Judaism
History

The Earliest of the Four Abramic Religions
Around 2000 BC, God established a divine covenant with Abraham, making him the patriarch of many nations.  The term Abramic Religions is derived from his name. There are four religions which trace their roots back to Abraham: Judaism, Christianity, Islam and the Baha'i World Faith.  The book of Genesis describes the events surrounding the lives of the three patriarchs: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  Moses was the next leader of the ancient Israelites.  He led his people out of captivity in Egypt, and received the law from God.  After decades of wandering through wilderness, Joshua led the tribes into the promised land, driving out the Canaanites through a series of military battles.

The original tribal organization was converted into a kingdom by Samuel; its first king was Saul.  The second king, David, established Jerusalem as the religious and political center.  The third king, Solomon built the first temple there.

Division into the Northern kingdom of Israel and the Southern kingdom of Judah occurred shortly after the death of Solomon in 922 BC. Israel fell to Assyria in 722 BC; Judah fell to the Babylonians in 587 BC. The temple was destroyed. Some Jews returned from captivity under the Babylonians and started to restore the temple in 536 BC.  Alexander the Great invaded the area in 332 BC.  From about 300 to 63 BC, Greek became the language of commerce, and Greek culture had a major influence on Judaism.  In 63 BC, the Roman Empire took control of Judea and Israel.

Four major (and some minor) religious sects had formed by the 1st century AD: the Zealots, Essenes, Pharisees and Sadducees.

· The Zealots (meaning “the passionate”) interpreted the prophecies of the Messiah’s coming kingdom as a military and political one.  They looked for a savior from the Romans.  It is generally accepted that Barabbas (who was chosen over Jesus to go free) was a zealot leader.
· The Essenes (meaning “the holy”) sought after purity above all else.  The lived in seclusion for fear of being polluted by the touch of non-Essene Jews.  They did not look for the Messiah, but focused on their own minds, resisting temptation and gaining understanding of the holiness of God’s law.
· The Pharisees (mean “the teachers”, the Hebrew word is “Rabbi”) followed and expanded on the oral traditions surrounding the Mosaic laws.  Their primary focus was on meticulously following hundreds of rules.  The Pharisees were fiercely opposed to the Roman and Greek cultures and their influence on Jewish tradition. 
· The Sadducees (the followers of Sadok, high priest during the time of King David) borrowed heavily from Greek philosophy.  There were a politically minded group who followed the letter of the Old Testament laws, but strayed far from the spirit of the Law.  They did not believe in the eternal soul, resurrection, heaven or hell.
Christianity was established initially as a Jewish sect, centered in Jerusalem.  Paul broke with this tradition and spread the religion to the Gentiles (non-Jews).  Many mini-revolts led to the destruction of Jerusalem and its temple by the Romans in 70 AD.  Jews were scattered throughout the known world.  Their religion was no longer centered in Jerusalem; Jews were prohibited from setting foot there.  With no temple in which to offer sacrifice to God, the local synagogue became the new center of Jewish life, and authority shifted from the centralized priesthood to local scholars and teachers (Rabbis or Pharisees).

From the second century AD on, the Jews faced heavy persecution by Christians throughout Europe and Russia.  Many held the Jews responsible for the execution of Jesus.  In the 1930s and 1940s, Adolph Hitler and the German Nazi party drew on centuries of anti-Semitism, and upon their own psychotic beliefs in racial purity.  They organized the Holocaust, the attempted extermination of all Jews in Europe.  About six million were killed in one of the world's greatest examples of religious and racial prejudice.

The Zionist movement was a response to centuries of Christian persecution.  Their initial goal was create a Jewish homeland in Palestine.  The state of Israel was formed in 1948, and Israelis established control over Jerusalem after the Six Day War in 1967.  For the first time since the Babylonian conquest in 587 BC, Jews had sovereignty over Jerusalem.
There are currently about 18 million Jews throughout the world. They are mainly concentrated in North America (about 7 million) and Israel (about 4.5 million). 

Core Beliefs

· Jews believe in the God of Abraham.  They believe that they, as a nation, are the fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham, that his children would outnumber the stars in the sky. (Gen. 15:5)

· They do not accept the deity of Christ.  They still look for the Messiah to come.  Judaism is less concerned with the coming Messiah as with living properly in accordance with the Mosaic law.

· Jews attempt to follow (in varying degrees) the laws of Moses (the Torah) and the oral tradition (the Talud).  The primary focus of Jewish life is to love God and live according to His laws.

Key Scriptures

The holy scriptures of Judaism are the Tanakh, which corresponds to the Old Testament, and the Talmud, which is the written record of the oral tradition.

· The Tanakh is composed of three groups of books:

· The Torah (“The Law”): Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy.

· The Nevi'im (“The Prophets”): Joshua, Judges, Samuel (2), Kings (2), Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zachariah, and Malachi.
· The Ketuvim (“The Writings”): Psalms, Proverbs, Job, Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes, Ruth, Esther, Lamentations, Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, Chronicles (2).
· The Talmud contains stories, laws, medical knowledge, debates about moral choices, etc.  It is composed of material which comes mainly from two sources:
· The Mishnah's: Six “orders” containing hundreds of chapters, including series of laws from the Hebrew Scriptures. It was compiled about 200 AD.
· The Gemara: Encyclopedic in scope, it includes comments from hundreds of Rabbis from 200 - 500 AD, explaining the Mishnah with additional historical, religious, legal, and sociological material.  It often records many different opinions on a topic without giving a definitive answer.
The Talmud, which is well over six thousand pages long, contains page after page of disagreeing interpretations of the laws of Moses and the oral tradition.  One example of the length debates in the Talmud concerns lighting lamps on the Sabbath.  The Torah states, “Ye shall kindle no fire throughout your habitations upon the Sabbath day.”  Thus many Jews would light a lamp before the Sabbath began and let it burn throughout the night and day.  The Talmud then covers the debate over how the lamp may be used:

“Rabbah [a Babylonian scholar] said [that one should not read by the lamplight] even if it be placed [far out of reach, say] the height from the ground of two men, or two stories, or even on top of ten houses, one above the other.
“[That is] ‘One may not read.’  But it does not say two may not read together, [for then one can guard the other against snuffing the wick].  Against this supposition, however, there is a tradition that ‘neither one nor two together’ [may read].
“Said Rabbi Elazar: ‘There is no contradiction here.  The Mishna allows [two people to read together] so long as they read the same subject.  But the tradition [forbids it only if] they are reading different subjects...’ ”
This debate goes on and on for pages.

Modern Divisions

Today there are three basic groups within Judaism:  Orthodox, Conservative, and Reformed.  Orthodox Jews strictly follow the laws of both the Torah and the Talmud, adhering to strict dietary rules and observance of the Sabbath.  Orthodox Jews will not work, travel, use a phone, write, touch money, or even flip a light switch (Remember, they’re not allowed to kindle a fire.) on the Sabbath.  Conservative Jews are not nearly as strict as the Orthodox, but they still believe the law is vital.  They follow most of the laws and traditions, but are more lenient.  Reformed Jews are further removed from strict adherence to the law.  They do not follow the dietary restrictions, etc.  Instead, they believe that the principles of Judaism, such as love and faith in God, are more important that following rules.

A fourth group of Jewish follows are the Messianic Jews.  These are Jews who believe that Jesus was the Messiah, the Son of God.  There is great division between Messianic Jews and the other three main groups.  Many traditional Jews see the Messianic movement as a betrayal of Judaism.  Sadly, many Christian groups do not fully embrace Messianic Jews because they still follow many Jewish traditions and celebrate all Jewish holy days.
Another “fringe” group within Judaism are the Kabbalists, the followers of the Kabbalah.  This is a strange form of Jewish mysticism which claims to relate back to the Old Testament prophets and the way in which they related to God (the Infinite Being).  It is “a system of symbols which reveal the secret laws of the universe and even the secrets of God.”  The Kabbalah proposes that the Torah teaches us about the personality of the Infinite Being, but the Kabbalah teaches about the nature and essence of the Infinite Being and the methods necessary to “approach” Him
Few Rabbis will admit to knowledge of the Kabbalah and fewer still will agree to teach it.  One Orthodox Rabbi was quoted as saying, “It's nonsense, but it's Jewish nonsense, and the study of anything Jewish, even nonsense, is worthwhile.”  It is generally accepted that one must be a married male, steeped in the Jewish faith, and at least forty years old before one can begin to study the Kabbalah.  Many Kabbalists, especially in the Middle Ages were supposedly driven insane or died as a result of the meditation and rituals in the Kabbalah.  Most of their stories bear an eerie resemblance to stories of demon possession.  One famous Kabbalist, Shabbetai Zevi (1626-1676), eventually convinced himself and his followers that he was the Messiah.  He was discredited when, under threat of death from the Islamic government in his homeland of Turkey, he renounced Judaism and became a Muslim to save his own neck.
