
Origins of Judaism 
 

If YOU were there… 

You and your family are herders, looking after large flocks of sheep. You grandfather is the leader of 
your tribe. One day your grandfather says that your whole family will be moving to a new country 
where there is more water and food for your flocks. The trip will be long and difficult. 

How do you feel about going to a new land? 

BUILDING BACKGROUND Like the family described above, the early Hebrews moved to new lands in ancient times. 
According to Hebrew tradition, their history began when God told an early Hebrew leader to travel west to a new land. 

 
 

Early History 
Sometime between 2000 and 1500 BC a new people appeared in Southwest Asia. They were the Hebrews 
(HEE-brooz). Most of what is known about early Hebrew history comes from the work of archaeologists and 
from accounts written by Hebrew scribes. These accounts describe the Hebrews’ early history and the laws 
of Judaism (JOO-dee-i-zuhm), the Hebrews’ religion. In time these accounts became the Hebrew Bible. 
 
Beginnings in Canaan and Egypt 
The Bible traces the Hebrews back to a man named Abraham. One day, the Bible says, God told Abraham to 
leave his home in Mesopotamia. He was to take his family on a long journey to the west. God promised to lead 
Abraham to a new land and make his descendants into a mighty nation. 
     Abraham left Mesopotamia and settled in Canaan (KAY-nuhn) on the Mediterranean Sea. His 
descendants—the Hebrews—lived in Canaan for many years. Later, however, some Hebrews moved to Egypt, 
perhaps because of famine in Canaan.  
     The Hebrews lived well in Egypt, and their population grew. This growth worried Egypt’s ruler, the pharaoh. 
He feared that the Hebrews might soom become too powerful. To stop this from happening, the pharaoh made 
the Hebrews slaves.  
 
 
The Exodus 
According to the Hebrew Bible, a leader named Moses appeared among the Hebrews in Egypt. In the 1200s 
BC, God told Moses to lead the Hebrews out of Egypt. Moses went to the pharaoh and demanded that he free 
the Hebrews. The pharaoh refused. Soon afterward a series of terrible plagues, or disasters, struck Egypt. 
     The plagues frightened the pharaoh so much that he agreed to free the Hebrews. Overjoyed with the news of 
their release, Moses led his people out of Egypt in a journey called the Exodus. To the Hebrews, the release 
from slavery proved that God was protecting and watching over them.   
     For years after their release, the Hebrews wandered through the desert, trying to return to Canaan. On their 
journey, they reached a mountain called Sinai. The Hebrew Bible says that while Moses was on the mountain, 
God gave him two stone tablets. On the tablets was written a code of moral laws known as the Ten 
Commandments. These laws shaped Hebrew society.  
     Once the Hebrews reached Canaan, they had to fight to gain control of the land. After they conquered 
Canaan and settled down on the land, the Hebrews became known as the Israelites. 
 
 
A Series of Invasions 



The Israelites soon faced more threats to their land. Invaders swept through the region in the mid-1000s BC. For 
a while, strong kings kept Israel together. Israel even grew rich through trade and expanded its territory. With 
their riches, the Israelites built a great temple to God in Jerusalem.  
 
     Some years later when one king died, the Israelites could not agree on who would be the next king. This 
conflict caused Israel to split into two kingdoms, one called Israel and one called Judah (JOO-duh). The people 
of Judah became known as Jews. 
  The two new kingdoms lasted for a few centuries. Israel eventually fell to invaders about 722 BC. Judah lasted 
until 586 BC, when invaders captured Jerusalem and destroyed Solomon’s temple. They sent the Jews out of 
Jerusalem as slaves. When these invaders were themselves conquered, some Jews returned home. Others moved 
to other places in Southwest Asia. Scholars call the scattering of Jews outside of Israel and Judah the Diaspora 
(dy–AS–pruh). 
     The Jews who returned to Jerusalem ruled themselves for about 100 years. They even rebuilt Solomon’s 
temple. Eventually, however, they were conquered by the Romans. The Jews revolted against the Romans, but 
most gave up after the Romans destroyed their temple. As punishment for the rebellion, the Romans killed or 
enslaved much of Jerusalem’s population. Thousands of Jews fled Jerusalem. Over the next centuries, Jews 
moved all around the world. Often they were forced to move by other religious groups who discriminated 
against them. 
 

Basic Jewish Beliefs 
•  Belief in and worship of one and only one God 

•  Belief in justice, or dealing with people kindly and fairly 

•  Belief in righteousness, or doing what is proper 

•  Belief in religious and moral law 
 

 

Jewish Beliefs 
Wherever Jews live around the world, their religion is the foundation upon which they base their whole society. 
In fact, much of Jewish culture is based directly on Jewish beliefs. The central beliefs of Judaism are belief in 
one God, in justice and righteousness, and in law. 
 
 
Belief in One God 
Most importantly, Jews believe in one God. The belief in one and only one God is called monotheism. Many 
people believe that Judaism was the world’s first monotheistic religion. 
     In the ancient world where most people worshipped many gods, the Jews’ worship of only one God set them 
apart. This worship shaped Jewish society. The Jews believed they were God’s chosen people. They believed 
that God had guided their history through relationships with Abraham, Moses, and other leaders. 
 
 
Belief in Justice and Righteousness 
Also central to the Jews’ religion are the ideas of justice and righteousness. To Jews, justice means kindness and 
fairness in dealing with other people. Everyone deserves justice, even strangers and criminals. Jews are 
expected to give aid to those who need it, including the poor, the sick, and orphans. Jews are also expected to be 
fair in business dealings. 
     Righteousness refers to doing what is proper. Jews are supposed to behave properly, even if others around 
them do not. For the Jews, righteous behavior is more important than rituals, or ceremonies. 



 
 
Belief in Law 
Closely related to the ideas of justice and righteousness is obedience to the law. Jews believe that God gave 
them religious and moral laws to follow. The most important Jewish laws are the Ten Commandments. The 
commandments require that Jews worship only one God. They also do not allow Jews to do bad things like 
murder, steal, or lie. 
     The commandments are only one part of Jewish law. Jews believe that Moses recorded a system of laws, 
now called Mosaic law, that God had set down for them. Mosaic laws guide many areas of Jews’ daily lives, 
such as how people pray and observe holy days. 

Jewish Texts 
The laws and principles of Judaism are described in several sacred texts. Among the main texts are the Torah, 
the Hebrew Bible, and the commentaries. 
 
 
The Torah 
The ancient Jews recorded most of their laws in five books. Together, these books are called the 
Torah. The Torah is the most sacred text of Judaism. In addition to laws, it includes a history of the Jewish 
people until the death of Moses. Jews believe the contents of the Torah were revealed to Moses by God. 
     Readings from the Torah are central to Jewish religious services today. Nearly every synagogue (SI-nuh-
gawg), or Jewish house of worship, has at least one Torah. Out of respect for the Torah, readers do not touch it. 
They use special pointers to mark their places in the text. 
 
 
The Hebrew Bible 
The Torah is the first of three parts of a group of writings called the Hebrew Bible, or Tanach (tah-NAHK). The 
second part is made up of eight books that describe the messages of Hebrew prophets. Prophets are people who 
are said to receive messages from God to be taught to others. 
     The final part of the Hebrew Bible is 11 books of poetry, songs, stories, lessons, and history. Many of these 
stories are told by Jews to show the power of faith. 
     Also in the final part of the Hebrew Bible are the Proverbs, short expressions of Hebrew wisdom. For 
example, one Proverb says, “A good name is to be chosen rather than great riches.” In other words, it is better to 
be seen as a good person than to be rich and not respected. 
     The third part of the Hebrew Bible also includes the Book of Psalms. The Book of Psalms is a collection of 
short and long songs of praise to God. 
The Commentaries 
For centuries rabbis, or religious teachers, and scholars have studied the Torah and Jewish laws. Because 
some laws are hard to understand, scholars write commentaries to explain them. Many explanations can be 
found in the Talmud (TAHL-moohd), a set of laws, commentaries, and lessons for everyday life. The writings of 
the Talmud were produced between AD 200 and 600. Many Jews consider them second only to the Hebrew 
Bible in significance to Judaism. 

Traditions and Holy Days 
Jews feel that understanding their history will help them better follow the Jewish teachings. Their traditions and 
holy days help Jews connect with their past and celebrate their history. 
 
 
Hanukkah 
One Jewish tradition is celebrated by Hanukkah, which falls in December. It honors a historical event. The 
ancient Jews wanted to celebrate a victory that had convinced their rulers to let them keep their religion. 



According to legend, though, the Jews did not have enough lamp oil to celebrate at the temple. Miraculously, 
the oil they had—enough for only one day—burned for eight full days. 
     Today Jews celebrate this event by lighting candles in a special candleholder called a menorah (muh-NOHR-
uh). Its eight branches represent the eight days through which the oil burned. Many Jews also exchange gifts on 
each of the eight nights. 
 
 
Passover 
More important to Jews than Hanukkah, Passover is celebrated in March or April. During Passover Jews honor 
the Exodus, the journey of the Hebrews out of slavery. 
According to Jewish tradition, the Hebrews left Egypt so quickly that bakers did not have time to let their bread 
rise. Therefore, during Passover Jews eat only matzo, a flat, unrisen bread. They also celebrate the holiday with 
ceremonies. 
 
 
High Holy Days 
The two most sacred of all Jewish holidays are the High Holy Days. They take place in September or October. 
The first two days of celebration, Rosh Hashanah (rahsh uh-SHAH-nuh), celebrate the start of a new year in the 
Jewish calendar. 
     On Yom Kippur (yohm ki-POOHR), which falls soon afterward, Jews ask God to forgive their sins. Jews 
consider Yom Kippur to be the holiest day of the entire year. Because it is so holy, Jews do not eat or drink 
anything all day. They also perform ancient ceremonies that help many Jews feel more connected with their 
past. 
 


