
John Lesson 2 - Notes
Sanhedrin - At the time of Christ and before, the Sanhedrin was the supreme council of the 

Jewish people.  The number of members is usually given as 71.  It consisted of the chief 
priests or the heads of the twenty four classes into which the priests were divided.  When 
they met together, they sat in a semi-circle.  Usually, the president of this body was the 
high priest.  The origin of this assembly is traced in the Mishna to the seventy elders of 
Moses.  Numbers 11:16 “And the Lord said unto Moses, Gather unto me seventy men of 
the elders of Israel, whom thou knowest to be the elders of the people, and officers over 
them; and bring them unto the tabernacle of the congregation, that they may stand there 
with thee.”  The Sandhedrin had the respnsibility to examine every prophet to see whether 
he was from God. -- Deuteronomy 13:1-5, 18:20-22.  The Sanhedrin had permission from 
Rome to exercise jurisdiction over internal matters among the Jews.

Elijah - In Luke 1:17, John is compared to Elijah, as having the spirit and power of Elijah.  In 
Matthew 11:14, John the Baptist was said to be Elias, “if you will receive it.”  The 
prophet Malachi foretold in Malachi 4:5 that Elijah will appear before “the coming of the 
great and dreadful day of the Lord.”  John the Baptist announced Christ’s first 
appearance, and Elijah will announce the second coming of Jesus Christ.

Baptism - Jews did not baptize other Jews, but they did baptize Gentile proselytes (converts) 
into Judaism.  John’s baptizing Jews confused the Jews.  This baptism by John was an 
opportunity for men to testify in public their desire for cleansing and their readiness to 
receive the Messiah.

Sects of Judaism - At the time of Christ, there were three chief sects of Judaism:  the Pharisees, 
the Sadducees, and the Essenes.

Pharisees - The Pharisees believed that the written law as given to Moses needed further 
explanation.  Side by side with the Scriptures was oral law as various priests first gave it. 
The first portion of the Talmud, called the Mishna, or “second law” contains this oral 
law.  The Pharisees multiplied small  precepts and distinctions to such an extent that it ws 
quite burdensome to the Jewish people.  These additions were so numerous and trifling 
that the law as given by God was almost lost sight of.

The Pharisees believed in fate, or that events were pre-ordained to happen.  Human 
cooperation was only partially responsible, if at all.

The Pharisees put on great pretenses of piety, and sought the attention of men.  Instead of 
an attitude of humility and of confessing sin, their position was one of self-righteousness 
and pride.

The Pharisees exerted considerable political influence  Under the rule of the Herods, there 
were over 6,000 Pharisees.  

Jesus spent much time in denouncing the Pharisees and calling them hypocrites. 
-- Matthew 15:7, 8; 23:4-7, 13, 14, 15, 23; Mark 7:6; Luke 11:42-44.



Sadducees - The Sadducees were in opposition to the views of the Pharisees.  They denied that 
the oral law was a revelation of God, and believed instead that only the written law was of 
divine authority.  The Sadducees did not believe in a resurrection of man after death. 
Also, they did not believe in angels or spirits.  “For the Sadducees say that there is no 
resurrection, neither angel, nor spirit:  but the Pharisees confess both.” -- Acts 23:8. 
“Then come unto him the Sadducees, which say there is no resurrection...” -- Mark 12:18 
“Then came to him certain of the Sadducees, which deny that there is any resurrection...” 
-- Luke 20:27.  

The Sadducees believed in free will and self determination.  They believed that man’s 
choice of evil or good and its consequences depended upon man’s exercise of free will.

The Sadducees were for the most part judges, and individuals of the official and 
governing class.  Acts 5:17 -- “Then the high priest rose up, and all they that were with 
him, (which is the sect of the Sadducees) and were filled with indignation.”

Only once in Scripture did Jesus appear to denounce the Sadducees. 
-- Matthew 16:1, 4, 6.

Essenes - This sect of Jews is not mentioned in Scripture.  They lived in isolated communities 
with the best known ones located on the northwest shore of the Dead Sea.  The Dead Sea 
scrolls were found in a location believed to be a place inhabited by the Essenes.  They 
were regulated by a set of strict rules,  Rather than a code of doctrine, they aspired after 
ideal purity.  Self-denial, temperance, and labor were the marks of their outward life. 
Slavery, war and commerce were forbidden.


