups

• John 1
• Priests

• Levites

• Pharisees

• Rabbi

• Luke 1-3
• Herod

• Pilate

• Ceaser

• High Priests



NT Introduces us to People Groups 

• Mark 1-3
• Synagogue

• Scribes

• Matthew 1-3
• Herod

• Chief priests and scribes

• Wise men from the east

• Pharisees

• Sadducees



Old Testament Conclusion

• Assyrians conquered northern kingdom 722 BC and scattered the 
inhabitants all over the middle east

• Babylon conquered the southern kingdom 597BC allowed them to remain 
as a community  

• Another group fled to Egypt and settled in the Nile delta

• Known as Diaspora or Exile

• I Peter 1:1 Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, To the exiles of the 
Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and 
Bithynia, 2 who have been chosen and destined by God the Father 
and sanctified by the Spirit to be obedient to Jesus Christ and to be 
sprinkled with his blood:



Historical Perspective

• Alexander the Great conquers vast area of land for the Greeks

• After his death – empire divided between 4 individuals
• Ptolomy – Egypt

• Seleucid – Mesopotamia

• These groups fought for control of Israel

• 198 BC Seleucids take control under Antiochus III
• He affirmed the right of the Jews to live according to Torah

• Onias III was high priest and traced lineage back to Aaron

• Described as a “zealot for the laws of Torah”



Historical Perspective

• Rule passed to Antiochus IV Epiphanes
• He preferred Epiphanes – God Manifest, others called him Epimanes - the madman
• Began persecution of the Jews 167 BC
• Full Hellenization of the Jews with a forceful prohibition of the Jewish religion
• Jason, brother of Onias buys the High Priesthood

• High Priesthood is now a political appointment
• An ex high priest retained considerable influence

• Why does that matter?
• Annas and Caiaphas both described as High Priest

• Annas appointed by Quirinius in 6CE  ( Luke 2:2)
• Caiaphas appointed by Gratus served from 18-36 CE

• Acts 4:5 The next day their rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in 
Jerusalem, 6 with Annas (6-16 CE) the high priest, Caiaphas (18-36 CE), John 
( 36-37 CD), and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family.



Revolution

• Antiochus implemented extreme measures against the Jews
• Forbade burnt offerings, sacrifices and libations in the Temple

• Erected alters and shrines in the villages

• Ordered the sacrifice of pigs and other impure animals

• Eliminated circumcision

• Burned the Torah

• Converted the Temple to a temple to Zeus

• He underestimated the deep religious feeling of the Jews



Maccabean Revolt

• Modin, small town 17 miles northwest of Jerusalem

• Mattathias Hasmoneas refused to sacrifice on a pagan alter
• Killed a Jew who was going to follow the decree

• Fled to wilderness with his 5 sons and supporters

• Also support of Hasidaeans – the pious one – possible forerunner to Pharisee

• Judas his son nicknamed Maccabee
• Leads the revolt against Seleucids

• 164 regains Jerusalem and purifies the temple

• Establishes the celebration of Hanukkah – Festival of Lights – Dedication

• 25th day of Kislev our Nov-Dec 



Jesus and Hanukkah

• John 10:22 At that time the festival of the Dedication took place 
in Jerusalem. It was winter, 23 and Jesus was walking in the 
temple, in the portico of Solomon. 24 So the Jews gathered 
around him and said to him, “How long will you keep us in 
suspense? If you are the Messiah,[b] tell us plainly.” 25 Jesus 
answered, “I have told you, and you do not believe. The works 
that I do in my Father’s name testify to me; 26 but you do not 
believe, because you do not belong to my sheep. 27 My sheep 
hear my voice. I know them, and they follow me. 28 I give them 
eternal life, and they will never perish. No one will snatch them 
out of my hand. 29 What my Father has given me is greater than 
all else, and no one can snatch it out of the Father’s 
hand.[c] 30 The Father and I are one.”

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=john+10&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-26495b
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=john+10&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-26500c


End of the Rule

• Hasmonean rule Israel till approx. 37 BCE
• Expanded their borders to almost the size of David and Solomon
• King and High Priest were often combined
• Filled with assassinations, bribery, plots, civil war
• John Hyrcanus conquered Idumaea – required all to become Jew

• Herod is appointed King of the  Jews by the Roman senate and Mark Anthony
• Josephus records that Herod was also of Maccabean descent
• Herod married Mariamne a Hasmonean
• Herod killed most of his family out of jealousy and desire to rule

• Mat 2:16 When Herod saw that he had been tricked by the wise men,[i] he 
was infuriated, and he sent and killed all the children in and around 
Bethlehem who were two years old or under, according to the time that he 
had learned from the wise men

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%202&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-23186i


Roman Rule

• Rome ruled over Israel, and setup Governors to administrate

• Pontius Pilate ruled from 26-36, one of the longer tenured reigns

• Retained Caiaphas as High Priest for his entire time

• Duties primarily military, peace keeping but also head of judicial 
system



Sadducees

• Generally upper class socially and economically

• Mainly concerned with the maintenance of the temple
• Which is why they are not mentioned after its destruction in 70 CE

• Most priests were Sadducees, but not all Sadducees were priests

• Did not take part in Maccabean war, and sympathized with Hellenistic 
adoption

• Exerted considerable power, through office of High Priest and 
Sanhedrin



Main Beliefs
• There is no fate – they took destiny into their own hands, not believing that 

God would intervene
• No resurrection
• Rejected the Oral Torah
• Denied existence of angels and demons
• Man has “free will”
• Conservative group
• Acts 23:6 When Paul noticed that some were Sadducees and others 

were Pharisees, he called out in the council, “Brothers, I am a 
Pharisee, a son of Pharisees. I am on trial concerning the hope of 
the resurrection of the dead.” 7 When he said this, a dissension 
began between the Pharisees and the Sadducees, and the assembly 
was divided. 8 (The Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, 
or angel, or spirit; but the Pharisees acknowledge all three.)



Essenes

• Truly a sect

• Lived in Qumran – north west shore of the Dead Sea

• Dead Sea scrolls a result of this community

• They felt they were the only true Jews

• Not mentioned in the NT, but were a distinct group in the first century

• Focused on piety and purity, not for earning salvation but as an 
expression of it

• Everything is in God’s hands



Scribes

• Of the minority who were literate
• Transcribed the Torah for more copies
• Experts on the Law of Moses – sometimes called a lawyer
• Neh 8:9 Then Nehemiah the governor, Ezra the priest and teacher of 

the Law, and the Levites who were instructing the people said to 
them all, “This day is holy to the LORD your God. Do not mourn or 
weep.” For all the people had been weeping as they listened to the 
words of the Law.

• Neh 8:7 The Levites—Jeshua, Bani, Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, 
Shabbethai, Hodiah, Maaseiah, Kelita, Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan and 
Pelaiah—instructed the people in the Law while the people were 
standing there. 8 They read from the Book of the Law of God, 
making it clear and giving the meaning so that the people 
understood what was being read.

• Some scribes were Pharisees, but there was a distinction



Pharisee

• May have begun around the time of Maccabean revolt

• Opposed to the Sadducees – during Hasmonean dynasty each 
wrestled each other for control

• Saw in Acts they believed in angels/demons and resurrection

• Not a sect like the Essenes 

• Emphasis on individual purity and stressing the purity laws of Torah

• Emphasis on teaching Torah through the synagogue

• Held to the Oral Law as binding 



Pharisee

• Acted as both political pressure group and a group concerned for 
purity – expanding the Levitical purity laws to everyone

• Protecting the symbols of national identity
• Circumcision

• Purity

• Sabbath

• They lacked power from within so had to collude with those who 
possessed real power

• With Herodians

• Saul sought permission from chief priests to persecute Christians



Pharisee
• They did not espouse a system of self salvation we commonly ascribe to 

them

• Concerned with
• Honoring God
• Following His covenant character
• Pursuit of the redemption of Israel

• Some had a “zeal” for Torah
• Remember back to Maccabees
• Gal 1:13 For you have heard of my previous way of life in Judaism, how 

intensely I persecuted the church of God and tried to destroy it. 14 I was 
advancing in Judaism beyond many of my own age among my people and 
was extremely zealous for the traditions of my fathers.

• While everything is in God’s hands, loyal Jews may be required as agents 
and instruments of divine action



AD 70

• Major turning point for Jews

• In 66 CE the First Jewish Revolt occurred and Rome was expelled from 
Jerusalem

• Nero sends Vespasian to meet the Jewish forces – Vespasian becomes 
Emporer in 69 and sends Titus to Jesusalem

• Titus surrounds the city and destroys it and the temple
• Historians report that Christians were not in the city, but had fled

• Prophesy of Jesus to flee to mountains when you see the city emcompassed



AD 70

• With the destruction of Jerusalem the Zealots are destroyed

• With the destruction of the Temple the Sadducees vanish

• With Rome occupying the land, the Essenes fade

• Leaves the Pharisees as the only major group left

• From this group arises the Rabbinical Period of the Jews



Rabbi

• Means Teacher – sign of respect

• Jesus is called Rabbi – but the term did not have the same 
connotation as it did after AD70

• Mark 3:14 He appointed twelve that they might be with him and 
that he might send them out to preach 15 and to have authority 
to drive out demons.

• Luke 6:40 The student is not above the teacher, but everyone who 
is fully trained will be like their teacher.



Synagogue

• Uncertainty of when they developed

• Babylonian exile 6th century

• 3rd Century in Egypt

• By the time of Jesus they were a major part of the social and religious 
life in Israel

• Place where Torah is read

• Not much known of liturgy, most coming from 2nd century CE and 
later



Synagogue
• Hints in the New Testament

• Luke 4:14 Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit, and 
news about him spread through the whole countryside. 15 He 
was teaching in their synagogues, and everyone praised 
him.16 He went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and 
on the Sabbath day he went into the synagogue, as was his 
custom. He stood up to read, 17 and the scroll of the prophet 
Isaiah was handed to him. Unrolling it, he found the place 
where it is written:

• Acts 15:21 For the law of Moses has been preached in every city 
from the earliest times and is read in the synagogues on 
every Sabbath.”

• 2 Cor 3:15 Even to this day when Moses is read, a veil covers 
their hearts.



Summary

• The first century was a time of uncertainty, political unrest

• Many factions of Judaism

• Jesus comes in and declares his Messiahship and with 12 men change 
the world


