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Their interpretations of the law seem to have
“Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our
been driven by a conviction that all of God’s
God, the Lord alone. You shall
people should live with the utmost sanctity. They
love the Lord your God with all
urged laypeople to follow the same purity reguyour heart, and with all your soul,
and with all your might.”
lations in their daily lives that were expected of
In Jesus’s day, as in our own,
priests serving in the temple, the idea being that
the Shema was the central prayer
(in some sense) every house was a temple, every
of Judaism, recited daily. It comes
table was an altar, and every man was a priest.
from Deuteronomy 6:4, though
For example, the Pharisees and their followers
later versions would add a liturgipracticed handwashings originally designated
cal refrain and append verses
for temple service before eating any meal (see
from Deuteronomy 6:5–9; 11:13–
Matt. 15:2; cf. Mark 7:3–4).
21; Numbers 15:37–41. Shema is
Many Pharisees appear to have been scribes,
the Hebrew word for “Hear!”
and it is possible that some New Testament references to “the scribes” refer to scribes who were
Pharisees (cf. Mark 2:16; Luke 5:30; Acts 23:9). The same is probably true of the
the law: “the law of
Moses” or any regu“lawyers” whom we hear about now and then (cf. Matt. 22:35; Luke 11:45); they
lations that the Jewwere experts in the law (i.e., Torah) and thus probably were Pharisees. Many
ish people understood as delineating
Pharisees were synagogue leaders, and some are referred to as “rabbis”—that
faithfulness to God
is, teachers (cf. Matt. 23:6–8). Jesus (who also is called “rabbi”) probably had
in terms of the covmore in common with the Pharisees than with any other Jewish group of his
enant that God had
made with Israel.
day, which could explain why most of his arguments were with them: they had
enough in common to make debate possible. The apostle Paul was raised a
priests: in Second
Pharisee and continued to regard himself as a Pharisee even after he became a
Temple Judaism,
people authorized to
missionary for Christ (see Phil. 3:5).

oversee the sacrificial
system in the Jerusalem temple.

Sadducees
The Sadducees probably were the most powerful Jewish group of the day.
They figure less prominently in our Gospel stories because they appear to have
been centered in Jerusalem, and Jesus spends most of his time in Galilee (but
see Mark 12:18–23). They seem to have controlled the temple system and often
dominated the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling body. The high priest and the chief
priests whom we hear about in the New Testament probably were Sadducees.
Pharisees and Sadducees were able to cooperate with one another on matters
of common interest, but they were divided over a number of theological and
political issues. For example, it is said that the Sadducees did not believe in life
after death and that they were skeptical of nonbiblical stories regarding angels
and demons. They regarded only the Pentateuch (the first five books of our
Old Testament) as sacred Scripture and viewed the other books that Jews and
Christians now consider to be Scripture simply as religious writings. Whereas

scribes: Jewish
professionals skilled
in teaching, copying,
and interpreting
Jewish law; closely
associated with the
Pharisees.
rabbis: Jewish teachers, many of whom
had disciples or
followers.
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