
Mark 3:1-6 

the spirit of the law 



The Pharisees 
 



A little history 

• In 587BC Jerusalem 
fell and the Jews 
went into captivity 
to Babylon, The 
reason? 

• Jer 9:13  The LORD 
said: I destroyed 
the land because 
the people 
disobeyed me and 
rejected my laws 
and teachings. 

• 70 years later, 
Babylon fell to the 
Persians and the 
captives returned 
under Ezra and 
Nehemiah. 

• They rebuilt the 
walls and a temple. 

• They then read to 
the people the Law 
and had Levites 
explain it to them 
(Neh 8:7) 



The history continues 
• Knowing that it was their disobedience of God’s laws the 

descendents of Ezra and the Levites sought to understand the Law. 

• Their study discovered there are 613 regulations, 248 positive, 365 
negative. Over the next few years they created a “hedge” so that no 
one would avoidably break Gods statutes and the nation be taken 
into captivity again. 

• An example of the ‘hedge’ 
 were the 39 prohibitions on  
the Sabbath being how  
important this was.  
(see Neh 13:18,22) 
• Problem of a hedge is it  
keeps growing! 



The history continues 
• By the 2nd Century BC these people became known as the Hasidim 

and by the next century they were called Pharisees. Around 200AD 
most forms of Judaism was incorporated into Pharisaism and is the 
Judaism of today. 

• The  “laws of the Pharisees” are  in existence today through the 
Talmud, Mishnah and Midrash used by modern Jews. The name 
Hasidim has returned to describe orthodox Jews. 



The politics 
• Although the Jews had been returned to their 

homeland they were still under the control of the 
Persians, which many didn’t like! 

• Persia gave way to the Greeks, which then broke 
apart  during which time the Maccabean revolt 
put Jews in charge (165BC) through the 
Hasmonaean family which the Hasidim 
(Pharisees) were involved with. 



The politics 
• Then the Romans got involved and appointed Herod as 

“King of the Jews” in 40 BC. The Pharisees hated him 
because he was not a Jew but an Idumaean (ie Edomite). 
He also set about removing their leadership and supported 
the Sadducees, although he did rebuild the temple.  

•  Herod (known as ‘the great’) died in 4 BC leaving his 
kingdom divided among his 3 sons. 

• By the time of Jesus Herods son in Judaea had lost his 
crown and the province was ruled by Rome 



The Pharisees of Jesus Day 
• A religious/political party of about 6000 men 

mainly made up of the artisan middle class 
compared with the Sadducees who were 
generally priestly and wealthy  

• Other parties included the Essenes and zealots. 

• Some of the “Teachers of the Law” found in the 
synagogues were of the Pharisee “party” 

• There were variations on the strictness of the 
rules depending on which rabbi you followed. 

• The group form the key antithesis to Jesus in the 
Gospels and are probably what Paul has in mind 
when he notes the influence of the “Judaisers” 
upon the young Church. 



Characteristics of The Pharisees 

• Committed to serving God 
• Believed in the Resurrection 
• Believed that God was active 
 in human affairs 
• Believed that perfect obedience  
of the Law would bring God’s blessing 
• Would expect God to be proud of 
 what they were doing (Luke 18:11) 
• In their desire to follow the law, they had missed out on 

what the Law required (Matt 23:23; Micah 6:8) 
• A study of the Gospels reveal that they are characterised by 

pride, fear, control, arrogance, racism, a lack of 
compassion, tutting, making lots of rules, majoring on the 
minors, manipulation, self justification, judgementalism, 
hard heartedness and being completely unaware of how 
their behaviour is not what the Lord wants. 
 
 
 



Jesus is different 
• The Character of Jesus is completely opposite. He does not 

lay heavy burdens (Matt 23:4) but easy ones (Matt 11:30), 
He does not exalt himself (Matt 23:12) but humbles himself 
(Phil 2:8). 

• In this story we get  
a comparison on how  
they deal with their anger. 
• Jesus looks in anger,  
but looks again. These  
are people whom he loves 
(Luke 6:7) grieved by the  
hardness of their hearts  
his anger leads to a loving 
act. 



Jesus is different 
• Jesus heals the man and sends a sign to the Pharisees that 

he can help them use their hands again in service for God if 
they would stretch them out to him. 

• The Pharisees look in anger, and 
they plot to kill him instead of 
receiving and then giving life 
(Which answers Jesus question!). 



The Pharisee as a metaphor 
• All probably experienced “Pharisee” moments 

• Can leave a bad taste in our mouths 

• Remember, Jesus is different! 

• We are all recovering Pharisees ?! 



The Pharisee in us 
• The “Church” struggles a bit with this eg…. 
• Good to recognise our own behaviour eg 

• A study of our life would 
probably reveal that we too are 
characterised by pride, fear, 
control, arrogance, racism, a 
lack of compassion, tutting, 
making lots of rules, majoring 
on the minors, manipulation, 
self justification, 
judgementalism, hard 
heartedness and being 
completely unaware of how 
our behaviour is not what the 
Lord wants. 

• Search me and know my heart, try me and see there is no 
wicked way in me. And lead me in the way everlasting.            
(Psalm 139) 
 



We need Jesus  

• For our healing 

• For the power of His Spirit to enable us 

• For the salvation of our souls 

• For the hope of the world to come 

• For the way 

• For the truth 

• For the life 

• For how we should behave, dependant on him 

• For Freedom 



Who are we following? 
• If our anger destroy’s others, we are probably 

following the Pharisees 
• If our anger brings healing, we are probably 

following Jesus 
• The Spirit of the Lord is up-on me to bring healing 

to the broken hearted 
 ... (Isa 61:1-3, Luke 4:18,19) 
• The Pharisees tried to control behaviour as a way 

to bring honour to God, but only a relationship 
with Jesus which changes our behaviour can do 
that.  

 




