JESUS AND THE SECTS

 
In the first century, Jewry was as divided as Christianity appears today. There were several sects which differed in ideology and practice, and yet we see Jesus in one of these camps. 

 
To understand the rise of the sects, and how the peculiarities of each came to be, it is important to know the events which occurred in the intertestamental period, that is, the time period between the last writings of the Old Testament and the events at the time of Jesus' birth. During the intertestamental period, the Jewish nation underwent several changes in both the religious and political arenas. They were trying to reestablish their religious identity, while dealing with ever-changing political situations. With no more inspired writers or prophets, the nation tried to revive a knowledge of an adherence to the law of Moses. To this end, scribes, who at first served primarily as copyists, began to occupy positions of increasing importance, since they were the most familiar with the law and could begin to reeducate the nation. Over time, the scribes became something of a professional group consisting of scholars of the law. They stressed exact adherence to the law, and even began to apply the law to every conceivable part of life, often requiring new additions to the law. The result was the emergence of an oral law, in addition to the written law of Moses. 

 
The political developments of the intertestamental period had profound effects on Jewish thought, but perhaps the most significant was the introduction of Greek culture by Alexander the Great. He not only conquered enormous territories, but taught Greek ways, changing the cultures of the newly acquired territories. 

Pharisees 

 
The first sect we examine from the days of Jesus is the Pharisees, whose name meant "separated ones". The Pharisees consisted of the scribes and those who held not only to complete adherence to the law of Moses, but also to the oral law. They saw the introduction of Greek culture as an evil influence which would corrupt Jewish faithfulness. Consequently, they resisted the foreign ways, calling the people back, not only to the Law, but to the oral law. 

They had many beliefs which we would share, at least in a general sense (e.g., the resurrection from the dead, the existence of angels, etc.); but their religious zeal had prompted them to go beyond God's requirements in the Law. In Matthew 15, they charged Jesus saying that His disciples did not follow the oral law of ceremonial washing before eating (the question did not involve hygiene). Jesus replied, "Why do you break the commandment of God for the sake of your traditions? ...in vain do they worship Me, teaching as doctrines the commandments of men (Vv. 3, 9]. Jesus was not a Pharisee, and would not let Himself or His followers be bound by religious laws which did not come from God, a primary distinction of the Pharisees. 

Sadducees 

The next sect is the Sadducees, which consisted largely of the wealthy and the priests. This group acknowledged the law of Moses, but did not recognize the oral laws of the Pharisees, a point of contention that helped cement the division between the two. In addition, they had welcomed the arrival of the Greek culture, and had made peace with the foreign world, even at the expense of the Law. They were more concerned with the political than the spiritual and would violate the latter for the former. 

The Sadducees were largely disinterested with Jesus until He claimed to be the Messiah, at which point they became alarmed that He might upset the political arena, since the Romans could not ignore the "King of the Jews". This was the primary cause for their antagonism toward Jesus. Needless to say, Jesus was not a Sadducee because He would never set aside God's laws in order to make peace with man. His purpose was spiritual, not political or worldly. 

Zealots 

The third sect we will mention is the Zealots, which could be labeled as the Jewish nationalist party. Before the Romans began to rule Judea in 63 B.C., the Jews enjoyed a century of independence. The independence gained and lost, coupled with the Pharisees' zeal for purity, led many to believe that the Messiah would only come to a people willing to fight for deliverance from foreigners. As the years passed, the Zealots became increasingly violent in their attempt to throw off the Romans. It is believed that Barabbas and the two thieves crucified with Jesus were Zealots, along with Simon Zelotes, one of the apostles. 

Jesus was not a Zealot, for He resisted attempts to be crowned as an earthly ruler (John 6). In addition, He told Pilate that His kingdom was not of this world (John 18:36). 

There are a few other sects of the first century, but these are the ones most mentioned in the New Testament, and which helped shape Judaism to the greatest degree. It has been mentioned with each that Jesus was not a member of any of these sects. He rejected the additions to the law given by the Pharisees; He upheld the Law which the Sadducees would abandon for worldly associations; and He did not come to establish an earthly kingdom, as the Zealots desired. 

 
What was Jesus? He was simply a Jew, who followed the Law in its entirety, not binding where God had not bound, nor loosing where God had not loosed. He said of Himself, "And He who sent Me is with Me. The Father has not left Me alone, for I always do the things that are pleasing to Him" (John 8:29). 

There are those in the church today who serve as modern Pharisees. Our non-institutional brethren would bind where God has not bound, adding human laws to the gospel and demanding our adherence. We also find modern Sadducees in the church. Our liberal brethren will loose where God has not loosed, making peace with the world at the expense of peace with God. While ignoring parts of the gospel, they call us "legalists" because we strive always to do those things that please God. Within this past hundred years, we also have had brethren who would preach that Jesus will come back to Jerusalem and establish a kingdom, something He Himself denied emphatically. 

Brethren, let us not fall into one of these "camps", but, like Jesus, let us just be one of God's people. Let us be simply Christians, willing to come to God with a loving and pure heart, keeping His will. Jesus said, "If anyone loves Me, he will keep My word, and My Father will love him, and We will come to him and make Our home with him" (John 14:23). 

[-Rick Brumback]

