
Religious Groups at the time of Jesus:

When Jesus, whose teachings form the basis of Christianity, was born, Palestine was 
under Roman rule. Jews were treated badly and had to pay high taxes. Different 
groups responded to this situation in different ways.

1.
One group, the Sadducees, tried to make the best of things. They accepted Roman 
rule and tried to fit in with Roman society. The were mainly made up of conservatives - 
they didn't like it when changed too quickly. This group held positions of power in 
society - so they were quite happy for the romans to stick around. This group were 
favoured by the romans and attracted the rich and the powerful. Many of the 
saducees worked for in the temple. They worked alongside the Romans in order to 
survive. Essentially, they were the puppets of the Romans.

2.
Another group, The Essenes, thought the situation in Palestine came about because the 
world was corrupt. They withdrew from the world into their own independent 
communities and devoted themselves to a life of piety. Much of our Evidence about the 
Essenes comes from the Dead Sea Scrolls. They were a monastic type of group who 
withdrew from the world. They felt that things could not change trough politics and 
violence. They felt that the only way to be faithful to Yahweh was to withdraw from 
the world - which in their eyes had become corrupt. They lived lives of strict isolation 
separated off from the rest of the world awaiting the intervention of their God.

3.
A third group, the Pharisees, wanted to change society. They remained within society 
but tried to make Judaism strong again by sticking strictly to the Jewish code of 
holiness. The Pharisees felt that the only way their people could survive under Roman 
rule was to obey the laws that God gave moses very strictly. They felt very strongly 
that the only way the Jewish people would maintain its identity was though strict and 
absolute observance of all the jewish laws. Because the Pharisees followed these laws 
so strictly they became instantly recognizable e.g. they observed the sabbath rules 
very closely. They felt that by living like this the national identity of the jewish people 
would be safeguarded. Which it was and still continues to grow today.

4. 
A fourth group, the Zealots, also wanted change. They tried to use force to overthrow 
Roman rule.
The Zealots were a radical, aggressive, violent extremist group. They strongly opposed 
Roman rule and influence in their country. They saw it as the their duty to protect 
Gods country and their Jewish heritage. This group rose up out of fear and the 
injustice that was being placed on the Jewish people at the time e.g. they were 
expected to pay very high taxes.
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