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HOLINESS IN THE
SECOND TEMPLE PERIOD

1. HOLINESS IN THE GRECO-ROMAN WORLD

In the initial phases of Christian expansion into the Greco-
Roman world, the followers of Jesus were predominantly Jews
and the story of Jesus was first proclaimed in Jewish synagogues.
Fierce debate, perhaps even leading to violence, may have taken
place as the messianic Jews disputed with their fellows about Je-
sus the Messiah.29 Of course Jesus and the first disciples lived
within the confines of second Temple Judaism. But the world in
which the gospel of the kingdom of God was proclaimed soon
moved outside these boundaries. It is in this context that the
gospel needed to take root and thrive.

Before the end of the first Christian century, it is likely that
the Gospels themselves were being read widely across the East-
ern Mediterranean.30 “The Gospels have a historical context,”
writes Bauckham, “but that context is not the evangelist’s com-
munity. It is the early Christian movement at the end of the first
century.”31 The Gospels, then, have a setting that can be de-
scribed in general terms as the Greco-Roman world. This is the
cultural milieu in which any notion of holiness made its way and
the context in which the first readers lived their lives. Although a
full discussion of the Greco-Roman context would not advance
our understanding of holiness in the Gospels very much, a few
salient features are worth noting,32 if only to remind ourselves
that the reception of the gospel always has a context that colors
what is heard.

First, religion was everywhere and highly visible. Various re-
ligious practices dominated all aspects of life from civic and
public office to private rites of passage like birth and death. Tem-
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ples and shrines commanded public space. Images were promi-
nent because divine figures needed an image. Many highly visi-
ble ceremonies took place. Indeed, probably an “overwhelming
number of all public events were explicitly religious in charac-
ter.”33 Meals, for instance, had religious connotations because the
general populace believed that the gods were active and devo-
tion to them worked. So many social meals were held in honor
of a god. The god in whose honor the meal was given was
thought to be presiding and present. Meals were joyous social
occasions with no tension between social and religious charac-
ter, even in Christianity.

Second, people took a very open-minded approach to new
religious traditions. Instead of competitors, these new religions
were simply added to the portfolio of religions followed by the
worshipers without any sense that the devotees were bringing dis-
honor to their own gods. Gentiles, therefore, would come to syn-
agogue without sensing any need to give up other associations.

Jews, by contrast, faced the tension between their theologi-
cal distinctives and their wider cultural context. These distinc-
tives, based upon their key identity markers of circumcision,
food rules, and Sabbath observance, tended to make them sepa-
rate from their Gentile neighbors. They did not have images, and
they were devoted exclusively to God. Hurtado comments, “De-
vout Jews saw their religious commitments and traditions as dis-
tinctive and characteristically held themselves aloof from much
of the religious life of the larger Roman world.”34 The same im-
ageless monotheism was the pattern of the early Christians.

Third, the exercise of power was the closest Greco-Roman
popular piety came to a notion of holiness. Power was seen in
nature. Thus, the gods were feared and worshiped. But they had
little if anything to do with ethical goodness.35 They were almost
never described as holy. At a philosophical level, by contrast, the
divine sphere was an absolute, intellectual principle completely
separate from the world. Similar concepts were used by the Hel-
lenistic Jewish writer Philo, who described God as “pure being.”
For Philo, there was also a divine principle or condition of “the
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Good,” a term used to characterize Israel’s God.36 Harrington
notes that in Philo “God is perfect because he is transcendent
and above human comprehension.”37 But holiness, per se, was
not a major concern.

Fourth, temples were crucial. “People frequented them for a
range of purposes and combined social and religious life and ac-
tivities easily within their precincts.”38 Mount Olympus was
thought to be the meeting place of the gods and the link between
heaven and earth.39 Priests as a class of people were generally
highly regarded.40 They were a sort of “walking temple” who took
on the inviolability of the shrine.41 Because the Greco-Roman reli-
gions rarely had sacred texts, the idea of a divine law such as the
Torah was quite alien. The laws of nature were supreme.42 There
was little understanding of a concept of sacred books.43 The
priests, thus, assumed a pivotal role as ritual experts and media-
tors between humanity and the divine. Although temples were sa-
cred sites, no one used the term “holy land” except Israel. The
closest one comes to a link between holiness and the land in the
Greco-Roman world was the importance of festivals tied to the
agricultural cycle.44 Nor did any people consider themselves to be
a holy people outside of the Judeo-Christian tradition.45

Fifth, ritual rather than any belief or creed was the primary
cultic focus. Interestingly enough, ritual purity was essential for
participation in the rites of a god. Those who were defiled were
prohibited from worship. Generally, impurity was connected in
some way with bodily functions such as birth, intercourse, or
death.46 But ritual purification could be achieved usually through
use of water or blood as part of some festivals.

This scarcely does justice to the wide variety of practices that
face the Jesus movement in the Greco-Roman world. Suffice it to
say that the notions of impurity and purification in Judaism had
certain affinities with other practices. The differences are pro-
nounced, however. A god who called his people to be a holy
people living lives that reflect his holiness would not find a ready
connection with the general views of this period. In contrast to
the Jewish and early Christian notions, ethical holiness was rarely
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an issue in Greco-Roman religion—the gods themselves were just
not interested in ethical purity.

2. HOLINESS IN SECOND TEMPLE JUDAISM

We can only really understand holiness in the Gospels if we
take seriously the historical context in which the New Testament
is given birth and in which the Old Testament functioned as the
scripture of the people of God. It follows that there are aspects of
the practices, beliefs, and hopes of second Temple Judaism47 that
are important for our understanding. This promises to be much
more fruitful for our purposes.

Although there was a variety of Jewish beliefs in the period
from 167 B.C. to A.D. 70, all strands of Judaism agreed on the fun-
damentals. Roughly speaking, the religious worldview of second
Temple Judaism might be summarized something like this. First,
God was the holy, creator God. Holiness was more than one of
His attributes: it was His quintessential nature.48 He alone was
holy: humans, places, or objects were only holy insofar as they
were related to the source of holiness.49 Holiness, then, could not
be divorced from relationship with the Holy One. To put it an-
other way, the holiness of places, things, and people was always
a derived holiness.

As a consequence of God’s holiness, the people were called
to be holy, a kingdom of priests and a holy nation, God’s own
people in the world and in a special relationship with Him. He
would be their God, the Holy One living in their midst. He him-
self would provide the means whereby He might safely dwell
with them and make a way for them to keep in covenant rela-
tionship with Him. As the source of all holiness, being near God
was an essential requirement for holiness. This might be under-
stood in physical terms. Ancient Israel had structured its camp
and tabernacle in such a way as to guard God’s people from the
danger of God’s holiness.50 The holy of holies in the Temple still
retained that sanctity. The people, in turn, were to develop char-
acteristics like God himself that would affect every dimension of
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life.51 “Thus, a fundamental feature of the Judaism in which Jesus
was nurtured was the option of a radical pursuit of holiness.”52

The call to be a holy people required separation. The people
were called out from the other nations and saw themselves as
God’s own people. But this was not all. Some argue that, even in
Israel, this was far more than mere separation from the nations.
Rather, “faithfulness, love, justice, honesty, kindness and purity
emerge as aspects of divine holiness that are to be replicated by
the people of God.”53 As soon as Israel began to see its separate-
ness as an end in itself, the people’s holiness became a barrier
rather than a means to God’s mission in the world.54 This became
the key issue for the holiness movements of the second Temple
period and the essential point of divergence between Jesus and
the other holiness movements, as will be shown later. But sepa-
ration was never intended to be an end in itself.55

Second, the concept of election was the foundation stone of
their self-understanding. Israel believed that God had chosen
them and they were His covenant people. This choice was com-
pletely unexpected and unmerited. God delivered them by His
mighty hand from the oppression of Egypt and called them to en-
ter into a gracious covenant with himself. The call of God was pri-
marily directed to a people, not to individuals. They were to be
His holy people as a holy people—together.56 The notion of a holy
people, a covenant community, is fundamental to understanding
Israel. As a people, Israel was God’s chosen people to bring jus-
tice, wisdom, and peace to the whole created order. Sadly, this
was not currently happening. Israel was a subjugated people.

Third, God has always been faithful to His covenant promis-
es; alas, the same could not be said for the people. Their cove-
nant unfaithfulness led ultimately to exile. But even while they
were in exile, God was faithful and promised the people that if
they returned to Him, He would restore them to be His holy peo-
ple and would dwell in their midst again in the Holy Land. A
remnant did indeed return, but the restoration had been neither
as glorious nor as complete as the pictures painted by the
prophets suggested it would be. Although they again lived in the
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land, the covenant people of God were, in a spiritual sense, still
in exile, still awaiting God’s promised deliverance, still longing
for the fullness of the return.57 The present evil age, including
subjugation to the Roman Empire, was a daily reality. The
longed-for age to come had not arrived. But why?

This could not be a matter of God’s unfaithfulness—rather,
the people needed to repent, the nation needed to return to full
covenant faithfulness, and the land needed to be cleansed. To be
sure, on the one hand the people realized that their plight was
not merely of human dimension. Supramundane forces of evil
were aligned against their God. But that was only part of the an-
swer. Their present condition could only be because Israel in
some sense was still in its sin. That was why the future was yet to
be realized. What was needed now was loyalty to the covenant,
even in the face of opposition, whether human or spiritual. They
needed to demonstrate membership in the true people of God
through ever more faithful obedience to the covenant.58 Then
God would come, defeat His (and their) enemies, and establish
His reign as promised. How this would be done was given a va-
riety of answers: the sectarian community at Qumran and the
Pharisees were only two of the holiness/renewal movements in
the second Temple period.

Included in God’s promises was the hope of a new in-the-
heart covenant with His people. This would not be like the old
covenant, which they had failed to keep. Rather, it would enable
them to be a holy people in a new way.59 He would also cleanse
and renew the holy place. Then the holy God could again dwell
in their midst, the nations would come to worship God in Jeru-
salem, the center of the Holy Land.60

But that was all in the future. There was little sense that the
current state of affairs was the complete fulfillment of the promis-
es of God. How could they be when the Romans still ruled and
when the Gentiles profaned God’s name and despised His peo-
ple? The land itself was impure, polluted by the presence of the
Gentiles who did not follow the Torah.

Inextricably linked to this substructure of belief was the in-
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stitutional framework of second Temple Judaism. At the center
stood the Temple; its importance can hardly be exaggerated. It
was the focal point of every aspect of Jewish life. Although some
people rejected the Jerusalem Temple because of its corrupt cur-
rent leadership, most thought of it as the dwelling place of God,
with the holy of holies being the symbolic locus of the presence
of God.

The Temple was also the place for sacrifice leading to for-
giveness of sins and cleansing from defilement. Two daily offer-
ings were offered to celebrate the presence of God: burnt offer-
ings for the deity and peace offerings to be eaten by the people.
Two different offerings were made to restore the worshiper to fel-
lowship after sin or impurity: the sin offering [hatta’t] both for sin
and impurity (which were not the same thing) and the guilt offer-
ing—a kind of sin offering made as restitution to God for a spe-
cific wrong. The Temple was also the place for national or corpo-
rate atonement. Passover and the Day of Atonement were the
main times of corporate repentance and renewal. Both were cen-
tered on the Temple.

Not only was it the center of the sacrificial system, but also it
was the national shrine. The political significance of the Temple
should not be underestimated. This was directly connected to the
notion of it as the dwelling place of God. When Israel had a king,
he was legitimized through the Temple.61 It was bound up inextri-
cably with the royal house and with royal aspirations.62 For this
reason, the high priest was a central political as well as religious
figure. The fact that the high priest was under the direct authority
of the Romans, who kept control of his vestments, only added to
the tension within the late second Temple period. Jewish national-
ism, the Temple, and Judaism were intertwined in the second
Temple period in such a way that it is virtually impossible to dis-
cuss the Temple authorities without including the Temple itself. In
fact, references in the Gospels to the Temple frequently are a ci-
pher for the religious authorities.63 In the expressive words of
Wright, “The Temple was, in Jesus’ day, the central symbol of Ju-
daism, the location of Israel’s most characteristic praxis, the topic
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of some of her most vital stories, the answer to her deepest ques-
tions, the subject of some of her most beautiful songs.”64 It was al-
so the center for potential political unrest and intrigue.65 Judea
was effectively a temple-state with Jerusalem at its center. Control
of the Temple, therefore, was vital. The destruction of the Temple
itself was directly related to the nationalistic direction of Judaism,
which ended in the Jewish War of A.D. 66.

If the Temple was a pillar in second Temple Judaism, the
Torah was the second.66 The Torah was more than law. It was the
covenant document and contained the halakah, the way of life.
The life of God’s holy people was defined by the Torah. The pres-
ence of the holy God could only be safe if His people lived lives
that reflected His holiness. The Torah set out for them God’s mis-
sion and their call to it. It also contained the Temple regulations.
There was, therefore, a link between Torah and Temple.67

The holiness of the land was a key concern in the second
Temple period. The land was currently polluted because it was
under the control of Gentiles. Both land and Temple were being
defiled by the Romans despite any religious niceties they might
have attempted to maintain. Alien cultures defiled as well—the
memory of the Seleucids and their desecration of the Temple (see
1 Maccabees) as well as the martyrdom of the Maccabean broth-
ers were etched in the national consciousness. The only hope for
the people now was that Yahweh would cleanse the land to
make it fit again for His people. Many longed for God to raise up
a new David or a new Maccabean who would drive the Romans
into the sea.

The importance of the Temple and its sanctity cannot, there-
fore, be exaggerated. Purity and holiness were far from peripher-
al issues. If the holy God were to dwell with His people again,
they would need to be holy. “The political program of postexilic
Judaism was the permeation of national life by holiness, a pro-
gram undergirded by the twin institutions of Torah and Temple.”68

The result was “an ethos of resistance to external power and in-
fluence grounded in the quest for holiness.”69

A key aspect of this kind of holiness revolved around ethnic
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purity: who was a Jew? This led to highlighting various aspects of
praxis including food rules, Sabbath observance, and circumci-
sion as key identity markers within both Palestinian and Diaspo-
ra Judaism. These became the boundary markers between God’s
covenant people and the Gentiles. The “works of the law”70 were
more likely to be identity markers rather than a series of steps by
which one attained “people of God” status. Wright suggests that
they functioned as “present signs of future vindication.”71

N. T. Wright observes that these beliefs and structures in-
formed and, in turn, were shaped by “the various different move-
ments, political, social and particularly revolutionary, that char-
acterised the period from 167 B.C. to A.D. 70.”72 In particular, the
people of Israel longed for a peaceful and settled existence in
their land that would reflect God’s presence and blessing. But
despite the expectation of God’s action to put things right, a gulf
existed between expectation and reality. “The basis of the eager
expectation that fomented discontent and fuelled revolution was
not merely frustration with the inequalities of the Roman imperi-
al system, but the fact that this frustration was set within the con-
text of Jewish monotheism, election and eschatology.”73

Into this context, the message of John and Jesus came like a
lightning strike on dry prairie wood. They announced that the
day of God’s activity had dawned. The exorcisms and healings,
the welcoming of the marginalized, the announcement of the
Kingdom, even the relentless progress to the Cross—all of these
were like a dry wind fanning the small flames of the hopes of Is-
rael. This restoration eschatology74 with its promise of God’s re-
newed redeeming action for Israel was the cradle of early Chris-
tianity. Without an awareness of this context, we will have great
difficulty understanding Jesus and the Gospels, and the call to be
a holy people will remain a doctrine divorced from its roots.

3. THE PHARISEES AND PURITY75

The Pharisees were an important holiness movement within
second Temple Judaism. For casual readers of the Gospels, they
are by far the best-known Jewish group during the time of Jesus,
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even if the picture that emerges only from the Gospels is in-
evitably truncated. Their origins are somewhat obscure, but they
arose sometime during the Maccabean revolt and were very in-
fluential in the Hasmonean period (164-163 B.C.E.). Although af-
ter 63 B.C. they no longer exercised direct political power and
they remained a relatively small portion of society, their influ-
ence was significant during the time of Jesus. Some of them seem
to have moved in the direction of active violent revolutionary
opposition to Roman rule;76 others concentrated on the study of
the Torah. Although it is impossible to show conclusively, it is
possible that there was a degree of tension between the activists
and passivists within the Pharisees themselves. After the fall of
Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple in the Jewish War of
A.D. 66-70, the Pharisaic emphasis on Torah study became the
dominant theme of Judaism, and the Pharisaic tradition became
essentially mainstream Judaism.

If intensification of holiness was the goal of the Pharisees,
the means centered on Torah observance. In the Torah God set
out for His people the way in which they might remain in cove-
nant relationship with Him. Hence, obedience to the Torah was
essential. Because God is holy, purity was especially important.
Israel was called to be a holy people, and the Pharisees took this
seriously. They lived according to the standards of purity required
of priests: if God’s people were called to be a kingdom of priests,
then the purity rules for Temple service should be expanded to
include the whole of Israel and the whole land. True allegiance
to the covenant demanded this intensification of holiness. Only
then would Israel be restored to its independent status as God’s
holy people dwelling in the Holy Land. Although it cannot be
proven, their adherence to priestly purity may have been an im-
plicit criticism of the corruption and secularity of the current
Temple establishment.

Three areas in particular drew their attention. First, the food
rules laid down for priests in Scripture were extended to the lay
Pharisaic community. Mealtime became a crucial expression of
their solidarity in strict obedience to the commands of God. The
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preparation of the food, as well as their meal companions, were
carefully controlled to avoid impurity through nonobservance of
the food rules or contact with people who were likely to be im-
pure. The Pharisees believed that those who were consciously
seeking God’s way of living should be similarly observant.
Hence, they were highly critical of Jesus’ own meal practices.

Strict Sabbath observance was another key point. The Sab-
bath was to be kept holy, free from work. But what was “work”?
This question was one of those that generated a plethora of case
law or traditions. The regulations governing what constituted
work on the Sabbath developed into a series of prescripts and
prohibitions. This was another area of controversy with Jesus,
whose Sabbath observance, they thought, was at best lax and at
worst blasphemous.

According to Marcus Borg, tithing was a third major issue
for the Pharisees that brought them into conflict with ordinary
people. If people were properly observant Jews, they were effec-
tively subject to double “taxation”—the Jewish tithe and Roman
taxes. “Hence the Pharisees advocated an intensification of holi-
ness precisely in the area in which the temptation to be non-ob-
servant was the greatest.”77 This does not feature prominently in
their conflict with Jesus, however.

If strict Torah observance was the means of holiness, the
Pharisees’ primary understanding of holiness was separation. The
holiness of God was centered in separation from all that defiles—
if they were to be holy as God is holy, they, too, must be separate.
As noted earlier, they believed this applied for all of Israel, not just
the priests. Therefore, they were to be clean and pure—mainly by
careful observance of purity and tithing regulations.

The problem of the land itself remained. It was to be holy as
well because it was God’s. But the land could only be pure when
the Gentile occupying forces were no longer polluting it by their
mere presence. Hence, the concern for holiness was the ideolog-
ical or religious motivation for the Jewish resistance to the Ro-
man occupation.78

Although some holiness groups separated from society, the

Holiness in the Second Temple Period 31



Pharisees advocated separation within society. The Pharisees
maintained opposition to the ruling Temple elite, but they did
not abandon the Temple as did the Qumran community. Increas-
ingly they came to regard themselves as the alternative covenant
community—the remnant.

Despite their efforts, the Pharisees knew that not all shared
their intense commitment to purity. They acknowledged that
such a state of purity did not exist in the land as a whole and
among the people. They didn’t disenfranchise their fellow Jews,
however. They themselves lived according to that level of com-
mitment and pointedly expected other holiness groups to do the
same. According to Wright, in the face of social, political, and
cultural pollution in society as a whole, they concentrated on
personal purity and cleanness in such a way as to maintain an
area of personal purity—an island of purity in a sea of pollution.

The primary motivation for the Pharisees was not political
power. Their purity codes seem to be exclusively religious. Al-
though they were “religious” in origin and intent, nevertheless it
would be impossible to separate religion and politics. Their influ-
ence, then, was emphatically “political” in effect.79 As Borg notes,

Thus a confluence of currents combined to constitute
the ideology of holiness. Yahweh was holy and Yahweh’s
people, living by an imitation dei, were to be holy. The land
itself was holy and was to be kept pure. The Temple and
Torah were both essential to holiness; the Temple was the
center of holiness, and the holiness of the Temple, land, and
people depended upon the careful observance of Torah.
Moreover, the two major renewal movements were both
committed to an intensification of holiness. Hence, in the
quest for holiness, we find the religious dynamic which was
the ideological cause of Jewish resistance to Rome.80

Jesus had His most sustained and serious clashes with the Phar-
isees. Some of these are reflected in the Gospels. But it is impor-
tant to note that there was never any debate over whether holi-
ness was essential: it was. The disagreements were over the
means and the meaning of holiness.
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The quest for holiness had a profound impact on all of sec-
ond Temple Jewish society. Few groups in society, however, took
the need for holiness to the extremes that our next group, the
sectarian community at Qumran, did.

4. QUMRAN81

Qumran82 is a particularly interesting part of the background
to the Gospels, not least because of their use of the term “perfec-
tion.” Qumran was clearly a holiness movement but unlike the
Pharisees who saw themselves as being a holy remnant within
society, Qumran saw itself as being the holy people outside soci-
ety. In their view, separation from all possible contact with impu-
rity was the only way to maintain the level of purity they thought
essential to following God’s Law. They even maintained a sepa-
rate calendar from others in Judaism in order to maintain God’s
intention as they understood it from Scripture. They were, there-
fore, sectarian in outlook, probably closely linked to the Essenes.
Significantly, they believed that a decisive turning point in histo-
ry was arriving and that they were God’s instruments for fulfilling
His saving purposes.83

Scripture was central to their existence. It contained the
mystery of God’s purposes set down beforehand. Now God had
made His hidden purposes known to them. They were, in fact,
the people of the new covenant. Their community life was the
fulfillment of prophecy, and Israel’s story was now focused upon
them alone. This sectarian perspective inevitably isolated them
from society. So far as we can tell, they did not participate in the
Jerusalem cult. As far as they were concerned, the Jerusalem
Temple establishment was hopelessly corrupt, rendering the
whole system ineffective. They may have seen themselves as “a
kingdom of priests” performing the service of worship or atone-
ment in place of the corrupt Jerusalem priesthood or perhaps
even regarding themselves as the true temple. In either case, they
saw themselves as the “spearhead of the divine purpose for the
world” and therefore took themselves with utmost seriousness.84
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In short, God’s “eschatological salvation had already entered the
present age in the history and experience of the community.”85

Because Scripture was so central to their existence, they de-
voted themselves to the intense study of it and to rigorous appli-
cation of the Torah. Their identity as the new people of God was
articulated in the intensification of the rules of purity that were
applied in the community.86 They were the new covenant people,
so the covenant law was kept. Although they were Jews by birth,
they did not believe that made them automatically part of the
new covenant community. Rather, they chose to leave the wider
Jewish society and enter voluntarily into the community. They
were accepted into it by the decision of existing members and
then only on the basis of stringent qualifications that were fol-
lowed during a probationary period.87

Obedience to the Torah not only implied a whole pattern of
behavior but also applied to attitudes as well. Every law was to
be observed with the whole heart. Thus they intended to live in
complete conformity to the Law with outward performance
matched by inward obedience. They believed that this level of
perfection was possible now.88 So conscious were they of this re-
ality that they called themselves the “House of Perfection.”89

Their exalted claim did not exclude the need for progress in per-
fection, however. Nor were they blinded to the possibility of fail-
ure. They knew that a gap existed between the character of God,
on the one hand, and the powers of evil working in and through
humanity, on the other, resulting in a trait that Deasley calls the
“human proclivity towards sin.”90 This human sinfulness was “re-
sistant to any purification available in the present.”91 So they
looked for a decisive work of the Spirit at the end of the days:
“The Qumran expectation for the end-time was the abolition of
innate sin and the recovery of the creation glory of Adam.”92

The way of perfection was not an end in itself. It had a sote-
riological goal.93 They were atoning for their own sins; they also
saw themselves as in some sense atoning for the land and the
people as a whole. Indeed, “the most striking of all their beliefs
[was] . . . the conception of their duty as the making of expiation
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. . . for the sins of the nation which had gone so far astray from
the path of His will.”94 Because Israel had failed to keep the
covenant and since the Temple worship was currently irredeem-
able, only the obedience offered by the community could save
Israel. Their perfect obedience would be the fulfillment of Israel’s
covenant obligations. If they walked in the ways of perfection,
they could offer to God the perfect worship He demanded, a
worship that was in communion with the angels.95 Nevertheless,
they did not see themselves acting solely or independently of
God. They were the agents of God’s atonement through their of-
fering of perfect obedience.96

A crucial aspect of Qumran theology was their emphasis
upon the Spirit. Deasley comments: “The sect’s emphasis on the
spirit was a distinctive feature of its teaching; indeed, it is widely
conceded that the Qumran community stands out as an excep-
tion in an era which confessed that, in general, the spirit was no
longer at work. Not only did they believe that the spirit was ac-
tively at work in their community; they believed that through
their community alone the spirit could be received.”97

This corporate dimension of the work of the Spirit was criti-
cal to their existence. The Spirit was the agent of God’s work in
the community, so “exclusion from the community [was] exclu-
sion from the spirit and exclusion from the spirit [was] exclusion
from cleansing.”98 Only through the Spirit could the community
walk in the way of perfection.

The Qumran practice of holiness might appear to have been
a matter of external conformity to the Torah. But that would be a
misreading of their perspective. For them, perfection had to be a
combination of the internal and the external. “Rote-performance
would not suffice. . . . ritual observance was valueless unless ac-
companied by the spirit of penitence. But equally since the law
must be kept, they must not only be punctilious ‘doers of the
law,’ but to guarantee this, the law must be tightened up to in-
sure that no demand was overlooked.”99 Deasley’s summary
highlights this combination.

Perfection is an achievable state in the present in re-
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spect of compliance with sectarian law, a change of heart in
regard to sin and God, and an anticipation of heaven itself
by the assimilation of the worship of the earthly community
into the worship of the holy ones who serve God face to
face. This perfection is not merely desirable and attainable:
it is indispensable if the sectarian community is to discharge
its appointed function of atoning for the land. But it is also
indispensable as the due fulfilment of the covenant obliga-
tion which the sectaries had freely undertaken: that is, of the
responses of life and service which God requires. Therefore,
perfection is both means and end—now.100

This meant that the task for the present was “observing the law
with an emphasis on the need for inward obedience and submis-
siveness.”101 They maintained their insistence upon perfection in
the present. “But its complete attainment in the present seems
[only] to have taken place in worship where heaven and earth,
present and future were fused in a unity as they discharged their
most solemn obligation: offering atonement for sin.”102

In sum, Qumran theology placed soteriology at the center of
their belief. The performance of covenant obligations, which was
the role of the community, had soteriology as its goal—the salva-
tion of Israel. Qumran was under no illusions about the direness
of the human condition. They lived with an eschatological ten-
sion between the demands of perfection and the inability to be
perfect. Deasley concludes that “they lived at a point of soterio-
logical tension for which they found no theological resolution
within the present.”103

Several significant features of Qumran theology emerge for
our study. First, “perfection” was a widely used term referring to
both outward obedience and inward direction of heart. Jesus’
use of this language in Matthew has a clear second Temple con-
text as well as an Old Testament background. Second, obedience
could never be just outward conformity to the Law, but neither
could it merely be inward assent without outward performance.
Any critique of second Temple holiness movements that suggests
they ignored the inner dimension of holy living is almost certain-
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ly wide of the mark. Third, they believed themselves to be in the
last days and therefore they were God’s new covenant people
who would be embodying in itself the purposes of God for Israel.
They were to be a holy people living holy lives in obedience to
God’s holy law so that they might be an atonement for the whole
people of Israel. Their holiness had a redemptive goal beyond
their own salvation, even if it meant separation from their fel-
lows. Fourth, they believed perfection was possible now while
simultaneously maintaining a keen awareness that there was a
future dimension to this. Qumran hopes for the future were tied
to a time when God would act, in concert with themselves,
“within history to redeem his people and re-establish them as his
people, within his holy Land and worshipping in a new Tem-
ple.”104 But this resolution was in the future. Finally, they were
conscious of the Spirit’s presence in their community. The view
that God’s Spirit was thought to be absent in late second Temple
Jewish thought needs to be revised. Some groups may have taken
that view, but it was not the view at Qumran nor the people of
piety reflected in Luke 1 and 2.

5. JESUS AND THE HOLINESS MOVEMENTS

This sketch of some of the beliefs and practices of other
movements in Judaism has shown how widespread the concern
for holiness was. The Pharisees and Qumran are prominent in
the literature available to us. John the Baptist may also be treated
as the leader of a reform movement within Judaism recalling the
people of God to their intended purposes.

There are, of course, many similarities between the Jesus
movement and others. They shared the same basic beliefs of all
forms of Judaism. But more crucially, all the reform movements
considered the condition of Israel to be dire and in need of res-
cue. The evidence was plain for them to see—the power of the
Romans, the compromises made by the Temple authorities, the
despair of the people. They all shared the desire for Israel to be
rescued and to be what it should be. That made all of them “holi-
ness” movements in some way or another. At several points, the
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beliefs of the Jesus movement, the Pharisees, and Qumran over-
lap.

The eschatological tension observed in Qumran permeated
other second Temple holiness movements as well. It is only re-
solved in the Jesus movement. Jesus announced the arrival of the
kingdom of God came in His person and work. That is not to say
that the Jesus movement eliminated the future pole of the escha-
tological tension. On the contrary, a collapse of the future into the
present was never part of Jesus’ teaching. But the emphasis upon
the arrival of the Kingdom gave Jesus’ teaching an edge. God’s
good purposes were being accomplished now in and through His
ministry even if their consummation would be in the future.

There were also serious disagreements over key points of the
holiness agenda. The implications of these disagreements were
huge. Not least was fundamental disagreement over the connec-
tion between holiness and ritual purity. This is the point at which
Jesus’ teaching shows its sharpest disagreement with most of the
other holiness movements.

In an important study, Marcus Borg highlights Jesus’ critique
of the Pharisees implied by His table fellowship. Borg reminds us
that meals were particularly highly regulated. In the later rab-
binic texts that developed out of the Pharisaic movement of the
late second Temple period, 229 of 341 regulations pertain to
table fellowship. Pharisee piety centered around table fellow-
ship. As Borg reminds us, “Disputes about table fellowship were
not matters of genteel etiquette, but about the shape of the com-
munity whose life truly manifested loyalty to Yahweh. Thus the
meals of those belonging to the Pharisaic fellowships symbolized
what was expected of the nation Israel: holiness, understood as
separation.”105

The importance of the meal as a marker of holiness helps to
explain several Gospel conflict stories. In Mark 2:15-18,106 for ex-
ample, not only did Jesus call Levi, a tax collector, to follow Him
but He went to dinner at Levi’s house and is joined by “many tax
collectors and sinners” (v. 15). The scribes of the Pharisees enter
the story here and question His actions: “Why does he eat with

38 Holiness in the Second Temple Period



tax collectors and sinners?” (v. 16). Jesus’ response was that He
was calling sinners, not the righteous (v. 17).

Behind this concern for table fellowship lay the issue of pu-
rity and holiness.107 Sitting at table together was an expression of
intimacy and fellowship that is quite foreign to the fast-food 21st
century. By eating with tax collectors and sinners, Jesus was
thought to be endangering His character as a holy person
through contact with the contagion of sin. Not only were His
dinner companions by definition impure, but the Pharisaic food
rules were probably also ignored. Second, “for the Pharisees the
meal had become a microcosm of Israel’s intended historic struc-
ture as well as a model of Israel’s destiny.”108 According to Borg,
“Jesus’ association with sinners and tax collectors appeared to
threaten both the internal reform of Judaism and its solidarity
over against the Gentiles. Moreover his table fellowship with
outcasts challenged the understanding of God upon which the
reform and solitary were based.”109 Jesus was thought to be pol-
luting the holy people by breaking down the walls of separation.

Clearly, Jesus also thought that table fellowship was crucial.
But His message was different. For Jesus, the meals were a pro-
phetic representative act in which Jesus sets about restoring the
marginalized to the people of God. He was gathering around
Him a representative collection of those who had been placed
on the fringes of society. The climactic prophetic representative
act at the Last Supper with the representative figures of the peo-
ple of Israel, the Twelve, was the anticipated re-creation of the
new covenant community through Jesus’ death and resurrection.
In anticipation of the new people, in His meals He was bringing
healing to the broken people of God and re-creating the true
people of God. For Jesus, the mission was to all of Israel—and no
one should be excluded. In fact, His message was precisely to
those who were excluded from the holy people of God. In this
new community God was re-creating an inclusive new people.
The objections raised by Jesus’ opponents were centered on
what Wright calls “the scandalous implied re-definition of the
Kingdom itself.”110
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Closely connected to this was the ritual washing of hands (see
Mark 7). Hand washing was probably linked with priestly require-
ments. For the Pharisees, essentially a lay movement, this was an
intensification of holiness by extending priestly purity to nonpriest-
ly followers in the entire land. Jesus shared the notion of intensifi-
cation of holiness but thought of it as an inner matter. He contra-
vened an extension of priestly regulation to ordinary life thereby
directly opposing the Pharisees. He called into question the way
holiness could be achieved: “The equation between holiness and
separation was denied.”111 For Jesus, defilement was a matter of the
heart, not primarily a matter of performance.112

On the critical matter of Sabbath observance, Jesus reinter-
preted the Torah. For Jesus, compassion trumped strict obser-
vance. In fact, Sabbath was a particularly good day to work com-
passion in Israel since the Sabbath was made for Israel, that is,
for human beings.113 Compassion was God’s work. Thus, the
sanctity of the Sabbath—its holiness—was best demonstrated by
doing the merciful work of God. This penetrated to the inner
meaning of Sabbath.

Jesus’ understanding of holiness, then, involved a radical re-
definition. Borg thinks of it as an alternative paradigm. Jesus, ac-
cording to Borg, called into question the whole holiness-equals-
separation motif. Instead, He focused upon a different aspect of
God’s holiness, His compassion, and that made a huge differ-
ence. The essence of holiness, then, was not separation but com-
passion, and this was the way in which God’s people were to be
imitators of Him—how they were to be His holy people. Borg
notes, however, that this did not

point to an absolute difference between Jesus and his oppo-
nents. For first-century Judaism the claim that God was holy
involved no denial that God was compassionate, loving,
etc., though it did circumscribe the sphere within which
people were to imitate the compassion and love of God.
Similarly, for Jesus the claim that God was compassionate
involved no denial that God was also holy.114

Although Borg may draw an overly sharp distinction between
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holiness and compassion, the key point to note was that in Jesus’
view holiness did not require protection and insulation from
sources of defilement. Holiness was contagious and a transform-
ing power, not a power that needed protection. It was “an active
force which overcame uncleanness. The people of God had no
need to worry about God’s holiness being contaminated. In any
confrontation it would triumph.”115

6. THE EARLY CHURCH CONTEXT

If the context in which we must understand Jesus is second
Temple Judaism, it is equally clear that the theology of the Gos-
pels must be understood in the context of the Early Church. We
cannot go into great detail here except to observe two critical
points.

First, the specific Christian interpretation of Scripture and
God’s good purposes expressed in the life of Jesus arose out of
the appearances of the risen Lord and the presence of the Spirit
in the Early Church. In this light, Jesus was confirmed as the cli-
max of Israel’s story and the locus of God’s good purposes. Chris-
tian theology emerged out of the experience of the new covenant
community interpreted according to the Scriptures. Theological
development in the Early Church moved in precisely this direc-
tion—from experience to theology—and not the other way
round.116 According to Luke, the process of retelling the story of
Israel in a new light was inaugurated by Jesus himself (see Luke
24:44-49). The continuation of the process of retelling and ad-
vancing the mission may be attributed to the empowering pres-
ence of the Spirit in their midst.

Second, the expansion of the Church beyond the bounds of
Judaism, which began almost immediately, had to be explained
as well.117 This, too, was understood as part of the ultimate good
purposes of the creator God, although it required a genuine con-
version experience of the apostle Peter for this to be accepted
(see Acts 10:1—11:18). Here again, the Spirit’s activity in the ad-
vance of the gospel beyond the bounds of Judaism was explicitly
tied to Jesus and the Spirit (see Acts 1:8).
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The message that God’s good purposes have come to their
focus in Christ and that He has called together disciples to be
His holy people, the beginnings of the re-creation of a kingdom
of priests and a holy nation, impels the mission of the Church in-
to the world.
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