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• Matthew 5:43-48 

 

Background on the Essenes: 
Monk-like Essenes. It is especially curious that the New Testament never directly mentions the Essenes. Its failure to 

discuss the Essenes openly is even more curious in view of the fact that Josephus held them to be as significant as the 

Pharisees or the Sadducees. 

Philo of Alexandria estimates that only four thousand members belonged to one of the various branches of the sect. The 

majority lived on the western shore of the Dead Sea far removed from where Jesus conducted most of his ministry, but 

small groups of Essenes were also scattered throughout the Galilee and Judea, as well as in Jerusalem itself. 

The origin of the Essenes is something of a mystery. It seems that they began to emerge during or soon after the reign of 

the Hasmonean monarch John Hyrcanus (135-104 B.C.). Along with the Pharisees, they may have developed from the 

Hassidim, a faction of pious Jewish sages that resisted the nationalist aspirations and what they saw as the apostasy of 

the Hasmonean kings. 

In 332 BC, Alexander the Great’s armies swept through Israel, and his successors continued his campaign to bring the 

Greek culture onto every part of the world. The Hellenistic culture deeply offended the Jews, but soon many of the 

Jewish people were seduced and eventually conformed to this secular worldview that glorified the human being through 

philosophy, athletics, religion, and the arts. 

The Essenes formed when Jonathan the Hasmonean took the office of the high priest approximately 170 BC. Initially, 

faithful Jews had been led by the Hasmonean family, but the Hasmoneans gradually became Hellenistic. The Essenes 

established a religious movement dedicated to restoring true worship of God. The community at Qumran was Essene-

like in its practice. 

To escape royal oppression, the Teacher led his followers, many of whom were also priests, into the desert where they 

felt they could remain undefiled in an age of religious infidelity and await the coming of the messianic age. The sect 

considered itself the true Israel, and it attempted to create a model society in the wilderness separated from the 

"habitation of the wicked." Like John the Baptist, the Essenes were aware that the way of the Lord was to be prepared in 

the desert as foretold by Isaiah (40:3). 

The most striking aspect of the Essenes was their communal lifestyle. Their rules were spelled out in the "Manual of 

Discipline," a document found in the Qumran caves in 1947. The community shared meals together, owned no private 

property and depended on common stores of food and water. Asceticism was seen as an essential part of holiness, and 

they ate only the simplest food. 

The Essenes lived in tents and caves along the shores of the Dead Sea, praying and working together in a common 

building. Most members worked as farmers, although others were shepherds and potters, and some were employed as 

scribes in order to preserve the Scriptures and the writings of the sect 

1. Marriage - From ancient sources such as Josephus and Philo, it was believed until recently that the Essenes 

avoided marriage. The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls has presented a much more complicated picture in 

regards to marriage. Evidence suggests that some factions at Qumran had families, and that although marriage 

was not rejected in principle, many in the sect believed that with the "messianic travail" just around the corner 

it was not a time for raising a family. 

2. The Temple - The Essenes rejected the legitimacy of the Temple cult. They felt that the priests were ritually 

impure and leading the people astray with deceitful teaching. As a result they refused to have anything to do 

with sacrifices in the Jerusalem Temple. 

3. Calendar - The Essenes isolated themselves from their fellow Jews in an even more fundamental way. Bitterly 

opposed to the lunar calendar, the Essenes used the solar-based calendar and celebrated the biblical feasts 

and holidays on different days than the rest of the Jewish people. 

4. Messiach - The sect saw itself as the remnant of the true and undefiled priesthood. They remained in a state of 

spiritual and ritual readiness, waiting patiently for the day when they would inherit their rightful place in 

Jerusalem. In that day two Messiahs - a prince from the house of David and a priest from the line of 

Aaron - would lead the community or "sons of light" against their opponents, the "sons of darkness," in the 

final battle to free the world from the clutches of Belial (Satan). 



5. Torah - Such devotion to the Torah was no doubt inspired by the community’s theology. The Essenes believed 

that they were God’s chosen people by divine election, and that they were the only ones to be given the Holy 

Spirit. Every man, according to the Essenes, was predestined to be a "son of light" or a "son of darkness." 

They were also convinced that God controlled the fate of men by the stars, and they watched the heavens 

to know God’s will. According to Josephus they believed that all is preordained by God. 

The "final war" for the Essenes came in 66 A.D. when the sect joined the Jewish revolt against the Roman yoke, many 

thinking that this was the apocalyptic battle they had long awaited. In the spring of 68, the Roman commander 

Vespasian marched his Tenth Legion into the Jordan Valley, and soon afterwards the Essene community was destroyed 

and most of its members killed. Some Essenes managed to escape to Masada where they fought alongside the Zealots 

until the mountain fortress fell five years later. 

 

Intro into passage: 

There is a huge difference between the approach of the Essenes toward unbelievers, and that of Jesus and his disciples. 

The Essenes practiced extreme separatism. 

Whoever wanted to follow Jesus, however, had to live in love with the outside world and not withdraw from society. 

The Dead Sea Scrolls - the Essenes’ favorite name for themselves was "the sons of light." 

In the synoptic Gospels that term appears only in Luke 16:8, and a close examination of the text indicates that Jesus did 

not use "sons of light" to refer to his own followers, but rather to refer to the Essenes themselves. 

“And his master praised the unrighteous manager because he had acted shrewdly; for the sons of this age are more 

shrewd in relation to their own kind than the sons of light. 
9
“And I say to you, make friends for yourselves by means of 

the �wealth of unrighteousness, so that when it fails, they will receive you into the eternal dwellings. 

 

Thus the Essenes had to separate themselves as far as possible from everything outside their community, and of course 

this included avoiding the wealth of the sons of darkness. This extreme economic separatism was also rooted in the 

ritual aspect of daily life, for their ritual purity did not permit them to come in contact with the impure wealth of the 

outside world: 

No member shall be united with him [the outsider] in his work or in his 

wealth, lest he defile the member with guilty iniquity, but distance shall 

be kept from him in every matter … no member shall eat from any of 

their property nor drink from it, nor take anything from their hands 

except by payment … and all their deeds are filthiness before him 

[God] and uncleanness is in all their wealth. (Manual of Discipline 

5:14-20) 

No member of the Essene community was allowed to take food or drink from outsiders, or accept anything from them 

without paying for it. Jesus, however, said to those whom he sent into the world: 

Whatever house you enter … remain in the same house eating and 

drinking what they provide, for the laborer deserves his wages. . . . 

Whenever you enter a town, and they receive you, eat whatever is set 

before you. (Lk. 10:5-8) 

 

 

Now, what does this have to do with this morning and the final “Light/Heavy” statement by Jesus in Matthew 5? 

• Matthew 5:43-48 

• Matthew 5:43 

For years and years scholars believed this must have been a response to some ancient proverb 

But after the discovery of the Dead Sea scrolls and what they gained as insight into the Essene way of thinking, they 

realized like all the other 5 Light/heavy statements, this too was rooted in the Torah 

In the opening paragraph of Manual of Discipline scroll, it reads, "...in order to love all that He has chosen and to hate 

all that He has rejected" (1QS 1.3—4). 

Later in the same scroll, similar instructions are repeated: 

These are the norms of the Way...in these times regarding love and hate: an eternal but concealed hatred for the Men of 

the Pit! [The member of the Way] shall leave them his property and labor, as a slave does his owner, and a poor man his 

oppressor; but he [the member] shall be a zealot for God’s Law, waiting for the Day of Vengeance. (1QS 9.21—23) 

When describing the three main religious groups of his day – the Pharisees, Sadducees and Essenes – Josephus wrote 

that twice daily before their common meal, the Essenes swore an oath. That oath included a pledge "to hate forever the 

unjust and to fight together with the just" (War 2:139). 

 



• Leviticus 19:17-18 

"You shall not hate your brother in your heart...you shall not avenge nor bear any grudge against one of your own 

people, but love your neighbor as yourself."  

 

When you read this, how could you take this verse? Who does it look like we are supposed to love? 

Our “brothers – if you were a Jew hearing this, it might have meant other Jews 

Whole problem lies in this word “neighbor” 

Best answer to this is in the Parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke 

What does the Theologian (translation says lawyer) ask, do you remember? 

Who is a neighbor? 

In the story, you have a Priest, a Livite, and a Samaritan 

At that time almost all the priests and Levites were Sadducees…did not believe in the Oral Law 

Like them the Samaritans believed in Torah, but not in the Oral Law either…not considered Jews 

What were the Samaritans considered to be? 

ENEMIES 

In Hebrew neighbor = rea 

So who is REA in the parable? 

The enemy is the one here that acts like the neighbor! 

Isn’t that incredible?! 

Given Jesus’ Parable, how could you translate Leviticus 19:18 

“…love your enemy as yourself” 

 

One other quick note – In Hebrew the phrase, “as yourself” can also be translated, “as though he WERE yourself.” 

In other words, “Love your neighbor for he is like yourself.” 

 

And how do you do that? 

• Matthew 5:44 

• Luke 6:27 

 

• Matthew 5:45 

What does this next verse mean? 

The Father doesn’t discriminate 

God is good to everyone, no matter who they are 

A Rabbi in 300 AD, Abbahu, once said, “Greater is the day of rainfall, than the day of resurrection. For the latter 

benefits only the pious, whereas the former benefits the pious and sinners alike.” 

 

• Matthew 5:46-48 

What does this last phrase mean? 

What is the context of “be perfect”? 

Indiscriminate Goodness to people 

I always thought it was the end or some giant thought at the end of this whole chapter 5 

Don’t believe that any more…really think it is simply summing up these few versus on love 

• Luke 6:36 

New English Bible: 

“There must be no limit to your goodness, as your Heavenly Father’s goodness knows no bounds.” 

 


