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Biblical Social and 
Ethnic Groups

THE BIBLE CONTAINS 
DETAILS AND INFORMATION ABOUT 
MANY DIFFERENT PEOPLE FROM MANY 
different places and groups. Four of the more gen-
eral groups of people are the Jews, Gentiles, Greeks, 
and Samaritans. Who exactly were these people? 

The Jews were descendants of Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob. They were the chosen people of God in 
that God chose the Jews to be the people through 
whom He carried out His plan of salvation for all of 
mankind. Jesus, born and reared a Jew, was also cru-
cified by this group of people.  

The word “Gentiles” referred to anyone who was 
not Jewish. In Bible times, most Gentiles believed 
in different gods instead of the one true God of 
the Bible. Also, many Gentile nations were very 
wicked. The Jews disliked the Gentiles for these 
and other reasons. 

The Greeks were the people of Greece. In the time 
of the Bible, the Greek people were very wealthy 
and important in the world. Their language, for ex-
ample, was the most common language spoken in 
the ancient world. (The New Testament was written 
in Greek.) Sadly, the Greeks also promoted the wor-
ship of many false gods. 

The Samaritans were the people of Samaria, 
which was originally a part of the nation of Israel. 
The Jews despised the Samaritans so much that 
they would avoid talking to, and even traveling 
near, Samaritans.

Let’s now look at some of the other groups that 
are mentioned in the Bible. 

ANOTHER GROUP OF JEWS, 
THE HERODIANS, WAS ALSO VERY INVOLVED IN 
AND RESPONSIBLE FOR THE LORD’S DEATH ON 
the cross. Mark 3:6 says, “Then the Pharisees went out and 
immediately plotted with the Herodians against Him, how 
they might destroy Him.” But who were these Herodians, 
and why did they want to kill Jesus?

The Herodians were a political group of Jews, with the ma-
jority of Herodians being Sadducees; they were involved in 
the government and very interested in how it ruled over the 
people of Palestine. Herodians received their name because 
they were vocal supporters of King Herod, and they wanted 
his dynasty (or family) to run the land of Israel for many 
years to come. These Herodians were small in number, yet 
they remained powerful and influential among the Jews. 

The reason that the Herodians did not like Jesus and sup-
ported His death was because they saw Him as a rival to 
King Herod. They thought, like many people at the time, 
that Jesus was going to create an earthly kingdom, which 
would ruin the Herodians’ plans to keep King Herod and 
his family in power.

Herodians

HAVE YOU EVER 
HEARD OF A MONK? HOW ABOUT 
A MONASTERY? CAN YOU IMAGINE 
living your life away from any civilization with no personal possessions and having no interaction with any-
one from the outside world? You might be surprised to learn that there was a group of Jews in the time of 
Jesus that was very similar to what we today would 
call monks. 

This group was called the Essenes. The Bible ac-
tually does not mention the Essenes, but we have 
learned from other ancient writers that these people 
were a group of Jews who lived an extremely iso-
lated life. They were strict, and they would not allow 
just anyone to join them. In fact, there were only 
about 4,000 Essenes in the time of Christ. They did 
not own any private property, and whatever they 
had before they became Essenes was given to their 
brotherhood. Some of these groups were so strict 
that they did not allow their members to marry.

Essenes

Though not proven, many scholars believe that the Dead 
Sea Scrolls found at Qumran (pictured above) were the 
Essenes' library.

IT IS QUITE POSSIBLE 
THAT YOU ARE NOT FAMILIAR WITH THE 
TERMS “PROSELYTE” AND “HELLENIST.” 
These words are found less than five times each 
in the entire Bible. Both terms refer to different 
groups associated with the Jewish religion.

Proselytes were people from outside the na-
tion of Israel who were converted to the Jewish 
religion. (They could be compared to those to-
day who are not reared in the Church by Chris-
tian parents but come to know and obey the 
truth later in life.) Proselytes were those who (1) 
rejected the false gods and religions that were 
common in their home countries and cultures, 
and (2) kept the Law of Moses and worshiped 
the one true and living God. 

The Hellenists were Jews who adopted the 
Greek culture as their own, yet they honored 
their Jewish religion and still worshiped the God 
of the Bible. Jews who were born and reared in 
Judea disapproved of the Hellenists because 
they had abandoned the Jewish culture for the 
culture and language of the Greeks.

Proselytes and 
Hellenists
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Scribes

JESUS HAD MANY 
ENCOUNTERS WITH THE PHARISEES. HE 
ONCE REFERRED TO THEM AS A “BROOD 
of vipers” (Matthew 3:7). But who exactly were the 
Pharisees?

The Pharisees were a division of the Jews that did 
not like the way many Jews were practicing their re-
ligion. In the first century, the Pharisees bound rules 
and regulations upon people that God never wanted. 
They mistreated the Law of God and ignored impor-
tant teachings like faith, love, and true obedience to 
God. They claimed to be experts on the Law of Moses, 
but they didn’t follow it. They added to and changed 

the Law of God so that 

people would have 

to do what they said 

instead of what God 

said. Due to their un-

lawful and hypocriti-

cal actions, Jesus was 

ashamed of these Jews and often reprimanded them. 

Sadly, the Pharisees were the main ones who wanted 

to kill Jesus. Instead of obeying the Son of God and 

admitting that they were not truly following God, they 

prodded the Romans to hang Jesus on a cross. 

We should always seek to obey God and not man; 

only God’s Word can teach us what we are supposed 

to do in this life. May we learn from the negative ex-

ample of the Pharisees to strive always to handle bibli-

cal teachings accurately and sincerely.

THE SADDUCEES WERE AN 
INFLUENTIAL GROUP OF JEWS IN THE TIME OF 
JESUS. THEY WERE POLITICALLY POWERFUL AND 
wealthy, and were one of the oldest sects (divisions) of the 
Jews. They controlled the Temple in Jerusalem because they 
made up the priesthood. They were responsible for the activi-
ties that were held near and within the Temple. 

Sadly, like the Pharisees, the Sadducees did not believe that 
Jesus was the Son of God, and they also played a part in His 
death on the cross. Unlike the Pharisees, however, the Sad-
ducees believed strictly in the Law of Moses. They did not 
think it was right for men to try to change what God had said 
in His Word. Unfortunately, their teachings still contained 
many flaws. They did not believe that God had much inter-
est in the world, and they did not believe in the immortal 
soul of man or the resurrection of the dead. They failed to 
understand what their forefather Abraham had learned many 
years ago—that God’s righteous people can look forward to a 
heavenly home once this life is over (Hebrews 11:13-16). 

A SCRIBE IN BIBLE 
TIMES WAS A PROFESSIONAL WRITER 
WHO COPIED GOVERNMENT DOCUMENTS, 
business transactions, or, most important, the 
Scriptures. Scribes could be described best as 
a combination of lawyers, teachers, and stu-
dents. Since many people in the first century did 
not know how to read and write, the work of a 
scribe was very important.

The scribes consisted mostly of Pharisees. 
They were considered experts in the law since 
they copied it so much. People looked to 
them for answers concerning the Law, which 
meant that they were very influential in the 
Jewish culture. 

When Jesus began His public ministry, the 
scribes became very jealous and joined in with 
Jesus’ other enemies to try to discredit Him 
publicly. They even played a part in persecut-
ing Jesus and eventually in having the Son of 
God crucified.

Jesus mentioned the scribes several times 
throughout the gospel accounts, and He was 
often displeased with their behavior. He once 
said, “For I say to you, that unless your righ-
teousness exceeds the righteousness of the 
scribes and Pharisees, you will by no means 
enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:20). 
Jesus obviously did not think highly of the 
scribes or His other enemies.

May God help us to live sincerely according 
to the wonderful divine teachings of Jesus 
and not according to the traditions and false 
teachings of men like the scribes, Pharisees, 
and Sadducees.

sadducees

Pharisees
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Dear Digger Doug,
Did slavery exist when Jesus was on Earth?
Dear reader,

When Christ came to the Earth, slavery had been around for thousands of 
years. Some people were slaves because they were criminals and slavery was 
their punishment. Others became slaves because they owed people too much 
money to ever pay back. And still others were born as slaves. Many people dur-
ing Jesus’ time believed slaves were not as important as people who were free.

Jesus’ teachings, however, showed that slaves were just as valuable as other people and should 
be treated with respect. In Matthew 7:12, Jesus told His followers to do to other people what 
they would want other people to do to them. That meant, for example, that they were to treat 
slaves exactly like they would want to be treated if they were slaves.

The apostle Paul wrote that in Christ: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave 
nor free, there is neither male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28). 
Did Paul mean that everybody looked alike in the Church and that there was no physical difference 
between men and women? No. He simply meant that anyone could be saved. No group was any more 
important than any other group, including free people and slaves.

Since all people are made in God’s image, we are all equally valuable to Him. Through the teach-
ings of Christ, people learned how to treat others, even slaves, just like they would want to be 
treated. Only Christ’s teachings could have brought about the abolition of slavery that eventu-
ally occurred. 
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ActIvIty 

PageS

True or 
False

 1. ___ King Herod was a government 
leader during the time of Christ.

 2 ___ The Jewish sect called the 
Essenes had around 10,000 
members in the time of Jesus.

 3.  ___Judas of Gamala is believed to 
have formed the zealots in A.D. 6.

 4. ___ Jesus called the Pharisees a 
“brood of vipers.”

 5. ___ Proselytes were Jews who had 
adopted the Greek culture.

 6. ___ The Sadducees were a sect of 
the Roman government.

 7. ___ The scribes were teachers, 
lawyers, and students of the law.

 8. ___ The zealots were very rebellious 
against the Roman government.

 9.  ___ Slavery did not exist when 
Jesus was on Earth.

 10. ___ The Pharisees hated Jesus and 
helped put Him to death.

1. “Then the _____________ went 
out and immediately plotted with the 
______________ against Him, how they 
might destroy Him” (Mark 3:6).

2. “For I say to you, that unless your 
______________ exceeds the righ-
teousness of the 
scribes and Phari-
sees, you will by no 
means enter the 
____________ 
of heaven” 
(Matthew 5:20).

Complete the  
BIble Verses 

(NKJV)

Solve, FInd, 
and CIrcle

1. Group of Jews that started the 
Jewish revolt against Rome.   
______________

2. Considered experts in the law.   
______________

3. Did not believe in the resurrec-
tion of the dead.    
______________

4. Converts to the Jewish religion.   
______________

5. Group of Jews that bound its 
own traditions on the people.   
______________

6. Jews who wanted to keep King 
Herod’s dynasty in power.    
____________

7. Group of Jews similar to monks  
in a monastery.  
____________

8. Jews who had adopted the Greek 
culture.    ____________

1. Explain why the teachings of the Bible 
are more important than the teachings of 
men.

2. Discuss how Christians can be respectful 
to the cultures of various countries with-
out disobeying God.

On A SEparate 
Sheet of Paper

T M S C R I B E S F O V G H T
Q I J K Z S S M O B T V R E G
T G B Z E S S E N E S I J L P
S A D D U C E E S C B Z O L S
K J S H E R O D I A N S Q E J
R C J I P R F H D C C X T N S
P E Z H X H X G I T P Y Q I K
D H E V H N C H V Q L J M S Y
L U A V R O L I I E O Z J T Y
F N L R B N N A S N D S N S M
J F O A I I I O I C B P N Y Z
O P T E Z S R D O D Z B J L K
Z Q S R P P E R N Z X J G J H
H D X I K A S E X E O C E D Q
V M B M G B O L S G E L P G K
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TMSCRIBESFOVGHT
QIJKZSSMOBTVREG
TGBZESSENESIJLP
SADDUCEESCBZOLS
KJSHERODIANSQEJ
RCJIPRFHDCCXTNS
PEZHXHXGITPYQIK
DHEVHNCHVQLJMSY
LUAVROLIIEOZJTY
FNLRBNNASNDSNSM
JFOAIIIOICBPNYZ
OPTEZSRDODZBJLK
ZQSRPPERNZXJGJH
HDXIKASEXEOCEDQ
VMBMGBOLSGELPGK
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ANSWERS

ZEALOTS

SOLVE, FIND, AND CIRCLE:  1. Zealots; 2. Scribes; 3. Sadducees; 4. Proselytes; 5. Pharisees; 6. Herodians; 
 7. Essenes; 8. Hellenists. TRUE OR FALSE: 1-T; 2-F; 3-T; 4-T; 5-F; 6-F; 7-T; 8-T; 9-F; 10-T.  

COMPLETE THE BIBLE VERSES: 1. Pharisees, Herodians; 2. righteousness, kingdom.
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JEWS IN BIBLE TIMES 
WERE VERY PROUD OF THEIR HERITAGE, 
AND THEY RESENTED BEING UNDER THE 
control of non-Jews. The zealots were a group of Jews 
that did not like the fact that Rome controlled Pal-
estine, their homeland. They wanted to be an inde-
pendent nation like they had been during the time of 
the kingdom of Israel. They were very patriotic in their 
zeal for the nation of Israel, which makes their title of 
“zealots” appropriate. 

The zealots did not want to obey the Roman 
government, and they saw paying taxes to 

Caesar as a sin (a view of taxes that Jesus corrected; read 
Matthew 22:15-22.) The zealots plotted to overthrow 

the Roman government in Palestine, and on 
several occa-
sions they led 

revolts against 
the Roman author-

ities. They were the 
main ones who led the 

Jewish Revolt against Rome 
that resulted in the destruction 

of Jerusalem in A.D. 70. 
Around the year A.D. 6, a man by the 

name of Judas of Gamala is believed to 
have formed the zealots. He led them in a re-

volt against Rome that began the years of unrest 
in the land of Palestine. Yet the zealots faced a serious 
problem: they were up against one of the most pow-
erful armies in the history of the world. It was only 
a matter of time before the Jews were crushed by 
Rome’s might.
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