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Judaism 
Comparing World Religions Study 

History and General Information  
 The Jewish people are descended from the ancient Hebrews 

 Shem, a son of Noah, gives us the word “Semitic,” which refers to a group of peoples that includes 

both Jews and Arabs 

 The history of the Jewish nation is contained in the Old Testament, the only Scriptures recognized by 

the Jewish people 

 Since the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple by the Romans in A.D. 70, the Jews have had no 

place to offer sacrifices for their sins as required by the Law of Moses (Deut. 12). 

 After the loss of the temple, they scattered to almost every nation in the world where they 

established communities and built synagogues to keep their faith alive 

 Judaism is the national religion of Israel, and originates from a promise given by God to their 

patriarch Abraham 

 Judaism itself was born when God gave the Jews the Promised Land and established commands to 

govern the people (if followed, the commands would bring blessing) 

 Abraham was promised land, descendants, and blessing in Genesis 12; several hundred years later, 

the Israelites were enslaved by Egypt; God delivered them in the Exodus through the leadership of 

Moses, later giving them laws to govern the people and establish a priesthood among the Jewish 

people; the priesthood would administer the Jewish religious regulations and pray on behalf of the 

people; eventually, a kingdom was established and later divided (Israel and Judah); in 586 B.C., the 

Babylonians overtook the land and exiled the Jews; later, under Persian leadership, they were 

allowed to rebuild their homeland 

 Between the Testaments, the Israelites became part of the Syrian Kingdom, eventually revolting and 

establishing independence 

 Their independence was short-lived and they came under Roman rule in 63 B.C.  Puppet leaders 

were put in place on behalf of the Roman government. 

 Jerusalem and the Temple were destroyed in 70 A.D. 

 Over its entire history, Israel has survived periodic oppression and persecution, including the 

Holocaust; they are still under constant threat today 

 There are around 15 million Jews in the world (5 million in Israel, 6 million in the US); contrary to 

popular impression, most Jews are secular and not religious 

Important Terms 
 Diaspora: the dispersion of the Jews after the Babylonian Captivity 

 Gemara: the commentary based upon the Mishnah 

 Midrash: a commentary of the Hebrew scriptures, especially the Torah 

 Mishnah: oral law in general to be distinguished from scripture 

 Pentateuch: first five books of the Old Testament 
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 Torah: refers to the first five books of the OT; can also refer to the entire body of Jewish law 

 Talmud: the Jewish library of oral law and tradition consisting of Mishnah and Gemara 

Sacred Texts 
 According to Jewish tradition, when the prophet Moses descended Mount Sinai, God gave him not 

only the Ten Commandments but the complete oral account of Jewish law and early history, known 

as the Torah (means “doctrine). 

 Genesis—contains the creation account and the call of Abraham and the people who would one 

day become Israel 

 Exodus—historical account of the deliverance from Egypt and freedom in Canaan 

 Leviticus—record of Jewish law, specifically focusing on priestly responsibilities 

 Numbers—more history of the Jewish people entering Canaan; first significant census 

 Deuteronomy—final messages of Moses: Israel’s history retold, God’s faithfulness illustrated, 

and the law reiterated 

 Hebrew Bible contains three parts: Torah, Prophets, and Writings 

 The Talmud, another important text for Jews, contains the written record of early rabbinical legal 

commentary that shaped modern Jewish thought and practice 

Basic Beliefs 
 Jewish Statement of Faith: 

 God exists 

 God is one and unique 

 God is incorporeal 

 God is eternal 

 Prayer is to be directed to God alone and to no other 

 The words of the prophets are true 

 Moses’ prophecies are true, and Moses was the greatest of the prophets 

 The Written Torah (first five books of the Bible) and Oral Torah (teachings now contained in the 

Talmud and other writings) were given to Moses 

 There will be no other Torah 

 God knows the thoughts and deeds of men 

 God will reward the good and punish the wicked 

 The Messiah will come 

 The dead will be resurrected 

 Doctrine 

 Judaism teaches that the soul is pure at birth; every person has autonomy to make choices in 

life; however, the tendency is to do evil, which leads a person to sin 

 A sin is any offense that is a violation of God’s law given through Moses in the Torah (either sin 

against God or another person) 
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 Violations against God require atonement, the process by which a person seeks forgiveness 

from and reconciliation with God 

 While the temple existed, atonement came through the sacrifices offered by the priests; since 

the destruction of the temple, atonement is found through selfless acts of prayer, charity, 

hospitality, repentance, and justice 

Yahweh 
 Judaism teaches monotheism; Yahweh is the only true God 

 As creator, he existed before anything and will never cease to exist 

 He is perfect and it is impossible to compare anything to Him 

 He is all-powerful, all-knowing, and ever-present 

 He is Spirit, and has breathed the spirit of life into every person 

 He resides in heaven and rules from there with total authority and perfect judgment 

 He has blessed Israel with special favor and has promised them a human messiah who will rule with 

justice and goodness 

 Yahweh revealed his name first to Moses—“I AM”; the translation of the Hebrew verb for his name 

is “Yahweh” 

 Through the centuries, this translation has evolved from Hebrew to Aramaic and Greek to the 

identification of God’s name as “Jehovah” by Christians 

 The name of God is not just a name; it is also a revelation of his nature and character—He is 

sovereign and eternal 

 Scripture commands that the God’s name not be profaned, which led most Jews to refrain from 

even voicing the name Yahweh 

 God is the deliverer of the Jewish people, rescuing them from slavery in Egypt 

 He has promised them a messiah who will rescue them from the world’s hatred, to establish them 

as the chief nation in the world, and to lead them in an unprecedented time of global peace and 

prosperity 

 Yahweh is holy, good, loving, faithful, and patient 

 

Branches of Judaism 
 Orthodox Judaism 

 Orthodox Jews try to follow the letter of the law, not only striving to follow the Hebrew Bible, 

but they also observe other teachings of famous rabbis that have been added (Mishnah), along 

with the Talmud 

 The Torah, Mishnah, and the Talmud rule every facet of the Orthodox Jew’s life 

 Obey the laws connected to Israel’s holy days 

 Rest on the Sabbath day 

 Obey the Jewish dietary laws 

 Have three formal prayer times daily 

 Forbids marriage to non-Jews 
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 Boy becomes a Bar Mitzvah (son of the law) at age 13, and celebrations are usually held 

 Jewish laws forbid cremation 

 Conservative Judaism 

 Conservative Jews have a more lenient interpretation of the Torah, but they do believe the Law 

is vitally important 

 This allows for interpretations which account for modern circumstances 

 Reformed Judaism 

 Teach that the principles of Judaism are more important than the practices 

 Most Reformed Jews do not observe the dietary laws or the strictest of Sabbath laws 

 Rejects ceremonial laws while honoring moral laws 

 All three agree on keeping the Sabbath and holy days 

Holy Days 
 Sabbath 

 Begins at sundown on Friday night and continues until sundown on Saturday 

 Rosh Hashanah 

 Jewish New Year (September/October) 

 Yom Kippur (YOME kee POOR) 

 Jewish Day of Atonement, 10 days after Rosh Hashanah 

 Most solemn day on the Jewish calendar 

 Passover 

 Around the time Christians celebrate Easter 

 Involves retelling of the Exodus story 

 Hanukkah 

 Commemorates God’s miraculous provision of lamp oil to the Jewish Maccabees who warred 

against the Seleucid Empire 

 Purim 

 Honors God’s deliverance of the Persian Jews as detailed in the book of Esther 

Jesus 
 The question of Jesus Christ is what divides Jews and Christians 

 The division began when Jesus was on earth 

 Judaism teaches that God has promised to provide a human messiah who will one day lead Israel to 

a time of unprecedented peace and prosperity 

 It’s thus easy to see why they were disappointed by Jesus 

 Not all Jews agree on the timing of the messiah’s arrival, but all agree that Jesus was not the 

messiah 

 Judaism does not deny that Jesus lived, but denies that he was the Son of God, the Messiah 

 Israel’s expectations for the messiah stem from their understanding of the prophecies in the Old 

Testament 
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 They do not see these prophecies as having been fulfilled in Jesus 

 Judaism has no “official” opinion of Jesus, apart from rejecting the Christian claims of his deity and 

messianic authority 

 Judaism is a monotheistic religion, teaching that God is one, and no one is God but God.  For 

Jesus to be accepted as God is, in Jewish opinion, a violation of this basic belief about God’s 

nature 

 Judaism disputes or denies the Christian account of Jesus’ heritage, identity, accomplishments, and 

the anticipation of his ability to fulfill prophecy in the future 

Salvation, Heaven, Hell, and the Soul  
 Jewish teaching affirms the belief that every person is born with a soul that will exist after life ends 

 However, there is no concept of original sin in Judaism 

 There is no need for a savior 

 Judaism teaches that heaven and hell are both otherworldly destinations and that every person is 

born with the ability to make choices, which determine where his or her soul will go after life on 

earth ends 

 Judaism is not an evangelistic religion and makes no effort to convert people to believe in the 

doctrines of the Jewish faith 

 When life is over, every person’s soul goes directly to Sheol, the home for all the dead 

 There, God judges every person, reviewing every detail of his or her life 

 The life is compared to the life that could have been, were better choices made 

 Then, the soul is purified by means appropriate to life’s offenses in a place called Gehenna 

 Purified souls enter a heavenly destination called Gan Eden (the garden of Eden) where the 

glory of God is found 

 Souls too evil to be purified are punished eternally in Gehenna 

 Heaven is rewarded to lives lived in obedience to God’s law 

 Salvation is accomplished through atonement, which is accomplished by sacrifices, penitence, good 

deeds, and a little of God’s grace 

 Jews believe in God’s mercy, but not in any substitutionary atonement that once and for all time 

cleanses them from all sin 

Misc. 
 Typical Jewish prayer includes the ongoing petition to God to establish a third temple of worship in 

Jerusalem 

 The Temple Mount site is the holiest location in Judaism, where the Spirit of God dwelt in the 

previous temples 

 Many Jewish adherents believe that this third temple will be constructed when God’s messiah 

arrives and will permit the return of ritual sacrifices and reestablishment of Aaronic and Levitical 

priests 
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A Christian Response 
 Focus on the fulfilled prophecies in Jesus (Jews often overlook the prophecies about the “Suffering 

Servant” in Isaiah 53); Jesus explicitly claimed to be the Messiah (John 4); see also Micah 5, Isaiah 7, 

Zechariah 9 

 Avoid anti-Semitism 

 Affirmation of the Israeli state does not demand uncritical acceptance of everything its government 

does, but the Bible does support the idea of the existence of the State of Israel and a future for the 

nation in God’s plan; it is hard to imagine an effective Christian witness to Jews that parallels the 

belief that the Jewish people have no right to a homeland 
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