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Pharisees and Sadducees 
 

Lecture Hymn: LSB 344 - On Jordan’s Bank the Baptist’s Cry 

But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming to his baptism, he said to them, “You 
brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” (Matthew 3:7) 

Pharisees – “separated” – The Pharisees were laypeople (often working class, ‘blue collar’) who 
wanted to keep their religion free from the influences of the Greeks. They were strict adherents to 
the Law, conservative, and traditional. 

“The Pharisees believed that people had the ability to do good or evil, and that, by keeping the Law in 
an outward manner, they could of themselves earn God’s favor. For this reason, they stressed 
keeping God’s Law and the oral law and put great emphasis on observing such rituals as washing, 
tithing, and fasting. They also avoided contact with non-Pharisees. They believed in the existence of 
angels and taught the immortality of the soul, two doctrines disputed by their rival party, the 
Sadducees” (Lutheran Bible Companion, vol. 2, CPH, 946). 

“The Jewish Talmud is the record of rabbinic discussions concerning the Law. One of the stated aims 
of the Talmud was to “build a fence around the Torah.” One Jewish website describes that principle in 
this way: 

For example, the Torah commands us not to work on Shabbat, but a gezeirah commands us 
not to even handle an implement that you would use to perform prohibited work (such as a 
pencil, money, a hammer), because someone holding the implement might forget that it was 
Shabbat and perform prohibited work. (http://www.jewfaq.org/halakhah.htm) 

This fence consists of oral and written traditions, not part of the Law itself, but built around the Law. 
It was because of these traditions that Jesus and the Jewish leaders of his day often found themselves 
in conflict” (http://www.timothyarcher.com/kitchen/a-fence-around-the-law/) 

Matthew 23: 13 “But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you shut the kingdom 
of heaven in people's faces. For you neither enter yourselves nor allow those who would enter 
to go in. 15 Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you travel across sea and land 
to make a single proselyte, and when he becomes a proselyte, you make him twice as much 
a child of hell as yourselves. … 

23 “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint and dill and cumin, and 
have neglected the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness. These 
you ought to have done, without neglecting the others. 24 You blind guides, straining out a 
gnat and swallowing a camel! 

25 “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean the outside of the cup and 
the plate, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence. 26 You blind Pharisee! First 
clean the inside of the cup and the plate, that the outside also may be clean. 



27 “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed tombs, 
which outwardly appear beautiful, but within are full of dead people's bones and all 
uncleanness. 28 So you also outwardly appear righteous to others, but within you are full 
of hypocrisy and lawlessness. 

Sadducees – Unlike the Pharisees, the Sadducees were members of the clergy and were one of the 
three leading Jewish religious parties at the time of Christ. Although a small group, they were 
influential. Unlike the Pharisees, the Sadducees believed only what was in the written law; they held 
to the Law of Moses …. They were opposed to the traditions of the scribes and the Pharisees in the 
interpretation of the Law. They denied belief in the resurrection, angels, and spirits …  They also did 
not long for a Messiah the way other Jewish groups did. They were the second largest religious group 
in Judea (Lutheran Bible Companion, 959). 

The Sadducees were open to influences from the Greeks in the interpretation of their religion. Their 
life centered on the temple and its rituals. Together, the Pharisees and Sadducees comprised the 
Sanhedrin, a 71-member group that acted both as a religious court and legislature. 

Acts 23: 6 Now when Paul perceived that one part were Sadducees and the other Pharisees, 
he cried out in the council, “Brothers, I am a Pharisee, a son of Pharisees. It is with respect to 
the hope and the resurrection of the dead that I am on trial.” 7 And when he had said this, a 
dissension arose between the Pharisees and the Sadducees, and the assembly was 
divided. 8 For the Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, nor angel, nor spirit, but the 
Pharisees acknowledge them all. 9 Then a great clamor arose, and some of the scribes of the 
Pharisees' party stood up and contended sharply, “We find nothing wrong in this man. What if 
a spirit or an angel spoke to him?” 10 And when the dissension became violent, the tribune, 
afraid that Paul would be torn to pieces by them, commanded the soldiers to go down and 
take him away from among them by force and bring him into the barracks. 

 

Scribes – “After the exile [in Babylon], 
scribes faithfully copied the Scriptures 
to preserve them for future 
generations. They became interpreters 
of the Law and powerful leaders in 
Israel. … The title was associated with 
the priest Ezra (Ezra 7:11-12), describing 
him as a scholar of the Law of Moses. 
The rise of the scribes corresponded 
with increased interest in the Law, its 
interpretation, and application to 
Israelite life after the exile” (Lutheran Bible 
Companion, vol. 2, CPH, 946). 

Jesus: “For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will 
never enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:20). 

But Jesus answered him, “Let it be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness” 
(Matthew 3:15) 


