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Josephus’ Description of Pharisees 

 
What I would now explain is this, that the Pharisees have delivered to the people a 
great many observances by succession from their fathers, which are not written in 
the laws of Moses; and for that reason it is that the Sadducees reject them, and 
say that we are to esteem those observances to be obligatory which are in the 
written word, but are not to observe what are derived from the tradition of our 
forefathers. And concerning these things it is that great disputes and differences 
have arisen among them, while the Sadducees are able to persuade none but the 
rich, and have not the populace obsequious to them, but the Pharisees have the 
multitude on their side. (Antiquities of the Jews 13.297-98) 
 
Now, for the Pharisees, they live meanly, and despise delicacies in diet; and they 
follow the conduct of reason; and what that prescribes to them as good for them 
they do; and they think they ought earnestly to strive to observe reason's dictates 
for practice. They also pay a respect to such as are in years; nor are they so bold 
as to contradict them in any thing which they have introduced; and when they 
determine that all things are done by fate, they do not take away the freedom 
from men of acting as they think fit; since their notion is, that it hath pleased God 
to make a temperament, whereby what he wills is done, but so that the will of 
man can act virtuously or viciously. They also believe that souls have an immortal 
rigor in them, and that under the earth there will be rewards or punishments, 
according as they have lived virtuously or viciously in this life; and the latter are 
to be detained in an everlasting prison, but that the former shall have power to 
revive and live again; on account of which doctrines they are able greatly to 
persuade the body of the people; and whatsoever they do about Divine worship, 
prayers, and sacrifices, they perform them according to their direction; insomuch 
that the cities give great attestations to them on account of their entire virtuous 
conduct, both in the actions of their lives and their discourses also. (Jewish 
Antiquities 18.12-15) 
 
But then as to the two other orders at first mentioned, the Pharisees are those 
who are esteemed most skillful in the exact explication of their laws, and 
introduce the first sect. These ascribe all to fate [or providence], and to God, and 
yet allow, that to act what is right, or the contrary, is principally in the power of 
men, although fate does co-operate in every action. They say that all souls are 
incorruptible, but that the souls of good men only are removed into other bodies, - 
but that the souls of bad men are subject to eternal punishment. But the 
Sadducees are those that compose the second order, and take away fate entirely, 
and suppose that God is not concerned in our doing or not doing what is evil; and 
they say, that to act what is good, or what is evil, is at men's own choice, and that 
the one or the other belongs so to everyone, that they may act as they please. 
They also take away the belief of the immortal duration of the soul, and the 
punishments and rewards in Hades. Moreover, the Pharisees are friendly to one 
another, and are for the exercise of concord, and regard for the public; but the 
behavior of the Sadducees one towards another is in some degree wild, and their 
conversation with those that are of their own party is as barbarous as if they were 
strangers to them.  (War of the Jews 2.162-166) 
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