
Priest   Heb. kohen, Gr. hierus, Lt. sacerdos, always denote one who offers sacrifices.
! At first every man was his own priest, and presented his own sacrifices before 
God. Afterwards that office devolved on the head of the family, as in the cases of Noah 
(Gen 8: 20), Abraham (12: 7; Gen 8: 20, Isa ac 26: 25), Jacob 31: 54).
! The name first occurs as applied to Melchizedek (Gen 14: 18). Under the 
Levitical arrangements the office of the priesthood was limited to the tribe of Levi, and to 
only one family of that tribe, the family of Aaron. Certain laws respecting the 
qualifications of priests are given in Lev 21: 16- 23. There are ordinances also regarding 
the priests dress (Ex 28: 40- 43) and the manner of their consecration to the office Ex 
28: 40 37).
! Their duties were manifold (Ex 27: 20, 21; Ex 27: 20- 44; Lev 6: 12; 10: 11; Lev 6: 
12 Num 10: 1 10; Deut 17: 8 13; 33: 10; Mal 2: 7. They represented the people before 
God, and offered the various sacrifices prescribed in the law.
! In the time of David the priests were divided into twenty- four courses or classes 
(1 Chr 24: 7 18). This number was retained after the Captivity (Ezra 2: 36- 39; Neh 7: 
39- 42).
! "The priests were not distributed over the country, but lived together in certain 
cities [forty- eight in number, of which six were cities of refuge, q. v.], which had been 
assigned to their use. From thence they went up by turns to minister in the temple at 
Jerusalem. Thus the religious instruction of the people in the country generally was left 
to the heads of families, until the establishment of synagogues, an event which did not 
take place till the return from the Captivity, and which was the main source of the 
freedom from idolatry that became as marked a feature of the Jewish people 
thenceforward as its practice had been hitherto their great national sin."
! The whole priestly system of the Jews was typical. It was a shadow of which the 
body is Christ. The priests all prefigured the great Priest who offered "one sacrifice for 
sins" "once for all" (Heb 10: 10, 12). There is now no human priesthood. (See Epistle to 
the Hebrews throughout.) The term "priest" is indeed applied to believers (1 Pet 2: 9 
Rev 1: 6, but in these cases it implies no sacerdotal functions. All true believers are now 
"kings and priests unto God." As priests they have free access into the holiest of all, and 
offer up the sacrifices of praise and thanksgiving, and the sacrifices of grateful service 
from day to day.

Scribes   Anciently held various important offices in the public affairs of the nation. The 
Hebrew word so rendered (sopher) is first used to designate the holder of some military 
office (Judg 5: 14; A. V., "pen of the writer;" R. V., "the marshal's staff;" marg., "the staff 
of the scribe"). The scribes acted as secretaries of state, whose business it was to 
prepare and issue decrees in the name of the king (2 Sam 8: 17; 20: 25; 1 Chr 18: 16; 
24: 6 1 Kings 4 4: 3 2 Kings 12 Kings 4 12: 9 11; 18: 18- 37, etc.). They discharged 
various other important public duties as men of high authority and influence in the affairs 
of state.
! There was also a subordinate class of scribes, most of whom were Levites. They 
were engaged in various ways as writers. Such, for example, was Baruch, who "wrote 
from the mouth of Jeremiah all the words of the Lord" (Jer 36: 4 32).
! In later times, after the Captivity, when the nation lost its independence, the 
scribes turned their attention to the law, gaining for themselves distinction by their 
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intimate acquaintance with its contents. On them devolved the duty of multiplying copies 
of the law and of teaching it to others (Ezra 7: 6 10- 12; Neh 8: 1 4, 9, 13). It is evident 
that in New Testament times the scribes belonged to the sect of the Pharisees, who 
supplemented the ancient written law by their traditions (Matt 23), thereby obscuring it 
and rendering it of none effect. The titles "scribes" and "lawyers" (q. v.) are in the 
Gospels interchangeable (Matt 22: 35; Mark 12: 28; Luke 20: 39, etc.). They were in the 
time of our Lord the public teachers of the people, and frequently came into collision 
with him. They afterwards showed themselves greatly hostile to the apostles (Acts 4: 5 
6: 12).
! Some of the scribes, however, were men of a different spirit, and showed 
themselves friendly to the gospel and its preachers. Thus Gamaliel advised the 
Sanhedrin, when the apostles were before them charged with "teaching in this name," 
to "refrain from these men and let them alone" (Acts 5: 34- 39; comp Acts 23: 9.

Pharisees   Separatists (Heb. persahin, from parash, "to separate"). 
! They were probably the successors of the Assideans (i. e., the "pious"), a party 
that originated in the time of Antiochus Epiphanes in revolt against his heathenizing 
policy. The first mention of them is in a description by Josephus of the three sects or 
schools into which the Jews were divided BC (Matt 1). The other two sects were the 
Essenes and the Sadducees. In the time of our Lord they were the popular party (John 
7: 48). They were extremely accurate and minute in all matters appertaining to the law 
of Moses (Matt 9: 14; 23: 15; Luke 11: 39; 18: 12). Paul, when brought before the 
council of Jerusalem, professed himself a Pharisee (Acts 23: 6 8; 26: 4 5).
! There was much that was sound in their creed, yet their system of religion was a 
form and nothing more. Theirs was a very lax morality (Matt 5: 20; 15: 4 8; Matt 5: 20 
14, 23, 25; John 8: 7. On the first notice of them in the New Testament (Matt 3: 7, they 
are ranked by our Lord with the Sadducees as a "generation of vipers." They were 
noted for their self- righteousness and their pride (Matt 9: 11; Luke 7: 39; 18: 11, 12). 
They were frequently rebuked by our Lord (Matt 12: 39; 16: 14).
! From the very beginning of his ministry the Pharisees showed themselves bitter 
and persistent enemies of our Lord. They could not bear his doctrines, and they sought 
by every means to destroy his influence among the people.

Sadducees  The origin of this Jewish sect cannot definitely be traced. It was probably 
the outcome of the influence of Grecian customs and philosophy during the period of 
Greek domination. The first time they are met with is in connection with John the 
Baptist's ministry. They came out to him when on the banks of the Jordan, and he said 
to them, "O generation of vipers, who hath warned you to flee from the wrath to 
come?" (Matt 3: 7) The next time they are spoken of they are represented as coming to 
our Lord tempting him. He calls them "hypocrites" and "a wicked and adulterous 
generation" (Matt 16: 1 4; 22: 23). The only reference to them in the Gospels of Mark 
12: 18- 27) and Luke 20: 27- 38) is their attempting to ridicule the doctrine of the 
resurrection, which they denied, as they also denied the existence of angels. They are 
never mentioned in John's Gospel.
! There were many Sadducees among the "elders" of the Sanhedrin. They seem, 
indeed, to have been as numerous as the Pharisees (Acts 23: 6. They showed their 
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hatred of Jesus in taking part in his condemnation (Matt 16: 21; 26: 13, 59; Mark 8: 31; 
15: 1 Luke9: 22; Mark 8: 31). They endeavored to prohibit the apostles from preaching 
the resurrection of Christ (Acts 2: 24, 31, 32; Acts 2: 24 2; 5: 17, 24- 28). They were the 
deists or sceptics of that age. They do not appear as a separate sect after the 
destruction of Jerusalem.

Sanhedrin
! The highest Jewish tribunal during the Greek and Roman periods, often 
mentioned in the NT, where the KJV always has council for the Greek name. 
! Composed of seventy members, plus the president, who was the high priest; 
members drawn from chief priests, scribes, and elders (Mt 16: 21; 27: 41; Mk 8: 31; 11: 
27; 14: 43, 53; Lk 9: 22); 
! The secular nobility of Jerusalem; final court of appeal for all questions 
connected with the Mosaic law; could order arrests by its own officers of justice (Mt 26: 
47; Mk 14: 43; Ac 4: 3; 5: 17; 9: 2); 
! Did not have the right of capital punishment in the time of Christ (Jn 18: 31 – 32)

Political Parties in the New Testament

The Herodians –
A political party of Jews who supported the dynasty of Herod and the rule of Rome.  
They are only mentioned three times in Scripture (Matt. 22:16; Mark 3:6; and 13:13).  
They were lax in morals and in religious observance and thus were detested by the 
Pharisees. However, the two opposing groups joined together to destroy Jesus and to 
try to trick Him once they realized that Jesus was their common foe.

The Zealots –
A Jewish political party formed to resist Roman rule and aggression.  The Zealots 
resorted to violence and assassinations in attacking the Romans they so hated.  They 
we fanatics in their fight against Roman authority; it is from this zeal their name is 
derived.  One of the apostles, Simon, is sir named the Zealot in Luke 6:15; Acts 1:13.

The Galileans –
These people we natives of Galilee and were looked down upon by the southern Jews 
as an ignorant and rustic group of folks.  There were a people of passionate and 
excitable temperament, a spirit which united them with the Zealots.  Their lawless spirit 
and extreme resistance to being taxed by the Romans was a source of constant anxiety 
to the Roman authorities.  Eventually the name Galilean became synonymous the 
lawlessness and violence and it was intentionally brought up at Jesus” trial to arouse 
prejudice against Christ, when it was pointed out that He was from Galilee.

The Assassins –
This group was a secret society well known in Rome during the last troubled years of 
the Republic.  With dagger concealed beneath the cloak they secretly murdered their 
own or their patron’ enemies, generally escaping detection by the swiftness of the attack 
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and their quick mingling with the horror-stricken crowd.  They are mentioned in Acts 
21:38.

Essenes –
! A Jewish ascetic sect, which was originally based upon sun- worshipping of 
Persian anchorites. Eventually it developed into a sect based on Jain yogis claiming to 
be able to perform miracles by living separately from the world and practicing extreme 
self-denial. One large Essene community was in the Qumran region from 110 BC to the 
fall of Jerusalem in 70 AD. It was vacant during the reign of Herd, 31 - 4 BC and 
especially after a large earthquake in 31 BC.
! It has been popular among some scholars to claim that John the Baptist was an 
Essene. There are some similarities between John and the Essenes: 1. John was in the 
desert (Luke 1:80). The Essenes were in the desert. 2. Both John and the Essenes 
used Isaiah 40:3 to describe themselves as the voice in the wilderness. 3. The baptism 
(or washing) practiced by John and the Essenes required a change of heart. At the 
same time, there are significant differences between John the Baptist and the Essenes: 
1. The Essenes hid themselves away from society in the wilderness. John was a very 
public figure. 2. John had a much more strict diet (Luke 7:33) than did the Essenes. 3. 
John preached Jesus as the Messiah. The Essenes did not recognize Jesus as 
Messiah, but they thought that the Teacher of Righteousness would himself be an 
Essene. 4. There was a strong organization among the Essenes that was missing 
among John the Baptist’s disciples. So, was John the Baptist an Essene? While it is 
possible, it cannot be explicitly proven either biblically or historically.
! Both John and the Essenes taught that true repentance and faith were essential 
for the washings to be effective. Both tied baptism and repentance to the immediate 
advent of the Messiah. But the resemblance ended there. John preached a one-time 
baptism of repentance. The Essenes demanded ritual washings on a daily or even 
hourly basis. John’s baptism was open to any repentant sinner who wanted to “prepare 
the way of the Lord.” The Essenes’ baptism was limited to those initiated into the band 
of the pure and separated ones.
! Similarities in practice are merely similarities. Ritual baptisms and cleansings 
were a practice throughout Judaism in the first century. Other “baptizing” preachers 
were active among the Jews prior to and throughout the first century A.D. So, a shared 
practice of baptism is not enough to claim connection.
! However, similarity of content in their teachings is not enough to prove any 
connection. John preached repentance and ethical living while the Essenes were only 
concerned with a mechanistic keeping of the Law. John preached that living in faith that 
results in kind- ness to one’s fellow man was the best way to prepare for the coming of 
Messiah. The Essenes placed their hope in their outward works and ritual purity to 
make them- selves and only themselves ready for that fiery day of judgment

! Some believe that among their prominent members were John the Baptist, Jesus 
and Simon Magus the founder of Gnosticism. One indication that Christ may have been 
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an Essene was that He criticized the Scribes and Pharisees, but never the Essences. 
Some also speculated that those following Christ were called Essences before they 
were known as Christians.
! Descriptions of Essene way life come from ancient writers such as Josephus, 
Pliny and others. They described how the Essene viewed pleasures as evil, and saw 
continence and conquest of passions to be virtuous. Their writings have led to confusion 
concerning marriage, sex and children within the communities. They implied the 
Essene’s abstained from marriage and sex but in many of the excavations of the Dead 
Sea Scrolls skeletons of women and children have been founds at almost all of the 
communities, even Qumran, leading investigators to speculate that the communities 
were not devoid of women and sex. The Qumran documents, the Rule of Congregation 
and Manual of Discipline, refer to women and children as part of the group. The 
Damascus Document specifies how children of members should be admitted by training 
them in the ways of the sect. Other theories are there were married members when the 
communities were formed, but marriage was abandoned when either partner died. Or, 
the women and children might have been visiting relatives in the communities and/or 
were travelers who died in the arid region.
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