
THE PHARISEES: 

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 
(Bruce: pp. 114–15, n. 51) 

 

 The Aramaic derivation of the name means “separated ones.”  Such an idea may 

represent on a practical level their tendency to avoid contact with others who were not 

ceremonially pure and on a historical level their own withdrawal from support of the 

Hasmoneans during the rule of John Hyrcanus I (134-104 B.C.). 

 In any case, their earliest origins lie embedded in another group known as the 

Hasideans.  The Hasideans were pious exponents of the law who rose up with the 

Maccabees in revolt against Antiochus IV Epiphanes.  However, when the Maccabean 

family got too political in their rule of the nation and as well assumed the prerogatives of 

the high priesthood for their own family line, the Hasideans withdrew their support. 

 At some point in the Hasmonean Period, the group known as the Pharisees 

became active; these Pharisees might have been the later activity of the earlier group of 

the Hasideans.  The Pharisees opposed the Hasmoneans from the time of John Hyrcanus 

to the accession of Queen Salome Alexandra (76-67 B.C.), but under Salome, the 

Pharisees became influential again.  By the first century the Pharisees numbered about 

6,000, organized into close-knit “associations.”  They had great influence among the 

people of Israel, for their institution was the synagogue, and from this base impacted the 

life and thought of Israel in the weekly Sabbath worship.  Most of the scribes who copied 

the scripture and studied the scripture were Pharisees. 

 In NT times the main two parties were the two schools of Hillel and Shammai.  

The only sect in heterodox Judaism prior to the First Jewish War to survive that 

catastrophe was the Pharisaic sect, particularly the Hillel branch.  So the only definition 

of Judaism to be provided after A.D. 70 was that particular brand of the sect known as the 

Pharisees.  Judaism post A.D. 70 was reduced to Hillel’s Pharisaism.  Their beliefs 

included the production and maintenance of the oral law, held up as having the same 

authority as the written law, and doctrines such as resurrection, angeology, demonology, 

eschatology, the sovereignty of God, the immanence of God, the piety of alms and 

fasting, etc. 


