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IRRECONCILABLE! 

Lesson 1 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
“For I [Jesus] tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the 

teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.” (Matthew 5:20) 

 

Setting the Stage 
You’ll be given a set of 8 quotes from Jesus in the Gospels.  Some were spoken to Pharisees, and 

others to different people (like his disciples or sinners). 

 

   Your Task: Read all 8 quotes aloud as a group. 

 

For each quote: 
 

✓ Decide: Was Jesus speaking to the Pharisees or not? 

✓ Discuss: What tone does Jesus use? (e.g., harsh, gentle, urgent, loving) 

✓ Write your answers below. 

 

As a group, answer: 
 

✓ “What do these quotes suggest about Jesus’ relationship with the Pharisees?” 

 

Quote 1 

“Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You clean the outside of the cup 

and dish, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence.”  Matthew 23:25 

Correct answer:  

Tone:  

 

 
Quote 2 

“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.”  Matthew 11:28 

Correct answer:  

Tone:  

 

 
Quote 3 

“You brood of vipers! How can you who are evil say anything good? For the mouth speaks what 

the heart is full of.”  Matthew 12:34 

Correct answer:  

Tone:  
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Quote 4 

“Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of heaven belongs 

to such as these.”  Matthew 19:14 

Correct answer:  

Tone:  

 

 
Quote 5 

“You are like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full 

of the bones of the dead and everything unclean.”  Matthew 23:27 

Correct answer:  

Tone:  

 

 
Quote 6 

“I tell you the truth, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are entering the kingdom of God 

ahead of you.”  Matthew 21:31 

Correct answer:  

Tone:  

 

 
Quote 7 

“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  Matthew 5:3 

Correct answer:  

Tone:  

 

 
Quote 8 

“Why do you break the command of God for the sake of your tradition?”  Matthew 15:3 

Correct answer:  

Tone:  

 

 

    Group Discussion Questions 

 

After sorting the quotes: 

 

✓ What kind of language does Jesus use when speaking to the Pharisees? 

 

✓ How is His tone different when He speaks to sinners, children, or the crowds? 

 

✓ Why do you think Jesus was so hard on the Pharisees? 

 

✓ What does this reveal about what matters most to God? 
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Origin 
 

   Context:  To understand the Pharisees, one must understand the context in which they arose.  

For that we need to go back centuries to see the pattern of the people whom God chose to be his own 

special people and, to whom, God bound both himself and them to a covenant (exemplified in the 

terms Moses handed on from Mt. Sinai). 

 

Read the following passages and discuss the difference, morally and spiritually, between Israel “pre-

Babylonian exile” and Israel “post-Babylonian exile. 

 

Pre-Babylonian Israel 

 

1.  ________________________________________________________________________________  

 

➢  They did not listen or pay attention; instead, they followed the stubborn inclinations of their 

evil hearts. They went backward and not forward.  Jeremiah 7:24 

 

➢  I spoke to you again and again, but you did not listen; I called you, but you did not answer.  

Jeremiah 7:13 

 

2.  ________________________________________________________________________________  

 

➢  Your rulers are rebels, partners with thieves; they all love bribes and chase after gifts. They 

do not defend the cause of the fatherless; the widow’s case does not come before them.  

Isaiah 1:23 

 

➢  Ah, sinful nation, a people laden with iniquity, offspring of evildoers, children who deal 

corruptly! They have forsaken the Lord.  Isaiah 1:4 

 

3.  ________________________________________________________________________________  

 

➢  She defiled the land and committed adultery with stone and wood... Like a woman unfaithful 

to her husband, so you, Israel, have been unfaithful to me.  Jeremiah 3:9, 20 

 

4.  ________________________________________________________________________________  

 

➢  But they mocked God’s messengers, despised His words, and scoffed at His prophets until the 

wrath of the Lord was aroused against His people and there was no remedy.  2 Chronicles 

36:16 

 

Post-Babylonian Israel 

 

1.  ________________________________________________________________________________  

 

➢  Ezra opened the book... and all the people stood up... They read from the Book of the Law of 

God, making it clear and giving the meaning so that the people understood what was being 

read.  Nehemiah 8:5, 8 
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2.  ________________________________________________________________________________  

 

➢  The Israelites gathered together, fasting and wearing sackcloth... They stood in their places 

and confessed their sins and the sins of their ancestors.  Nehemiah 9:1–2 

 

3.  ________________________________________________________________________________  

 

➢  In view of all this, we are making a binding agreement, putting it in writing... to follow the 

Law of God given through Moses... to obey carefully all the commands, regulations and 

decrees.  Nehemiah 9:38–10:29 

 

4.  ________________________________________________________________________________  

 

➢  When they heard the Law, they separated from Israel all those of foreign descent.”  Nehemiah 

13:3 

 

➢  We will not give our daughters in marriage to the peoples around us or take their daughters 

for our sons.  Nehemiah 10:30 

 

 

Read the following paragraphs and underline at least ONE important item in each major 

section that assists you in your understanding of the Pharisees. 

 

 

   Known History: The exact origins of each sect (there were three prominent sects: Pharisees, 

Sadducees, and the Essenes) cannot be determined with any historical accuracy.  The earliest 

reference to them comes in the reign of Hasmonean Leader and High Priest John Hyrcanus (134-104 

B.C.).  Evidence suggests that they gathered as distinctive groups soon after the Maccabean revolt 

(160-167 B.C.).  The Maccabean revolts sought to confront the influence of foreign nations into the 

“business” of Isreal – first the impact of Greek culture (Hellenization) and then occupation by the 

Romans.   

 

The Pharisees developed as a sect opposed to the Hellenizing influences and the occupation by the 

Romans.  As a result, the Pharisees were more interested in the spiritual formation of the Israelites 

and held sway with the common people.  The Sadducees were more prone to cozy up to whatever 

rulers occupied Isreal.  They were less spiritually minded and bent more toward political power.  

They were comprised of people from the upper class. 

 

It is commonly believed that “Pharisee” is derived from the Hebrew perusim, which means 

“separated ones.”  However, recently it has been suggested that “Pharisee” may instead come from 

the Hebrew parosim, meaning “specifier,” since they sought to specify the correct meaning of God’s 

Law to the people. 

 

The Sadducees are widely assumed to have been named after Zadok, a priest in the time of King 

David and King Solomon, although a less accepted theory alleges that they took their name from a 

later Zadok who lived in the 2nd century B.C.  Alternately, some scholars have theorized that the 

name “Sadducee” comes from the Hebrew tzadiq, which means “righteous.” 
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   Influence:  British historian Paul Johnson writes, “In their battle against Greek education, pious 

Jews began, from the end of the second century B.C., to develop a national system of education.  To 

the old scribal schools were gradually added a network of local schools where, in theory at least, all 

Jewish boys were taught the Torah.  This development was of great importance in the spread and 

consolidation of the synagogue, in the birth of Pharisaism as a movement rooted in popular 

education, and eventually in the rise of the rabbinate.” (p. 106, A History of the Jews) 

 

Bryan T. Huie gives the following insights about the Sadducees, “While the Pharisees primarily came 

from middle-class families and were zealous for the Mosaic Law, the Sadducees were generally 

wealthy members of the Jewish aristocracy who had embraced Hellenism.  Because of their support 

for the program of economic and military expansion instituted by the Hasmonean rulers, the 

Sadducees came to exercise considerable influence in the court of John Hyrcanus.” 

(https://www.herealittletherealittle.net/index.cfm?page_name=Pharisees-Sadducees) 

 

   Pharisees and Sadducees at the time of Jesus: Herod the Great’s rule (37-4 BCE) brought 

changing fortunes for both sects.  One of Herod’s initial political goals was to reduce the influence of 

the Pharisees among the people.  However, the intervention of two prominent Pharisees urged the 

people to accept Herod (because they felt the rule by a foreigner resulted from divine judgment and 

the people should willingly bear it).  As a result, Herod was on good terms with the Pharisees 

throughout most of his reign and generally avoided conflict with them until just before his death.  By 

that time, it appears that the Pharisees as a party had essentially withdrawn from politics, although 

individual Pharisees may have remained politically active. 

 

Herod also sought to diminish the position of the Sadducees.  Previously, the Sadducees held the 

high priesthood and most of the seats on the Sanhedrin.  Herod eliminated 45 Sadducean rivals, 

confiscated their property to pay the Roman who had appointed him king, and turned the Sanhedrin 

into a religious court only, taking away its power in secular matters. 

 

Since he was only half Jewish, Herod knew the people would not tolerate him serving as high priest 

in addition to being king (as some of the Hasmoneans had).  So, he separated the two positions and 

began appointing high priests at his pleasure.  This broke the custom of the high priesthood being 

attached to a particular family.  Herod also abolished the practice of the high priest holding the 

position for life.  The Talmud records that by the time of Messiah, the high priest bought the office 

from the government and the position was changed every year. But even after he was out of office, 

the ex-high priest kept his rights to the dignity of the office. 

 

Though the Sadducees held the majority in the Sanhedrin, the Pharisees “ruled” the Temple area.  

The Eerdmans Bible Dictionary says:  “By the time of Jesus they [the Sadducees] included the families 

who supplied the high priests, as well as other wealthy aristocrats of Jerusalem.  Most members of 

the Sanhedrin, the central judicial authority of Jewish people, were Sadducees.  Thus, the Sadducees 

were the party of those with political power, those allied with the Herodian and Roman rulers, but 

they were not a group with influence among the people themselves.  The views of the Pharisees 

prevailed among the common people, so that even though the two groups differed with regard to 

items in the laws of purity and details of temple procedure during the feasts, the Sadducean priests 

were compelled to operate according to the Pharisees’ views.” (p. 902, “Sadducees”) 

 

 

https://www.herealittletherealittle.net/index.cfm?page_name=Pharisees-Sadducees
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   Worldview:  The Pharisees were solidly devoted to the daily application and observance of the 

Mosaic Law and the “oral law,” known as the Oral Torah.  Paul Johnson describes this “oral law” of 

the Pharisees as follows: “They followed ancient traditions inspired by an obscure text in 

Deuteronomy, “put it in their mouths”, that God had given Moses, in addition to the written Law, an 

Oral Law, by which learned elders could interpret and supplement the sacred commands.  The 

practice of the Oral Law made it possible for the Mosaic code to be adapted to changing conditions 

and administered in a realistic manner. (p. 106, A History of the Jews) 

 

Dr. Brad Young, a professor at Hebrew University in Jerusalem, writes of the oral law: 

The Oral Torah clarified obscure points in the written Torah, thus enabling the people to satisfy its 

requirements.  If the Scriptures prohibit work on the Sabbath, one must interpret and define the 

meaning of work in order to fulfill the divine will.  Why is there a need for an oral law?  The answer is 

quite simple:  Because we have a written one.  The written record of the Bible should be interpreted 

properly by the Oral Torah in order to give it fresh life and meaning in daily practice.” (p. 105, Jesus 

the Jewish Theologian)  This willingness to “add” to the Scriptures the oral tradition made the 

Pharisees the religious “liberals”. 

 

The Sadducees however, rejected everything except the written Scriptures (primarily the Pentateuch) 

and their own Book of Decrees, which specified a system of capital punishment.  To the Law of 

Moses, they adhered strictly to the letter, without making allowances for the spiritual intent.  Thus, 

the Sadducees were views as the religious “conservatives”. 

 

The Pharisees and Sadducees had other major differences.  Both the New Testament and Josephus 

show that the Pharisees believed in the resurrection from the dead and the existence of spirit beings 

such as angels and demons.  They believed humans could make their own choices, but that God 

could and did interject His will into people’s lives.  Josephus also wrote that the Pharisees believed 

“souls have an immortal vigor in them,” and that men would be punished or rewarded in the next 

age based on how they conducted themselves in this life.  

 

The Sadducees had very different beliefs from the Pharisees.  They denied the resurrection of the 

dead, as well as the existence of spirit beings.  The Sadducees believed, according to the teachings of 

the Greek philosopher Epicurus, that the soul dies with the body.  Therefore, they taught that there 

were no rewards or punishments after death.  The Sadducees had a deistic view of God; they saw 

Him as uninterested in human affairs and therefore unwilling to intervene.  Regarding their views on 

the resurrection, Messiah issued a strong denunciation, telling them that they were wrong because 

they did not know the Scriptures or the power of God (Matt. 22:29; Mark 12:24). 

 

Beneficial insights: 

 

Known History:   ______________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

Influence:   ___________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

Pharisees and Sadducees at the time of Jesus:  ___________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

Worldview:   __________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  
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Points to Ponder 
 

1. What examples of religious teaching do you see today that follow the pattern of the oral Torah? 
 

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 

2. According to the ancient historian Josephus (a.d.1 37–100), the Pharisees had “a reputation of 

excelling the rest of their nation in the observance of religion, and as exact exponents of the 

laws.”  They claimed the authority to determine the meaning and requirements of the Torah. 

 

 The high moral standing and the religious authority of the Pharisees can hardly be 

overemphasized. Why would the teachings of the Pharisees logically appeal to the people? 
 

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 

3. What fruit did the Pharisees lack? 
 

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 

4. What hint does Matthew 5:20 (at the head of this section) give you about the need for the 

Pharisees to produce “fruit in keeping with repentance” (Matthew 3:8)? 
 

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 

5. Again with reference to Matthew 5:20, why might the Pharisees’ influence over the common 

people be a problem? Compare with Luke 9:48 and 10:21. 
 

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  
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6. In sermons, you likely have heard us believers compared to Pharisees, warned of the danger of 

being like the Pharisees, or perhaps even pronounced guilty of the sin of the Pharisees. If the 

Pharisees are shown in such poor light in Scripture, why do we follow in their footsteps—why do 

we have to be warned? 

 

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 

7. Drawing on your understanding of Scripture, discuss this question: Why would anyone in Jesus’ 

day or today be irreconcilably opposed to Jesus? See 1 Corinthians 1:23; 2:13; and John 6:42; 

11:47,48. 

 

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 

8. Their reputation had preceded them. When John saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees 

coming to where he was baptizing, he knew they were not ready for what he had to offer. He 

lashed out at them, calling them “a brood of vipers” and asking why they thought they belonged 

there. He ordered them to “produce fruit in keeping with repentance” (Matthew 3:7-11). 

 

 Odd that John would say that of them! The Pharisees lived outwardly upright lives. They were 

models of what a follower of God should look like. No one was more meticulous about following 

the ways of God than a good Pharisee. They were finally the “people of the covenant” that God 

had always wanted – and they taught others to live the same!  What could possibly be amiss with 

the Pharisees that John would speak so harshly to them? 

 

 The answer to that question is at once simple and horribly complicated—a story wrapped up in 

human paradox. Those who favor the Pharisees see them as the best spiritual leaders. Others, 

reacting to accounts in the New Testament, condemn them as pious hypocrites. Scholars on both 

sides challenge the findings of the others. Nevertheless, the conflict that played out between not 

just John but Jesus and the Pharisees was by all accounts irreconcilable.  Why use such a 

condemning word as “irreconcilable”? 

 

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________  


