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Overview: Introduction to Judaism

• There are about 14 million Jews worldwide. Most of the Jewish population lives in the US and Israel, although the UK also 
has a significant Jewish population, with an estimated 350,000 – the second largest in Europe and the fifth worldwide.   
Traditionally, someone is considered a Jew if their mother is a Jew, although some communities accept that one can be a 
Jew if his or her father is Jewish.

• Judaism began nearly 4,000 years ago in the Middle East and was the first religion to believe in one God. This belief in one 
God (monotheism) and many of the teachings of Judaism are shared with both Christians and Muslims, and together 
they are regarded as the Abrahamic faiths. In other words, they can trace their history back to Abraham.  

• Jews believe that they have a special relationship with God which has been sealed with a covenant. God also formed 
covenants with Noah and Moses and through these God taught people how to live. In return, the Jews would only 
worship the one true God and obey his commandments. Jews believe that God communicates with believers through the 
prophets and will judge their actions on the Day of Judgement.  

• In Jewish tradition, the name of G-d is so holy that it is not spoken. In addition, many Jews refuse to write out the name of 
G-d in full. 

• The most important sacred writing for the Jews is the Torah, which they believe was revealed by God to Moses on Mount 
Sinai. The Torah is made up of the first five books of the Tenakh which also includes the Prophets and the Writings, and 
provides the Jews with all of the laws that they are expected to follow.  Some Jews, known as Orthodox Jews, believe that 
the Torah must be followed literally. Others, known as Reform Jews, believe that the laws of the Torah must be adapted 
to suit the modern world. Jews worship in synagogues and their spiritual leaders are known as Rabbis. 

• Shabbat, which begins at sunset on Friday and ends at nightfall on Saturday, is the day of rest and prayer for Jews. Family 
celebrations of Shabbat are carried out in both the Jewish home and the synagogue, which is the Jewish place of worship.

• Jews have faced persecution for their religious beliefs throughout history and consequently have been forced to move  
around and away from their original homeland in the Middle East. However, in 1948 the Jewish State of Israel was 
created in response to the Holocaust.

Key Concepts

• The belief in one God and its impact on Jewish life.

• The importance of the Shema.

• The home and synagogue as sacred places of worship.

• Diverse beliefs and practices between the Orthodox 
and Reform Jews.

Key Sources of Authority

• The Tenakh – containing the Torah (the Law), the 
Nevi’im (the Prophets) and the Ketuvim (the Writings).

• The Talmud – this is the written version of the Oral 
Torah which provides a commentary explaining the 
meaning behind the scriptures and giving instruction on 
how to apply the laws
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