profile of the pharisees
1. When one considers the characteristics and doctrines of the Pharisees he should recognize that information regarding the Pharisees comes from three primary sources.

2. The first is the New Testament, the second is from the writings of Josephus, and the third source of information is the Jewish Talmud.
3. The primary source the believer should consult is the New Testament, particularly the gospels and the book of Acts.

a. In that regard, this religious group is only mentioned one time outside the gospels and the book of Acts.  Phil. 3:5
b. It seems that the writers of the New Testament generally recognized that the character and teachings of the Pharisees were already something with which their readers were quite familiar.
c. While they are mentioned some 95 times in the gospels and Acts, the authors only seem to emphasize the matters in which they exhibited antagonism toward the Lord or toward those who followed Him.  Matt. 9:11,34, 12:2,14, 15:1, 16:1, et al.
4. The other two sources of information regarding the Pharisees come from Josephus (c. 37-100 AD) and from the Jewish Talmud.
a. The evidence of Josephus, who claims to have lived according to the sect of the Pharisees,
 is made somewhat less valuable by the fact that he seems to have modified the accounts of his people in order to appeal to his Roman audience.
b. He refers to the Pharisees as a philosophic sect, somewhat like the Stoics, and not an active political party; he never references their Messianic hope.

c. The Talmud (the teachings of rabbinic Judaism) consists of the Mishnah (“the oral Torah”, compiled c. 150-200 AD) and Gemara (“teaching”, compiled c. 500-600 AD), which were both written by the descendants of the Pharisees.
d. However, the Gemara, from which a great deal of information is derived, was compiled so much later that it lessens the value of some of the evidence presented by the Talmud.
e. The Mishnah provides a virtual encyclopedia of the legalism of the Pharisees, which instructs the reader with an incredible amount of detail concerning every area of conduct.
5. Nevertheless, the information that is available from this variety of sources allows the student of the Bible to have a fairly accurate and consistent understanding of the Pharisees.
6. Historical events that led to the formation of the Pharisees.
a. Following the death of Alexander the Great, his empire was divided as four of his generals fought for supremacy.  Daniel 8:3-8
b. Palestine was sandwiched between two of the rivals (Seleucus and Ptolemy); for the next 125 years, Seleucids and Ptolemies battled for control of the land of Israel.
c. The former finally achieved victory in 198 BC when Antiochus III defeated the Egyptians and incorporated Judea into his empire. 
d. Initially, he continued to allow the Jews autonomy, but after a significant defeat at the hands of the Romans, he began a program of Hellenization that threatened to force the Jews to abandon their monotheism for the polytheism of the Greeks. 
e. Antiochus backed down in the face of Jewish opposition to his attempt to introduce idols in their temples; however, his son, Antiochus IV who inherited the throne in 176 BC, resumed his father's original policy of Hellenization without allowing for an exception for the Jews. 
f. A brief Jewish rebellion only served to confirm his views and led him to outlaw central tenets of Judaism, such as the Sabbath observance and circumcision.

g. He defiled the Temple in Jerusalem by erecting an altar to the god Zeus, allowing the sacrifice of pigs on the altar, and opening the Temple to non-Jews.
h. It was clear that many Jews had been seduced by the virtues of Hellenism, but the extreme measures adopted by Antiochus helped unite the people who were opposed to being indoctrinated.
i. When a Greek official tried to force a priest named Mattathias to make a sacrifice to a pagan god, he refused; Josephus records the events of that time in the Antiquities of the Jews.  
j. Now at this time there was one whose name was Mattathias, who dwelt at Modin, the son of John, the son of Simeon, the son of Asamoneus, a priest of the order of Joarib, and a citizen of Jerusalem.  He had five sons: John, who was called Gaddis, and Simon, who was called Matthias, and Judas, who was called Maccabeus, and Eleazar, who was called Auran, and Jonathan, who was called Apphus.  Now this Mattathias lamented to his children the sad state of their affairs, and the ravage made in the city, and the plundering of the temple, and the calamities the multitude were under; and he told them that it was better for them to die for the laws of their country, than to live so ingloriously as they then did.  But when those who were appointed by the king were come to Modin, that they might compel the Jews to do what they were commanded, and to enjoin those who were there to offer sacrifice, as the king had commanded, they desired that Mattathias, a person of the greatest character among them, both on other accounts, and particularly on account of such a numerous and so deserving a family of children, would begin the sacrifice because his fellow citizens would follow his example, and because such a procedure would make him honored by the king. But Mattathias said he would not do it; and that if all the other nations would obey the commands of Antiochus, either out of fear, or to please him, yet would not he nor his sons leave the religious worship of their country.  But as soon as he had ended his speech, there came one of the Jews into the midst of them, and sacrificed, as Antiochus had commanded.  At which Mattathias had great indignation, and ran upon him violently, with his sons, who had swords with them, and slew both the man himself who sacrificed, and Apelles the king's general, who compelled them to sacrifice, with a few of his soldiers. He also overthrew the idol altar, and cried out, ``If,'' anyone be zealous for the laws of his country, and for the worship of God, let him follow me.''  And when he had said this, he made haste into the desert with his sons, and left all his substance in the village.  Antiquities 12:268-271

k. As one would expect, Antiochus began reprisals against the Jews, but in 167 BC the Jews rose up behind Mattathias and his five sons and fought for their liberation.

l. The family of Mattathias became known as the Maccabees, which is derived from the Hebrew word for hammer, since they would strike hammer blows against their enemies. 
m. Eventually, Antiochus sent a small force to put down the rebellion; when that was annihilated, he led a more powerful army into battle only to be defeated. 
n. In 164 BC, the Maccabees retook control of Jerusalem and the Temple; it was purified and sacrifices were restored; this event resulted in the holiday of Hannukah.
7. The Maccabees, the Hasidim, and the Pharisees.

a. As mentioned above, the great grandfather of Mattathias was named Asamoneus, which was Hellenized in form to refer to the Hasmonean dynasty.

b. Following the revolt against Antiochus III and Antiochus IV, the Hasmonean dynasty (essentially the Maccabees and their descendants) ruled in Judea from about 140-37 BC.
c. The Hasidim were the pious men in Israel in the 2nd century BC, who chose to resist the increasing pressure toward Hellenization.

d. When the Maccabees revolted in about 167 BC, the Hasidim were in full support of the resistance against Antiochus and his Hellenization policies.

e. Once the Jews regained their religious freedom in about 162 BC, the Hasidim, who were primarily interested in the religious life of Israel and not the political life, became increasingly separate from the politics of the Hasmoneans.

f. This group then spawned several sects of which the Pharisees were the most notable; in fact, the Pharisees may be regarded as the direct continuation of the Hasidim.

8. The Greek noun Φαρισαῖος (Pharisaios--Pharisee) has long been understood in the sense of the separated ones, the separatists; most believe it is derived from the Hebrew verb vr;P' (paras--to make distinct, to distinguish or separate).
9. There is still debate as to whether the name was adopted by the Pharisees first or if it was something that originated with their opponents.
a. If they chose the name for themselves it was designed to mark them as the separated ones, the holy ones of true Israel.

b. If their opponents applied the name to them, it was used as an insult; the Pharisees lived in closed communities and their refusal to associate with other Jews (the people of the land) no doubt irritated their adversaries.
c. Some have suggested that the name was given based on their zeal for the Law, which involved separation from the influences of Hellenism; it was first a compliment, then appropriated as an insult.
10. Later Jewish scholars (c. 1000 AD) described a Pharisee as “one who separates himself from all uncleanness, and from unclean food, and from the people of the land, who are not careful what they eat”.
a. It was applied to those who carefully kept themselves from any legal contamination.
b. In that regard, they distinguished themselves from the common people (people of the land, who had fewer scruples) by their careful attention to the precepts of the Law (included their oral additions).
11. Josephus states that the Pharisees “appear more religious than others, and seem to interpret the laws more accurately”.

12. He uses the noun ἀκρίβεια (akribeia--exactness, precision), which denotes strict conformity to a norm or standard; the term refers to exact, specific, and detailed knowledge.  Acts 22:3
13. Based on their separation from Hellenism and any other form of ceremonial defilement, the Pharisees formed closed communities, which were referred to as חֲבֵרִים  (chabheriym); that term denotes a companion, an associate, or a partner.

a. The Pharisaic communities of Jerusalem, several of which are known to have had strict rules of admission, once again points to their character as a closed society. 
b. Before admission there was a period of probation, one month or up to one year, during the course of which the applicant had to prove his ability to follow the ritual laws.

c. The were two conditions for being admitted to the brotherhood of the Pharisees; the first being that the prospective Pharisee would set apart all the sacred tithes on the produce of the land, and refrain from eating anything which had not been tithed.
d. The second condition was that he would scrupulously observe the most essential laws of purity, which affected the eating of food and all family affairs. 

14. The laws of the Pharisees, which so rigidly enforced avoiding unclean food and defiling objects, even without the amplifications and expansions which arose in the course of time, would affect almost every action in public life and every aspect of family life.

a. When one considers how this actually worked, it becomes evident that thousands upon thousands were rendered unclean according to the Mosaic institutions.
b. It is clear that these thousands of unclean men and women legally defiled many people and things with whom they came into contact; it really does not matter if they did so knowingly or unknowingly.
c. Thus, it became absolutely necessary for those who conscientiously desired to discharge their religious duties in a state of legal purity to adopt such precautionary measures as would preclude the possibility of violating these laws. 
d. The teachings ordained that since one did not know whether he had been defiled by contact with any unclean person or thing, every Chaber had to wash his hands before eating his ordinary food, second tithes, or the heave offering.

e. Further, he was to immerse his whole body before he ate the portions of holy sacrifices; he was to bathe his whole body before touching the water, even if it was only his hands which were unclean.

15. The Mishna provides an expanded explanation of what was required: "He who takes upon himself to be conscientious, tithes whatever he eats, and whatever he sells, and whatever he buys, and does not become the guest of an Am ha-Aretz (the people of the land; non-Pharisees), and he who takes upon himself to become a member of the Pharisaic association must neither sell to the people of the land moist or dry fruit, nor buy of him moist fruit, nor become the guest of the people of the land, nor receive him as guest, in his garments, into his house"

16. In spite of their scrupulous attention to details that very often went beyond the language or intent of the Mosaic Law, it appears that most of the Pharisees were considered as men of the people, since they generally had no formal scribal education. 

a. In contrast to the Sadducees, who largely came from the aristocracy, the Pharisees were generally made up of the middle class.

b. They tended to be involved in business as the merchants and tradesmen of their day, which likely accounts for the large amount of material in the Talmud devoted to the intricacies of commercial life.
c. The average Pharisee had no formal education in the interpretation and application of the law, and came to rely on the professional scholar--the scribe.

d. Each community of the Chaberim was organized under the leadership of the scribe, who served as a professional authority in the interpretation of the law.

17. Although the scribes and Pharisees are frequently mentioned together in the gospels, Jeremias ably demonstrates that the two groups were not identical.

a. Luke makes a clear distinction between Jesus' teachings against the theologians--the scribes (Lk.  11:46-52, 20:46) and His teachings against the Pharisees and their practices.  Lk. 11:39-44
b. Even though they are not identical, one thing that was true was that the leading members of the Pharisaic communities were the scribes/lawyers.
18. As the New Testament begins, the Pharisees had the majority of influence among the common people; nevertheless, while they had some power in the Sanhedrin, they were not the dominant force.

19. In that regard, the Herodians and Sadducees were the real forces in the Sanhedrin; the Herodians influence was based on their alliance with the Roman authorities, and the Sadducees influenced by virtue of their skill in political intrigue.

20. The specific domain of the Pharisees prior to the First Advent was the synagogue; the Sadducees controlled the Temple, but the scribes and Pharisees maintained the synagogue as the center of worship and teaching.

21. When one considers the doctrines and practices of the Pharisees, one reference work makes the observation that to do so is essentially to review the history of Orthodox Judaism.

22. While the Pharisees were in the minority in the Sanhedrin, Josephus indicates that their influence with the people was such that the chief priests and Sadducee majority had to respect their views.

23. The Pharisees were the democratic party, who acted as representatives of the people; they sought to make the common people realize that in their practices and lives, God has given to all alike the kingdom, priesthood, and holiness.  IIMac. 2:17 

24. In opposition to the smaller group of the priestly aristocracy of Sadducees, who placed great value upon their office and their hereditary rights and who showed little sympathy to the people at large, the Pharisees sought to get people to realize that they were a royal priesthood, a holy nation.  Ex. 19:6

a. They taught the people that that by becoming a diligent student of the Law, even though they were not from the priestly line, each one could become a priest in spirit.

b. Based on that, they could occupy an important and useful position in the service of the Lord in spite of the fact that they were not from the Aaronic priesthood.
c. In this, the Pharisees are to be commended; this is precisely what God had in view for Israel and what is now available to Gentile believers.  IPet. 2:9-10
d. However, the Torah prescribed rules of purity and rules on food for the officiating priests alone; the Pharisees made these rules a general practice in the everyday life of the priests and in the life of all the people.
e. Unfortunately, this is another example of legalism, going beyond what the Bible actually teaches and enforcing laws on people that were never actually intended for them.
25. In terms of practical living, Josephus presents the Pharisees as leading a moderate life; they tended to renounce both excessive riches and excessive pleasure, strived to acquire knowledge of the Law, and practiced those precepts which would prepare them for the life to come.

26. The main distinctive of the Pharisees was not their zeal for the Law, since that was a general characteristic of many of the Jewish sects in the New Testament period.

a. The real matter that separated the Pharisees from other groups was the importance they attached to the oral law as contrasted with the written Law or Torah.

b. At the root of the issue was the authority of the oral law, which the Pharisees accepted and promoted as valid along with the Torah.

c. They believed that the Torah was inspired and authoritative, but accepted all the explanatory and supplemental material that was contained in the oral tradition of the rabbis.
27. This supplemental material began to evolve during the Babylonian Exile, which was considered to be divine punishment for the Jewish neglect of the Law.

a. The detailed exposition of the Law appeared in the form of what have been called “innumerable and highly specific injunctions”, which were designed to build a fence or wall around the written Torah.

b. The purpose was to guard against any possible violation of the Torah whether by ignorance or accident.

c. Once the Exile concluded and the Jews found themselves in new circumstances in the post-exilic world, new matters arose that were not apparently covered by the written Torah; consequently, new legislation had to be produced and added to that which already existed.

d. The content of the oral tradition continued to evolve and grow through the intertestamental period (~400 years from Malachi to John the Baptist) and the first portion of the Church Age; it was recorded in written form in about 200 AD.
e. The legal material in the Mishnah is designated as the Halakha (spelled various ways), which literally means walking (how one lives his life), which prescribes how one is to conduct himself in various situations.

f. The other basic type of material in the oral tradition (particularly in the Gemara) is referred to as Haggadah--that which edifies or instructs.

28. Under the direction of their scribes, the Pharisees multiplied the Halakha, which attempted to address every minute detail that might arise in one’s life.
29. Although they were quite earnest and self-sacrificing, all too often they were guilty of arrogance toward the masses, which resulted in their uncharitable conduct toward the people.

30. It was in this rigid and legalistic version of Judaism that the apostle Paul excelled, being strictly educated under Gamaliel (Acts 22:3) and ultimately becoming one of the greatest Pharisees in his zeal to defend and advance his beliefs.  Acts 23:6; Gal. 1:13-14
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