
The Pharisees: Unlocking the Secrets of This
Influential Jewish Sect with Amy Jill Levine
Ancient history is often shrouded in mystery, but Amy Jill Levine, a renowned
scholar and professor of New Testament and Jewish Studies, has dedicated her
career to uncovering the truth behind one of the most influential groups in Jewish
history - the Pharisees. In this article, we delve into the fascinating world of the
Pharisees, exploring their beliefs, practices, and significance, while examining
Levine's groundbreaking contributions to the field.

The Pharisees: A Mysterious Brotherhood

The Pharisees were a prominent Jewish sect during the Second Temple period,
known for their strict adherence to Jewish law and their influence in shaping
Jewish religious traditions. They emerged as a distinct group in the 2nd century
BCE and rose to prominence during the oppressive rule of the Hasmoneans.

Contrary to popular belief, the Pharisees were not the hypocritical religious
leaders often portrayed in popular culture. Amy Jill Levine, in her extensive
research, challenges this common misconception and highlights the Pharisees'
sincere dedication to religious observance and their commitment to interpreting
Jewish law for the betterment of the community.
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Understanding the Pharisaic Movement

To truly grasp the essence of the Pharisees, one must study their key beliefs and
practices. Levine's expertise sheds new light on their motivation and emphasizes
their role as champions of Jewish religious identity in the face of Roman
occupation and Hellenistic influence.

Central to the Phariseic movement was the belief in the oral law, in addition to the
written Torah. This oral tradition, passed down through generations, allowed for
flexibility in interpreting the commandments and adapting them to the changing
times. It was this emphasis on the oral law that set the Pharisees apart from other
Jewish sects of the time.

The Pharisees' dedication to purity rituals and table fellowship also demonstrated
their commitment to maintaining Jewish religious distinctiveness. Levine's
research further highlights the Pharisees' emphasis on ethical behavior,
compassion, and social justice, challenging the perception that they solely
focused on rigid adherence to rituals without considering the underlying values.

Amy Jill Levine and the Pharisees

Amy Jill Levine's scholarship has radically transformed our understanding of the
Pharisees. Through meticulous research and analysis of historical texts and
archeological evidence, Levine has dispelled many misconceptions surrounding
the Pharisees while illuminating the significance of their contributions to Jewish
religious and cultural practices.
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In her critically acclaimed book, "The Pharisees & Jesus: The Stone-Campbell
Lectures," Levine examines the interactions between Jesus and the Pharisees,
providing valuable insights into the historical context and religious landscape of
the time. She challenges prevailing interpretations, offering a fresh perspective on
the relationships between Jesus, his followers, and the Pharisaic movement.

Unmasking the Pharisees' Legacy

The influence of the Pharisees extends far beyond their time. Their focus on
rigorous study and the oral interpretation of Jewish law laid the foundation for the
development of Rabbinic Judaism. This form of Judaism, with its emphasis on
communal prayer, ethical behavior, and ongoing study, has endured throughout
the centuries and remains a cornerstone of Jewish practice today.

Levine's research has not only contributed significantly to our understanding of
the Pharisees but also fostered interfaith dialogue and understanding. Her
dedication to bridging the gap between religious traditions and challenging long-
held stereotypes has made her an influential figure in academia and beyond.

The Enduring Appeal of Ancient History

The Pharisees continue to captivate our imagination as we strive to unravel the
complex tapestry of ancient history. Thanks to scholars like Amy Jill Levine, we
can now appreciate the pivotal role played by the Pharisees in the shaping of
Jewish identity and religious practices.

By challenging preconceived notions and shedding light on the Pharisees' true
essence, Levine has lent a fresh perspective to our understanding of this
enigmatic group. Her innovative scholarship serves as an invitation to explore the
depths of history and encourages us to question long-held assumptions, enabling
us to build bridges of understanding between ancient worlds and our own.
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A multidisciplinary appraisal of the Pharisees: who they were, what they taught,
and how they’ve been understood and depicted throughout history

For centuries, Pharisees have been well known but little understood—due at least
in part to their outsized role in the Christian imagination arising from select
negative stereotypes based in part on the Gospels. Yet historians see Pharisees
as respected teachers and forward-thinking innovators who helped make the
Jewish tradition more adaptable to changing circumstances and more egalitarian
in practice. Seeking to bridge this gap, the contributors to this volume provide a
multidisciplinary appraisal of who the Pharisees actually were, what they believed
and taught, and how they have been depicted throughout history. 

The topics explored within this authoritative resource include:

the origins of the Pharisees

the meaning of the name “Pharisee”

Pharisaic leniency, relative to the temple priesthood, in judicial matters

Pharisaic concerns for the Jewish laity
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Pharisaic purity practices and why they became popular

the varying depictions of Pharisaic practices and beliefs in the New
Testament

Jesus’s relationship to the Pharisees

the apostle Paul and his situation within the Pharisaic tradition

the question of continuity between the Pharisaic tradition and Rabbinic
Judaism

the reception history of the Pharisees, including among the rabbis, the
church fathers, Rashi, Maimonides, Luther, and Calvin

the failures of past scholarship to deal justly with the Pharisees

the representations, both positive and negative, of the Pharisees in art, film,
passion plays, and Christian educational resources

how Christian leaders can and should address the Pharisees in sermons and
in Bible studies

Following the exploration of these and other topics by a team of internationally
renowned scholars, this volume concludes with an address by Pope Francis on
correcting the negative stereotypes of Pharisees that have led to antisemitic
prejudices and finding resources that “will positively contribute to the relationship
between Jews and Christians, in view of an ever more profound and fraternal
dialogue.”

Contributors: 

Luca Angelelli, Harold W. Attridge, Vasile Babota, Shaye J. D. Cohen, Philip A.
Cunningham, Deborah Forger, Paula Fredriksen, Yair Furstenburg, Massimo



Grilli, Susannah Heschel, Angela La Delfa, Amy-Jill Levine, Hermut Löhr, Steve
Mason, Eric M. Meyers, Craig E. Morrison, Vered Noam, Henry Pattarumadathil,
Adele Reinhartz, Jens Schröter, Joseph Sievers, Matthias Skeb, Abraham
Skorka, Günter Stemberger, Christian Stückl, Adela Yarbro Collins, and Randall
Zachman.
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