
WHO WAS THE REAL JESUS? 

1.  Everything that has ever happened on this planet falls into a category of before and after 
Christ. The man whose birth angels celebrated with a proclamation of peace on earth 
became the great divide of human history. 

2. We Christians are often guilty of letting Jesus’ Jewishness and his humanity slip away. 

3. Matthew opens with the genealogy of Jesus......why? 

4. The Jews had staked their future on a king who would lead their nation back to glory. 

5. Jesus did not come close to satisfying the lavish hopes of the Jew. 

The Culture and Background of Jesus 

1. Palestine was exasperating to the Romans. 

a. Jews resisted Hellenization. 

b. Jews held to the notion of one God and that they were the chosen people of this God. 

c. Jesus was born into a time of revolt against Roman rule and Galilee, where he lived, 
was a breeding ground for revolutionaries. 

d. Eight million Jews lived in the Roman empire in Jesus’ day.  They could cooperate 
and submit to government interference or they could resist which meant harsh 
persecution. 

e.

2.  Characteristics of Galileans. 

a.  Farthest province from Jerusalem and the most backward culturally. 

b. Rabbinic literature of the time portrays Galileans as bumpkins, fodder for ethnic 
jokes. 

c. Spoke the common language of Aramaic and the Jews there were regarded as lax 
about spiritual matters. 

d. From the perspective of the religious power base in Jerusalem, Galilee was the most 
unlikely place for the Messiah to arise. 

Collaboration or Separatism—Jews splintered into five parties that followed very different 
paths. 



1.  Essenes—Matthew 6:1-4—the most separate of all the groups known for their ascetic 
way of living. 

a. Lived in monkish communities in the caves of the desert. 

b. Devoted themselves to purity; took ritual baths every day, maintained a strict diet. 

c. They believed their faithfulness would bring the advent of the Messiah. 

d.

2.  Zealots—Matthew 5:43-48—harassed Rome for 6 decades. 

a. Advocated armed revolt to throw out impure foreigners. 

b. Specialized in acts of political terrorism against the Romans. 

c. Declared that anyone who married into another race would be lynched. 

d. Jesus’ social contacts with Gentiles and foreigners, not to mention parables like the 
Good Samaritan, would have enraged Zealots. 

e.

3.  Sanhedrin—Matthew 7:1-6—a Jewish council who cooperated with Romans in 
scouting out any signs of insurrection. 

a. They received various privileges and it was always in their best interests to prevent 
uprisings and the reprisals they would surely bring. 

b. True collaborationists who tried to work within the system. 

c. They were sent to examine John the Baptist and Jesus. 

d.

4.  Sadducees—Matthew 5:17-20—the most blatant collaborationists. 

a. They Hellenized under the Greeks and cooperated with the Romans and with King 
Herod. 

b. Humanistic in theology, they did not believe in afterlife or divine intervention on 
earth. 

c. Since there is no future system of reward and punishment, then they should enjoy all 
the better things of life. 

d. They had the most to lose from any threat to the status quo 

e. . 



5. Pharisees—Matthew 5:21-26—the party of the middle class often vacillating between 
separatism and collaboration. 

a. They held to high standards of purity and matters of law, such as Sabbath observance, 
ritual cleanliness, the exact time of feast days. 

b. They treated nonobservant Jews as “Gentiles” and shut them out of local councils, 
boycotted their businesses, and ostracized them from meals and social affairs. 

What about Jesus in all of this? 

1. At one time or another, Jesus alienated each of the major groups in Palestine. 

2. He called for a third way, neither separation nor collaboration, radically changing the 
emphasis from the kingdom of Herod and Caesar to the kingdom of God. 

3. For all their differences, these 5 groups shared one goal:  to preserve what was 
distinctively Jewish no matter what.  Jesus represented a threat to that goal. 

 


