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sect

Nowadays “sect” can have a pejorative meaning, suggesting a group that deviates from the majority’s religion. I use it merely to describe a “section” within a larger religious body.

scribes

The scribes were not a sect, but they are mentioned in the New Testament in relation to the sects, and so I include them here.

In the thousand years before Jesus, scribes were the few literate persons in a society. In Mesopotamia and Egypt as well as Israel, most scribes were court bureaucrats who recorded business transactions and the deeds of kings. They also were in charge of their society’s religious texts; it is they who wrote most of the Old Testament books.

During the Babylonian exile (587-539 BCE), however, Israelite scribes became especially devoted to preserving and promoting the Mosaic Law. The first scribe of this new sort was Ezra. Ezra 7:6 says that Ezra “went up from Babylonia [to Jerusalem]. He was a scribe skilled in the law of Moses.”

In the New Testament, scribes are members of either of the two major sects, the Sadducees or Pharisees. For example, Mark 2:16 speaks of “the scribes of the Pharisees” (see also Acts 23:9). The scribes of the Pharisees were interpreters of the Mosaic Law. They applied the Law to every detail of life.

But elsewhere one finds “scribes and Pharisees” (7 times in Matt 23, where Jesus denounces them).

Sadducees

aristocracy

In Maccabean times (c. 165-37 BCE), there were two groups of aristocrats.

One was a secular aristocracy. It lived off agricultural holdings and high administrative posts. (These are the “masters” and absentee landlords in the parables.)

The other group was priestly families. These controlled the temple and the temple treasury, which was, effect, the national bank.

100s BCE

The Hasmonean monarchs (c. 165-37 BCE) became a new, wealthy aristocracy, supported by the Sadducees (the priestly aristocracy).

The first reference to the Sadducees is from King Hyrcanus’ time (135-105 BCE), but “they probably included survivors of older aristocratic families.” (Perkins Reading 28)

Sadducees in Jesus’ day

The Sadducees controlled the temple.

They rejected the Pharisees’ oral Law and doctrine of resurrection. For example, in Matt 22:23, “some Sadducees came to him [Jesus] saying there is no resurrection . . .” Jesus answered by affirming the resurrection.

Pharisees

In the 100s BCE, a movement arose among the scribes. Members of the movement were rigorists in religion, demanding more of themselves that most Jews did. The rigorists were called the chasidim (Hasideans), which meant “pious ones.” (Compare the present-day Hasidic Jews, who arose in the 1700s CE.)

In time opponents called the rigorists parush, “separated ones” (hence English “Pharisee”), because they avoided Gentiles and sinners.

The Pharisees were more popular than the Sadducees. The Sadducees were mostly found in the temple in Jerusalem. The Pharisees controlled the synagogues and so were out among the people.

Compared to the Sadducees, the Pharisees were liberals when it came to doctrine. They believed in resurrection; they had a fascination for angels; and they believed that God gave Moses an oral as well as the written Law.

Babylonian Talmud Gittin 60B.2: “The majority of the Torah was transmitted in writing, while the minority was transmitted orally . . .” (<sefaria.org/Gittin.60b.2?lang=bi>.) (See also Jetusalem Talmud Shekalim 6.1.)

Essenes

Flavius Josephus (c. 37-100 CE), a Jewish historian, mentions the sect of the Essenes. Because his description matches well the description of themselves by the creators of the Dead Sea Scrolls, most scholars assume that the Dead Sea Scrolls were created by the Essenes.

The Dead-Sea-Scrolls sect was founded by someone called the “Teacher of Righteousness,” who lived in the late 100s or the first century BCE. The Teacher of Righteousness founded a religious community at Qumran, at the northwest corner of the Dead Sea. (Not all members of the sect lived in the community.) At Qumran the Essenes seem to have lived a monastic existence.

Qumran is near where the Dead Sea Scrolls were found in the winter of 1946-1947. Most of the Dead Sea Scrolls were copied c. 250 BCE-68 CE. They were preserved in clay jars placed in caves near the Dead Sea. The Scrolls contain over 200 copies of biblical books. The remaining texts (over 600) are commentaries on biblical books or books written by Essenes for Essenes. (VanderKam The Dead Sea Scrolls)

They had some beliefs that separated them from other Jews.

The Jerusalem temple cult has been corrupted.
Only the Essenes are heirs to the covenant and God’s promises; the rest of the Jews have lost out.
One must observe the Law in strict purity.
God gave the Teacher of Righteousness the true interpretation of the Law. (Compare the Pharisees’ interpretation of the Law by means of an oral Law.)
Three individuals—a prophet, a royal messiah, and a priestly messiah—will usher in the messianic age.
Since John the Baptist also announced repentance, baptism for sin, and judgment, some have thought John might have been an Essene. But John baptized non-Essenes as well, who did not then live in the Qumran community but returned home.
Essenes disapproved of both the Sadducees and the Pharisees.

Mandaeans

“Mandaeans” is not a term found in the Bible; it is a term later applied to the group.
They claim to have been founded by John the Baptist, and they may go back to the first century CE. After all, John the Baptist had disciples, not all of whom may have become Christians.

John 1:35-37, “The next day John again was standing with two of his disciples, 36 and as he watched Jesus walk by he exclaimed, “Look, here is the Lamb of God!” 37 The two disciples heard him say this, and they followed Jesus.”
Acts 19:1-7, “While Apollos was in Corinth, Paul passed through the interior regions and came to Ephesus, where he found some disciples. 2 He said to them, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you became believers?” They replied, “No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit.” 3 Then he said, “Into what, then, were you baptized?” They answered, “Into John’s baptism.” 4 Paul said, “John baptized with the baptism of repentance, telling the people to believe in the one who was to come after him, that is, in Jesus.” 5 On hearing this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. 6 When Paul had laid his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came upon them, and they spoke in tongues and prophesied, 7 altogether there were about twelve of them.”

The Mandaeans still exist today: 60,000-100,000 are in Iraq or in a diaspora (especially in Sweden).

apocalyptists

“Apocalyptic” is “new revelations about the continuing course of history and the end of the world. . . . [Apocalyptic assumes that] evil is so radically embedded in the present age . . . that it cannot be eradicated by human effort. . . . God himself will intervene . . .” (Perkins Reading 38)

examples

In Isa 58:1-12, 59:1-20, 63:7-64:11, Israel’s disregard of the Law has caused its suffering; but God will vindicate Israel within socio-political history (thus also Psalms of Solomon 17).
In Dan 7-8, foreign nations become terrible beasts.
In Zech 9-14, the day of Yahweh will be a terrible war.
In Assumption of Moses 10, all creation will be destroyed at the judgment; the good (Israel) will be saved, and the bad (gentiles) will be lost.
In the Manual of Discipline (the Essenes’ community rule), Israel itself will be purged; humanity will consist of two warring factions, sect members (“sons of light”) and everyone else (“sons of darkness,” led by Satan).

Zealots

When Judea became a Roman province in 6 CE, Quirinius (Luke 2:2), the Syrian legate, ordered a census of Judea so that it could be taxed. Judas the Galilean led a resistance to it, but the resistance was probably only sporadic.
The first evidence for an organized Zealot movement is in the 60s CE, just before the First Jewish War (AD 66-73). (The first evidence is in Judea, not Galilee. That is an argument against Judas the Galilean being a zealot, and therefore against Jesus being a zealot.)
The sicarii, a ruthless segment of Zealots, assassinated prominent collaborators with Rome (e.g., the high priest Jonathan).

peasants (`am ha-aretz)

The `am ha-aretz (people of the land) were the lower classes: farmers, fishermen, craftsmen, some merchants. They were the vast number of Jews in Jesus day, those who did not belong to a sect.

In the New Testament, the peasants are looked down upon by the sects.
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