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One of the teachers of the law came and heard them debating. Noticing that Jesus had given them a good answer, he asked him, "Of all the commandments, which is the most important?" 

"The most important one," answered Jesus, "is this: 'Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.' The second is this: 'Love your neighbor as yourself.' There is no commandment greater than these." 

"Well said, teacher," the man replied. "You are right in saying that God is one and there is no other but him. To love him with all your heart, with all your understanding and with all your strength, and to love your neighbor as yourself is more important than all burnt offerings and sacrifices." 

When Jesus saw that he had answered wisely, he said to him, "You are not far from the kingdom of God." And from then on no one dared ask him any more questions.
Mark 12: 28 – 34

In the great debate over the true nature of Jesus of Nazareth – whether human or divine, or both – one thing seems accepted by all; That Jesus of Nazareth was certainly a great teacher.  To sum up all of the law and the prophets in one great maxim, so successfully that it is repeated every Sunday by millions of churches across the world, is certainly no mean feat.  In the twelfth chapter of the Gospel of Mark we find this, the greatest commandment.  Yet a deeper study of the passage and its context reveals this dialogue was conducted and recorded not merely to share and cherish the great teachings of a great teacher, but to speak of the nature of this Jesus as having exceptional significance.
The origins of Christianity in the person and work of Jesus of Nazareth has, for nearly two millennia, been understood by the church chiefly according to the gospel traditions of the evangelists Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.  After the Enlightenment the reliability of these accounts as sources for the historical Jesus was increasingly challenged, almost falling completely from grace in the Western academy in the mid-20th century.  A detailed explanation of how Jesus of Nazareth became recognised as Jesus the Christ was considered absent from the biblical material by critical Jesus scholars, and a wide range of alternative theories were formulated.
Indeed, the process by which Jesus of Nazareth became recognised as Jesus the Christ is one that seems not to be explored in great detail in the gospels.  Events and dialogues describing and explaining how the early Christians became convinced that Jesus was messiah seem scarce.  The success of John the Baptist in his simpler prophetic role in “preparing the way,” and his subsequent commendation of Jesus as messiah, is referred to in all for gospels.  Otherwise, the miraculous signs and wonders seem to be expected to speak for themselves, and seem to play a significant role for the disciples’ acceptance of Jesus’ messianic identity.
Jesus’ commendation by John the Baptist, his fulfillment of prophecy, and his miraculous healings and exorcisms were all important attestations to Jesus being the Christ – the gospel traditions leave us no room to doubt this.  Yet pervading these gospels is another very important aspect of Jesus’ messianic credentials.  Jesus, the people, and the religious leaders of his day were all aware that the much hoped for Messiah, who was expected to lead Israel into a new era of justice, peace and freedom, could not do so without some form of authority.  The prophecies of the Old Testament predicted a Messiah who was to be a king and a judge who would lead God’s people with justice and courage.  The readers of the gospels would have been looking for assurance that this Jesus was not just a starry-eyed miracle-working prophet.  If Jesus was truly the Messiah, he must be one who could accurately and effectively understand, expound and govern according to God’s law.  He must be able to lead God’s people in justice and truth, to do so in a way that was recognised by the people, in a way nobody else could match.
The questioning of Jesus

In chapter twelve of the Gospel of Mark we find Jesus teaching in the courts of the Temple in Jerusalem, responding to the questioning of the temple leaders.  Just a day earlier, the second day (Monday) of the Passover Week, Jesus had entered the same temple and, in the words of Mark, “driven out those who were buying and selling there…overturning the tables of the money changers and the benches of those selling doves, and not allowing anyone to carry merchandise through the temple courts” (Mark 11:15 – 16).  When he re-entered the temple on the third day, according to Mark, “the temple courts, the chief priests, the teachers of the law and the elders came to him and asked, "By what authority are you doing these things?” (Mark 11:27-28).  Jesus’ response was to point to John the Baptist and ask by what authority he ministered, successfully trapping the leaders, who feared the people and knew full well the people considered John the Baptist’s authority was directly from God.  But, one-up on the Pharisees, Jesus didn’t stop.  He then told a parable the wicked tenants of a vineyard who, when the landlord sent servants to collect fruit from the vineyard, seized, beat & killed servant after servant until the landlord sent his own son – and even he they killed to make the inheritance their own.  They leaders knew full well that Jesus was speaking this parable against them and, afraid Jesus was winning the crowd, left him alone.
In this context is placed the story that I will call the questioning of Jesus.  The story contains four teaching segments of Jesus – three in response to challenges from various temple figures, and one exposition of his own initiative.  Jesus was certainly questioned and challenged throughout his ministry, and his authority was particularly challenged as he entered the temple (Mark 11:28).  Yet the passage Mark 12:13 – 40 stands alone as a story in itself, evident in that numerous scholars note its similarity to the four questions of the ancient Passover liturgy (Daube, 1956; Blomberg, 1997).  In reading this passage it is important to note that the focus of this passage, and its purpose in the Gospel of Mark, is not the actual content of his teachings.  Rather, it is Jesus’ willingness to engage with the disputation, and the authority that he demonstrates, which is important.

Mark begins the story by recording that the temples leaders later “sent some of the Pharisees and Herodians to Jesus to catch him in his words.”  They firstly ask him a question about whether or not it is right to pay taxes to Caesar.  Jesus asks for a coin and, asking whose head is inscribed on the coin, famously says “Give to Caesar what is Caesar's and to God what is God's.”
Following this, the Sadducees, known for their rejection of belief in an afterlife, quiz Jesus on who the wife of seven different husbands over her lifetime would be married to at the resurrection.  Jesus’ response; “When the dead rise, they will neither marry nor be given in marriage; they will be like the angels in heaven.”
Then, seeing Jesus had answered the Pharisees well, a “teacher of the law” asks Jesus which is the most important commandment.  Jesus replies, again famously; “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength [and] Love your neighbor as yourself.”
Finally, the passage has Jesus asking a delightful (Mark’s words) riddle;

“How is it that the teachers of the law say that the Christ is the son of David? David himself, speaking by the Holy Spirit, declared: 'The Lord said to my Lord: "Sit at my right hand until I put your enemies under your feet." David himself calls him 'Lord.' How then can he be his son?”

Daube (p158) compares this disputation to the Talmudic story of the Alexandrian Jews questioning Rabbi Joshua ben Hananiah, where the questions were thematically grouped in the same way.  Blomberg (p318) lists the four types of questions as follows; (a) a question regarding a point of law; (b) a question with a note of scoffing; (c) a question by a person of “plain piety”; and (d) a question by the father of the family at his own initiative.  These themes are clearly evident in the story.
Daube disputes that the four questions were asked on the same historic occasion (p158).  If they were, then what Jesus achieves in this story is not just a helpful dialogue on taxes, marriage and the resurrection, piety and his virgin birth – he is demonstrating his ability to stand up to the rigour of a Passover disputation.  But more than merely stand, Jesus’ answers demonstrate a mastery of the Judaic faith that none of the Herodians, the Pharisees, the Sadducees or the teachers of the law could achieve in their separate factions.
In his answer to the Herodians and the Pharisees, Jesus implicitly highlights the way in which both parties have become excessively focused on human power, remaining ignorant of the humbler ways of their God Yahweh.

Wayne-Daniel Berard (2006, p158), in When Christians Were Jews, notes;

“In pointing out the coin of the tribute, Jesus is saying that concern over the question of tribute itself is an unreal one, the type of thing that “the rulers of the Gentiles” worry about.  His answer to the question is one more form of saying, “It must not be that way with you” (Mark 10:43)… by answering in this way, Mark’s Jesus is further pointing out the weaknesses of the Jewish leadership, lumping them in with those authority seekers whose primary concern is the non-reality of power, in Jesus’ day and in Mark’s own…in this answer and the one to the question that follows it, Mark takes aim squarely at the establishment.  After the failure of the Pharisees and Herodians in the Disputation, the Sadducees step up to the plate.” 
Whether the four questions were asked on the same occasion or not seems irrelevant.  The questions themselves, in their context of Jesus’ teaching on leadership (Mark 10:43), the clearing of the temple, and the parable of the vineyard, highlight brilliantly how superior Jesus’ judgment in these matters is to the leaders of his day.  Yet it is important to note that while Jesus demonstrates authority in these stories, his actions implicitly accept constraints and authorities within which he must work.  Jesus knew that he couldn’t say outright that Roman tribute in the Holy Land was acceptable.  The doctrine of the resurrection was something he couldn’t deny.  His answer regarding the greatest commandment was similar to a summary of the law given by a highly regarded Pharisee, Hillel the Elder, a generation earlier.
  Jesus answered in a way that echoed the teaching this great Pharisee, yet was superior in that it employed actual commandments from scripture, and communicated a more positive and active ethic.  Finally, Jesus wouldn’t deny the authority of the words of David – the messiah must be descended from his house.  Yet he uses the words of David himself to show that the messiah, while being the son of David, must also have preceded David.

Jesus the Pharisee

In all of this Jesus reveals a bias towards a particular sector of the Judaic community, and it may surprise the lay reader to whom he leans.
Louis Goldberg (1989, p1) writes;

The life and message of Y'shua cannot be divorced from the Pharisaic party which represented mainstream Judaism at that time. Y'shua often concurred with the Pharisees' beliefs.

Joseph Klausner (1929, p335) goes as far as saying;
“The Pharisees objected to Jesus’ behaviour – his disparagement of many ceremonial laws, his contempt of the words of the ‘sages’ and his consorting with publicans and ignorant folk and doubtful women.  They considered his miracles sorcery and his messianic claims effrontery.  Yet for all that, he was one of themselves: his convinced belief in the Day of Judgment and the resurrection of the dead, the messianic age and the kingdom of heaven, as a distinctively Pharisaic belief; he taught nothing which, by the rules of the Pharisees, rendered him criminally guilty.”

Jesus was a Pharisee, calling his fellow devotees to the purest possible Pharisaism.
  His willingness to answer these questions, in a typically Pharasaic disputation, and his ability to answer in ways that not only esteemed Torah but made sense of it, surely qualified him as the wisest of the rabbis of his time.  The Gospel of John records the story of Nicodemus, a Pharisee of the Sanhedrin, who greets Jesus as “Rabbi,” saying “we know you are a teacher who has come from God.  For no one could perform the miraculous signs you are doing if God were not with him.”   When the Gospel accounts of Joseph of Arimathea
 and Gamaliel
 are also considered, and it is observed that there would be only a few Pharisees in a Sanhedrin dominated by the priests, the Herodians, the Sadducees and the Shammai Pharisees, then the fact that three of the leading Pharisees were supporters of Jesus says something.
Conclusion

Discussions of Jesus the Pharisee have typically come from the pens of those who wish to reconstruct the Christian Jesus, stripping back the Christological layers to reveal a man who was little more than a leading rabbi of his time.  In contrast to the works of Klausner, MacCoby (2003) & Falk (2003), D. Thomas Lancaster offers a biography of Jesus the Pharisaic messiah in his recently published King of the Jews (2006).

To close, with his words;

“The Pharisees themselves were never far from Yeshua theologically or geographically. He was often a dinner guest in their homes, and they were often critics of His ministry. At times, some Pharisees vehemently opposed Him. On other occasions, they cheered Him on while He thwarted the Sadducees or nailed home a point of Torah. On another occasion, the Pharisees are depicted trying to rescue Him from Herod (Luke 13:31).

Unlike the Pharisees, He did not allow Jewish tradition to be elevated to the same level as Scripture. He was quick to discard any traditions that contradicted the Word of God. He placed compassion above the stringencies of tradition, and He rebuked hypocrisy and pretense whenever He saw it. But He did all of this from within traditional Judaism and as a part of traditional Judaism.”
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� Borg & Crossan note in The Last Week; “this passage…[is] often read as “divine pronouncements” about doctrinal and ethical issues central to the Christian life… “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s” was understood as a solemn statement about the relationship between civil and religious authority, between politics and religion, or, in Christian terms, between “church and state.”  It has been most commonly understood to mean that there are two separate realms of human life, one religious and one political.  In the first, we are to “render to God,” and in the second, we are to “render to Caesar.  What this means in practice has varied considerably.  It has been understood to mean absolute obedience to the state, notoriously by the majority of German Christians during the Hitler years…The story in which the verse appears continues the series of verbal confrontations between Jesus and his opponents.  The stories are marked by attack, parry, and counterattack, by trap, escape, and countertrap.  To imagine that their purpose is to provide a set of eternal truths about how human life should be ordered is to ignore the larger narrative of which they are a part.”


� The maxim of Hillel the elder was “What is hateful to you, do not do to your fellow: this is the whole Law; the rest is the explanation; go and learn.” (Shab. 31a)


� It would seem that talk of Jesus being Yahweh incarnate was already well associated with Jesus’ ministry, and that the teachers of the law thought they could confound the matter – if the messiah preceded David he couldn’t also be of his house.  Their basis was the authority of scripture, yet Jesus not only accepts scripture as binding but employs it to show the messiah to be both a son of David and pre-eminent to David.


� E. P. Sanders notes in Jesus and Judaism (1985, p56), “the apostles in Jerusalem apparently did not know that the Torah had been abrogated: that was the contribution of Paul and possibly other apostles to the Gentiles.”


� Recorded as both “a member of the Council” (Luke 23:50) and a disciple of Jesus (John 19:38).  Regarded in various church traditions as an uncle to Jesus (see Smithett (2003), St. Joseph of Arimathea at Glastonbury Or the Apostolic Church of Britain).


� Grandson of Hillel the Elder, founder of Tannaic (Pharisaic) Judaism.  Recorded as successfully exhorting the Sanhedrin to tolerate the early Christians (Acts 5:30-40).  Paul says (Acts 22:3) “Under Gamaliel I was horoughly trained in the law of our fathers and was just as zealous for God as any of you are today.”





