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Unit 8

Jewish Ethics

Introduction

Our goal in this unit is to become familiar with the ethical teachings of Judaism as they were developed
and evolved in the ancient period. Judaism grew out of a general orientation toward monotheism in the
Middle East over twenty five hundred years ago. Its emphasis on justice and the responsibility of the faithful
to one God marked a new phase in social ethics and would later provide the foundation for the world’s two
most dominant religions, Christianity, and Islam.

Synagogue in Barbados.
Photo by Matt Sheedy, 2007.

Used with permission.

Listen
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Timeline

5000 BCE Rise of civilizations in the ancient Near East

1750 BCE Abraham, the first patriarch 

1280 BCE Moses leads the Exodus from Egypt

1100 BC The first books of the Torah are written

1000 BCE David takes Jerusalem as his capital

950 BCE First Temple built by King Solomon

922 BCE The northern kingdom divides after Solomon’s death

750 BCE Rise of the prophets 

722 BCE The Assyrians conquer the northern kingdom

586 BCE The Babylonians conquer Jerusalem and destroy the Temple

538 BCE The Persians conquer Babylon and enable the exiles to return

70 CE Romans siege Jerusalem and destroy the Temple 

90 CE The canonization of the Hebrew Bible

200 CE The completion of Mishnah

500 CE The Babylonian Talmud

Following the unit structure, we will explore:
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early Judaism: origin and development;

Jewish scriptures: the tradition’s source texts for ethics;

the basic ethical teachings of early Judaism: the Ten Commandments;

classical Judaism and the rise of rabbinic culture;

the meaning of justice: the call of the prophets;

analysis and discussion of Jewish ethics: conduct, principles, worldview;

Jewish virtues and vices; 

moral self and moral community 

Learning objectives
At the end of this unit you will be able to: 

1. outline the historical and cultural context out of which Judaism emerged and describe the significance
of Adam, Abraham, and Moses;

2. identify the main scriptural sources for Jewish law and belief and how the ethical teachings grew out of
certain experiences of the Jewish people;

3. explain the different relationships that Jews have developed in interpreting scripture;
4. analyze Jewish ethics on the levels of conduct, principles, and foundation;
5. suggest what are some Jewish virtues; and
6. suggest what the early Jewish tradition defines as the moral self and the moral community.

Required readings
Read the following from the required textbooks:

The World’s Religions, chapter 10: Judaism: The way of Torah
Anthology of World Scriptures, chapter 10, Judaism

Suggested viewing
My Religion Lab: The World’s Religions: Judaism  
Chapter 10 in the Companion website for Anthology of World Scriptures (do not submit any exercises
to your instructor)

How to proceed
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Step 1 Read through the entire unit to gain a sense of it as a whole.

Step 2 Skim chapter 10 in The World’s Religions. Although your attention to this chapter is selective
you will gain an overall understanding of Judaism and its ethical teachings, key concepts, and
terms. At this point you may wish to view the Judaism section of the My Religion Lab that
accompanies the The World’s Religions text.

Step 3 Skim chapter 10 in the Anthology of World Scriptures. This, too, is an introduction to Judaism
and its ethical teachings, introduced through excerpts from the Jewish Bible and the Talmud. In
this text the tradition and its teachings are introduced through excerpts from scriptures. The
excerpts are brief and present ethical teachings in a simple and memorable form. In this unit we
will read some of these excerpts from scriptures and analyze their ethical teachings.

Step 4 Work through the unit carefully, one section at a time. Write notes in the margins or highlight what
you think is important. As you work through each section, read the assigned page(s) in Van Voorst
or Young. Always work back-and-forth from the course material to the books.

Step 5 As you work through the unit, complete the various exercises. They help you measure your
comprehension of the material you have just read. They also promote the development of critical
thinking skills. 

Access the discussion area, and either begin a discussion or join a discussion in progress. 

Test your knowledge of the terms listed in the glossary. Note that Jewish texts were composed and
translated in Hebrew. The convention followed in this unit is to cite key terms in the Hebrew
language. 

Take note of the additional readings that the text referred to in unit 8 other than Van Voorst and
Young.

Instructional content

Early Judaism: Origin and Development

Judaism originated in the Middle East as distinct from what scholars commonly label “indigenous religions”
and the various religions of Asia. Zoroastrianism, founded in ancient Persia (modern Iran), is often said to be
a forerunner to the monotheistic traditions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.

Read
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The World's Religions: chapter 10, “The Traditional Worldview”

As the above reading points out, all of these traditions share an anthropocentric outlook in that they
emphasize the superior place of human beings in the created order. These traditions maintain that there is a
single and all-powerful deity who has revealed the correct path for human beings to follow. Likewise, they
tend to see the world in terms of the competing forces of good and evil. Given the special status of human
beings, with their ability to reason and to choose right from wrong, these religions typically include the idea
of salvation in the after life for those who have followed the right path, and damnation (or alienation from
God) for those who have strayed from his path. *It should be noted here that while God is considered beyond
gender, it is typical in these traditions to use masculine metaphors to describe the deity. These traditions also
have a linear view of time (as opposed to a cyclical one), where history is seen as having a primordial
beginning and a definitive end. For this reason, historical events are often believed to be as important as those
of the mythic period, and are sometimes interpreted as signs of the eschaton, or end of time. 

Judaism remains foundational for both Christianity and Islam, sharing many of the same books and prophetic
figures. While Judaism has no identifiable founding figure, unlike Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam,
Abraham and Moses are considered the most important forebearers of the tradition. In World Religions: A
Historical Approach, S.A Nigosiam describes Abraham and Moses in the following way:

The Jewish people consider Abraham their ancestral ‘father’ who obeyed the divine command and
Moses the one who received and transmitted the divine Torah (“Instruction” or “Guidance”). The real
question is not who is the founder of Judaism but who are the Jewish people? (319)

Read

The World's Religions: chapter 10, “Introduction,” and “An Orientation to the Middle East”

The beginnings of Jewish history identify a series of patriarchal figures, including Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and
Jacob’s twelve sons, migrating from Mesopotamia to Palestine around 1750 BCE Some scholars have tried to
establish a connection between Abraham and the incursion of the Amorites into Canaan (modern Israel)
around 1900–1800 BCE, where popular legends among different patriarchs slowly developed into a singular
narrative. The earliest known reference to the Israelites by another tradition was found on an Egyptian
monumental stone around 1230 BCE, describing the victories of the pharaoh Merneptah. In any event, the
Jewish tradition can boast adherents for well over 2,500 years.

Since Judaism does not have a definitive foundational figure, we will briefly look at some of its formative
patriarchs to get a sense of how their stories provide a backbone for the Jewish tradition. They
are: Adam (and Eve), Noah, Abraham, and Moses. 
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Adam and Eve figure prominently in the monotheistic traditions as their story in the book of Genesis
provides both a creation myth and theodicy (the attempt to reconcile God with the existence of evil). In
Judaism, Eve’s temptation by the serpent at the tree of knowledge represents humanity’s capacity for
choosing good or evil. The story of Adam and Eve is therefore a story of moral distinction, where
Eve’s decision to eat the apple brings human awareness of right and wrong and our ability to choose
between them. * Read Anthology of World Scriptures, “God’s Creation of the World,” and the “Revolt
of Humanity.” 

Noah is another important figure in Jewish mythology. The story of Noah’s Ark is well known, where
Noah, his family, and two of all known creatures on the earth are spared as God floods the earth in
punishment for human sin. After the flood, God establishes the first covenant (agreement or contract)
with Noah (Genesis 8-9), where, among other things, He forbids murder and promises that He will
never again destroy life on earth by flood.

 Abraham, the Hebrews’ legendary ancestor, is considered the patriarchal father of all three
monotheistic traditions. God made a second covenant with Abraham (Genesis 12-17), which promises
that he and his descendants will inhabit the land of Canaan, and that he will be that father of many
nations, so long as they keep their faith with God. As a sign of this everlasting covenant, Abraham and
all his male descendants are required to be circumcised at birth. *Read Anthology of World Scriptures,
“The Call of Abraham,” and “The Establishment of Circumcision.”

The stories of the patriarchs as ancestors of the Hebrew nation are followed by the description
in Exodus of Moses as bearer of the sacred law. When Moses receives the Ten Commandments from
God on Mt. Sinai, it is understood to be a transition from earlier covenants with the patriarchal
ancestors to a covenant that all Jews must vow to obey. *Read Anthology of World Scriptures, “The
Call of Moses.” 

We will have more to say in section 4.8 on the timeline for Jewish history, with the creation of the Hebrew
Bible, and the oral traditions that followed. For now, let us look at a few key terms that will help situate the
Jewish tradition: ethical monotheism, anthropocentric, eschatology, and covenant. You will find these terms
defined in Young, and they will serve as a starting point for our introduction to the monotheistic traditions.
Put briefly, we can state their meaning as follows:

ethical monotheism is the belief in one, all-powerful deity, and stresses a sharp distinction between
good and evil

anthropocentric is the notion of a human-centered understanding and relationship with God and
creation

eschatology is the reflection on the end time

covenant is an agreement or contract that specifies what behaviour is acceptable to God, and sets the
groundwork for the Israelites’ social laws.
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Terminology Exercise

Directions: Using your text, The World’s Religions, write out the definitions for:

ethical monotheism

anthropocentric 

eschatology

covenant

Visit the companion website for the Anthology of World Scriptures textbook. Select the appropriate
chapter and use the flashcards for terms and definitions in the unit.

Jewish Scriptures: The Tradition’s Source Texts for Ethics

The Jewish Bible has a long history of oral tradition, writing, and editing. While certain aspects of these
developments remain unclear, scholars generally agree that writing began around 1100 BCE. Some of the
sources came from Southern Israel, while others came from the north, often from different religious and
political perspectives. In the eighth century, many of the disciples of the prophets began writing down their
narratives. During the exile in Babylon (587–539 BCE), (modern-day Iraq), another period of productive
literary activity took place, followed by periods of writing in 400, 350, and 200 BCE The last book to be
written was the apocalyptic book of Daniel in 160 BCE, while the formal canonization of the Hebrew Bible
took place at the end of the first century CE Most contemporary scholars ascribe to some version of
the documentary hypothesis proposed by Julius Wellhausen (1844–1918), which holds that the Torah is
composed of four separate texts: The Jahwist (J), the Elohist (E), the Deuteronomist (D), and the Priestly
source (P). The complete Torah would later spawn a series of oral commentaries that would eventually be
written down, including the Mishnah, the Midrash, and the Talmud, which will be discussed below.

Read

Anthology of World Scriptures: chapter 10, “Introduction,” “Names,” and "Historical Origin and
Development”
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Young describes the story of Judaism as one that begins with a people remembering their past. The written
record of these memories came to be known as the Tanak, an acronym taken from the first letters of the three
sections of the sacred text in Hebrew: torah (“Law, instruction”), nevi’im (“Prophets”),
and kethuvi’im (“Writings”), also known as the Hebrew Bible. As the following summary of the Tanakwill
show, these three sections comprise a strong foundation for Jewish ethics, culture, and
identity. *Read Anthology of World Scriptures, “Overview of Structure” to familiarize yourself with the
various components of the Tanak. 

1. Torah: begins with the book of Genesis, which recounts the creation of the universe by God. The
narrative continues with the origins of humankind in the Garden of Eden, God’s covenant with Noah,
and the scattering of nations throughout the earth. A further covenant is made with Abraham,
symbolizing an agreement between God and Israel. Following this we have the Book of Exodus,
recounting Moses’s triumph leading the Hebrews out of bondage in Egypt and his receiving of the Ten
Commandments. The book of Leviticus details God’s rules for worship and purity,
while Numbers relates how the Hebrews wandered in the wilderness before entering the promise land.
In Deuteronomy the people receive the Law of Moses for a second time. 

2. Nevi’im: divided into two parts, the “Former Prophets” and the “Latter Prophets,” corresponding to
their position in the Bible. The “Former Prophets” recount the quest toward a united nation of Israel,
while the “Latter Prophets” are collected sayings of the prophets of ancient Israel, such
as Isaiah and Ezekiel. 

3. Kethuvi’im: an assorted mix of writings such as Psalms, Proverbs, and the book of Daniel. Some of
these writings are intended for worship, while others are about wisdom. Notably, the book
of Daniel includes a revelation of the end of time.  

In section 8.9 we will look at how the tradition of interpreting scripture evolved in the post-Biblical period
into what is known as oral Torah. While such commentaries, known as the Mishnah, Midrash, and Talmud,
would become crucial for Judaism, the Hebrew Bible or Tanak remains the foundational text and primary
source for Jewish ethics.

Read

The World's Religions: chapter 10, “Stages of Development and Sacred Texts”:

“Origins and Ancestors”

“Moses and the Torah”

“The Rise and Fall of Ancient Israel: The Roles of Kings and Prophets”

"Return from Exile and the Birth of Judaism”
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“Classical Judaism and the Oral Torah”

“Sadducees, Pharisees, and Other Movements”

Terminology Exercise

As a study aid to sorting out the various scriptural texts that are mentioned above, and in Young, and that
are excerpted from in Van Voorst, write out definitions of the following terms: 

Tanak

Torah

Nevi’im

Kethuvi’im

The Basic Ethical Teachings of Early Judaism 

As we have already discussed in section 8.6, God made several covenants with such prominent patriarchs as
Adam, Noah, Abraham, and Moses. It is the story of Moses, however, that represents the birth of a covenant
for all Jews to worship and obey. After the Exodus from Egypt and the crossing of the Reed (or Red) Sea,
Moses acts as an intermediary between God and the Jewish people, resulting in a sacred covenant. The
biblical narrative depicts Moses ascending Mt. Sinai and returning several days later carrying two stone
tablets inscribed with the new laws of God, known as the Ten Commandments. Found in Exodus 20: 1-17
and in Deuteronomy 5: 6-21, the Ten Commandments can be summarized as follows.

1. I am the Lord you God, who has brought you out of bondage from the land of Egypt. You shall have no
other gods but me. 

2. You shall not make any graven images.

3. You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain.

4. Remember the Sabbath, and keep it holy.

5. Honour your father and mother.

6. You shall not kill.
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7. You shall not commit adultery. 

8. You shall not steal. 

9. You shall not bear false witness against your neighbour.

10. You shall not covet your neighbour’s property.

These commandments outline the basic law and represent a covenant of loyalty and obedience between
YHWH (God) and the Jewish people. In parts of Exodus and in Leviticus, as well as in portions
of Numbers and Deuteronomy, codes of law are elaborated further, which serve to regulate every area of
Jewish life. Though these laws are given to the Jews during their time in the wilderness, many of them reflect
common codes of behaviour among a community that has been engaged in agricultural life for centuries.
Whatever their origin may be, the codification of these laws as a sacred pact with the deity set them in stone
for all time, both figurative and literally, serving as the basic ethical teachings of early Judaism. Commenting
on the significance of the Ten Commandments, Huston Smith makes the following observation in his
book The World’s Religions: Our Great Wisdom Traditions:

What the Ten Commandments prescribe […] are the minimum standards that make collective life
possible. In this sense the Ten Commandments are to the social order what the opening chapter of
Genesis is to the natural order; without each there is only formless void. Whereas Genesis structures
(and thereby creates) the physical world, the Ten Commandments structure (and thereby make possible)
a social world. Regarding force, they say in effect: You can bicker and fight, but killing within the in-
group will not be permitted, for it instigated blood feuds that shred community. Therefore thou shalt not
murder (287). 

The legal material found in the Pentateuch or Five Books of Moses (the first five books of the Bible), was to
become the most important part of the Bible for Jews. It is this material that has served as a tool of guidance
for centuries and would later constitute the basis for the Mishnah and the Talmud.

Although the Hebrew Bible contains references to other gods, they are distinguished from YHWH as
subordinates (Psalm 82: 6-7). This monotheistic idea of one God set human beings on a different course of
social, ethical, and political behaviour, and would later spread throughout the world under the auspices of
Christianity and Islam. To give one’s self unreservedly to the unity of one God is to set a consistent pattern
for the way in which life is to be lived. This notion is summed up nicely in Deuteronomy 6:4: “Hear, O Israel,
the Lord our God, the Lord is One.”

While many of the laws proclaimed in the Hebrew Bible may seem strange from a twenty-first century
perspective (i.e., certain dietary laws), and are today variously accepted, modified, or rejected amongst Jews
and non-Jews alike, most were considered progressive within their historical time and place. Laws on
violence, for example, sought to distinguish intentional from unintentional acts, while laws on retribution,
summed up by the well-known phrase “an eye for an eye,” were meant to place a limitation on the amount
one could claim as retribution against a group or an individual. In this case, one could not claim a greater
proportion or reprisal than what had been taken from them. We might liken this to the modern phrase, “let the
punishment fit the crime,” while adding, “and nothing more.”
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Read

Anthology of World Scriptures: chapter 10, "Laws, on Slaves, Violence, and Property,” “Holy War,” and
“Two Views of Wisdom”

Exercise

Answer the following questions:

What is the significance of the Ten Commandments and why were they important for the early
Jewish community?

Discuss the relative merits of Holy War, as laid out in Deuteronomy 20: 1-20.

Explain how an “eye for an eye” is rendered in scripture, and why or why not this constitutes
ethical behaviour.

Classical Judaism and the rise of rabbinic culture

An important date in the history of Judaism was the Persian defeat of the Babylonians in 538 BCE,
effectively ending the Babylonian exile and allowing Jews to return to the land of Israel. It was during this
period that King Solomon re-built the Temple and the walls of Jerusalem, thus ushering in what became
known as the Second Temple era. At this time, some portions of the Hebrew Bible were embraced as the
constitution of the Jewish people. In his famous treatise A Letter Concerning Toleration, seventeenth century
British philosopher John Locke observes the close ties between church and state in ancient Israel. 

For the commonwealth of the Jews, different in that from all others, was an absolute theocracy: nor was there,
or could there be, [as after the birth of Christ], any difference between that commonwealth and the church.
The laws established there concerning the worship of one invisible Deity, were the civil laws of that people,
and a part of their political government, in which God himself was the legislature. (151) 

Locke’s observations here underscore two important themes: first, the special covenant that God made with
the people of Israel; second, the vital importance of the law, which, as we will come to see in the next
chapter, was one of the main reasons for the emergence of Christianity. 
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A series of foreign occupations significantly mark Jewish history, and thus the content of their stories, laws,
and their relationships to other tribes/peoples. *Read Anthology of World Scriptures, “Crossing the Red Sea.”
In 333 BCE the Hellenistic (Greek) period of rule began, usurping the Persians, followed by a series of
dynasties until the on-set of Roman rule in 63 BCE  During the Babylonian exile (538 BCE), Jews in the
Diaspora had been cut-off from the Temple, the focal point of worship in biblical Judaism. As a result, they
developed assemblies or synagogues, where they could meet, worship, and study the Torah. This diffusion of
authority away from the Temple allowed for the development of rabbinic culture (rabbis) that came to replace
priests in the post-biblical period. The rabbis were instrumental in developing what became known as the oral
Torah, embodied in the Mishnah and Midrash. The oral Torah arose amidst the need to interpret and apply the
written Torah to the needs of changing times. It is believed that it was kept in oral form so as not to compete
with the Hebrew Bible. In time, it had to be written down, as it grew too large to be remembered in its
entirety. The oral Torah consists of the Mishnah, the Midrash, and the Talmud.

The Mishnah: (200 CE) or “repetition,” was Rabbi Judah’s collection of approximately four thousand
legal instructions. The tradition was accepted as carrying the same authority as the Tanak.

The Midrash: meaning to “search, interpret,” is an interpretation of the Tanak, composed by rabbis
during the first five centuries CE.

The Talmud: includes the Palestinian (a.k.a. Jerusalem) and the Babylonian versions. The Talmud
comprises immense volumes expounding on scripture and was the main source for interpretation from
approximately 500 to 1800 CE. It should be noted that the Babylonian Talmud is the longer and more
authoritative source.

Read

Anthology of World Scriptures: chapter 10, “Contemporary Use,” and “Rabbinic Literature” 

The World’s Religions: chapter 10, “Classical Judaism and the Oral Torah”

Exercise

Answer the following questions:

What is the oral Torah and how did it come about?
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Explain the differences between the Mishnah, Midrash, and the Talmud.

With reference to historical developments, why was there a shift in Judaism from the Temple to the
synagogue?

The meaning of justice: The call of the prophets

The Jewish prophets who, as we have seen, are divided into “Former” and “Latter” groupings in
the Nevi’im (“Prophets”) portion of the Tanak, can be characterized as possessing two main convictions:
First, that the future of a people depends largely on the justice of its social order, and second, that individuals
are responsible for their personal dealings and for the social structures of their societies. This second
tendency is seen clearly in 1 Kings 21: 18-19 where the prophet Elijah charges King Ahab with murder and
theft. This story bears significant political weight as it shows how someone without any official position in
society was able to denounce a king to his face with only the force of “God’s law.” 

Similarly, in 2 Samuel we see the prophet Nathan denouncing King David for coveting Bathsheba, the wife
of Uriah, before being sent to a certain death on the battlefield. Despite David’s power, Nathan went straight
to the king and said to him:

Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel: “You have struck down Uriah with the sword, and have taken his
wife to be your wife, [so] I will raise up trouble against you within your own house; and I will take your
wives before your eyes, and give them to your neighbor, and he shall lie with your wives in the sight of
this very sun. For you did it secretly; but I will do this thing before all Israel. Because you have utterly
scorned the Lord, the child that is born to you shall die.” (2 Samuel 12: 7,9,11-12, 4).

Read

Anthology of World Scriptures: chapter 10, "Women as Rulers and Prophets,” and “The Virtuous Wife”

In addition to God’s displeasure with such blatant injustice, as seen in the examples above, several of the
Writing Prophets, such as Amos and Isaiah, were able to sense God’s displeasure of injustice in matters less
obvious, and challenged corruption within the social order and in oppressive institutions. What made their
courage unique was their ability to face the danger not only from within Israel and Judah but also from
without—from the empires of Assyria and Babylonia to the east, Egypt to the south, and Phoenicia and Syria
to the north. Prior to the coming of the prophets, it had been common to think that the outcomes of conflicts
depended solely on the strength of the various gods involved. The Jewish prophets rejected this reading of
outcomes based on power and instead opted for believing in a creative response that involved moral choice.
What other nations might have perceived as a matter of strategy, the prophets saw as a signal to clean up their
act and spread justice throughout the land. Thus, political stability required social justice.
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Read

Anthology of World Scriptures: chapter 10, “A Call to Be a Prophet,” and “God’s Call to an Unfaithful
People”

The prophet Amos, a simple shepherd with a mission, denounced the sins of the unfaithful, and pleaded for
recognition of God’s commands for justice and mercy. In the nineteen sixties, the Reverend Martin Luther
King Jr. spoke the words of Amos in his famous “I have a Dream” speech when he said, “Let justice role
down like waters, and righteousness like a mighty stream.” Similarly, the prophet Isaiah, who, unlike Amos,
was city-born and well educated, shared in his moral passion as he cried out for someone “who will bring
forth justice in all the earth.”

Exercise

Respond, in well-developed paragraphs, to each of the following questions:

With reference to “The Virtuous Wife,” and “Women as Rulers and Prophets” in Anthology of
World Scriptures, outline and discuss the role of women in Jewish ethics.

Explain how the scriptural excerpt, “God’s Call to an Unfaithful People” in Anthology of World
Scriptures, presents a challenge to other nations.

Analysis of Jewish ethics: Conduct, principles, foundation

Read

The World's Religions: chapter 10 “The Jewish Worldview”
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Conduct: the rule in Judaism is practice over belief. Following the commandments is paramount for Jews,
though which ones and how many are often a matter of preference, and are always subject to debate. As the
above reading points out, it was not until the emergence of the Reform movement in the nineteenth century
that Jews began to widely disagree on the necessity of observing certain commandments. Despite this
historical development, however, Jews have always had a lively tradition of debating the meaning of law and
how it should apply (or not apply) in certain situations. As we have already seen, the oral Torah, including the
Mishnah, the Midrash, and the Talmud, were lengthy commentaries intended to sort through these very
issues. 

Note from the discussion of “The Jewish Worldview” in The World’s Religions, the following points: 1) All
branches of Judaism hold that human beings can choose between “a good impulse and an evil impulse,”
which they attribute to internal struggles that are present in all people. 2) While violations of the
commandments are considered a breach with God, traditional Judaism takes into consideration the intention
behind the act and not just the act itself. 3) Many orthodox Jews still maintain strict traditional practices, such
as keeping to the dietary laws that were laid out in the Five Books of Moses. According to traditional
Judaism, a kosher (“ritually correct”) diet is viewed not only as expedient or practical, but is required by God.
4) Less orthodox Jews, such as Reform Jews in our present day, practice a less stringent lifestyle, often
interpreting scripture symbolically and choosing to obey or discard various ritual and dietary laws at their
discretion. On the whole, there is much more agreement among laity, rabbis, and orthodox communities,
when it comes to following the traditional ethical commandments.

In addition to the Ten Commandments, which serve as the basic foundation of one’s duty to God and to
others, there are 613 laws or “mitzvot” found in the Five Books of Moses. These laws include positive
commandments (to perform an act) and negative commandments (to abstain from an act), and relate to the
various ritual and ethical rules as discussed above. As a general rule, the more orthodox the believer, the
more commandments that are followed.

Read

Anthology of World Scriptures: chapter 10, “The Ten Commandments,” for a review of the basic laws the
God requires

Principles: in Judaism, certain principles are upheld that inform a devout way of life. All branches within
Judaism hold that a life of obedience to Torah through study is paramount. There is a saying that wherever
you find two Jews you get three opinions, which underscores this idea of study as an ongoing debate that
continues to evolve over time. Jews also understand creation as fundamentally good and not evil, which
suggests that human actions determine one’s well-being and their relationship to others. For Jews, the best
way to achieve equality and justice is to follow the Torah. As quoted in a passage in Young (188), the Talmud
suggests that life is given meaning when we bring joy to others and offer them a bridge to peace. The Bible
stresses care for the stranger and the downtrodden, summed up nicely by the Rabbi Hillel when he said,
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“What is hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor: this is the whole Torah, while the rest of it is
commentary thereof; go and learn it.” The first part of this saying enjoins compassion towards others
as the fundamental principle of Judaism; the second stresses study as a necessary accompaniment thereof.

Read

Anthology of World Scriptures: chapter 10, “Equal Justice for All” for a scriptural outline of social
justice and procedures under the law

Foundation (worldview): As different as they are from each other, monotheistic religions (Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam) do share many similarities, points which separate them from Indigenous and Eastern
traditions. The first and most obvious point of agreement is their belief in one God, accompanied by a shared
foundation in the Hebrew Bible. Like other monotheistic religions, Judaism teaches that God has revealed the
way that humans are to live, and will punish those who disobey. This relation or tension with the creator is
contingent upon human beings choosing or failing to follow the path that God has laid out for them.
Accordingly, salvation after death is seen as a reward for good behaviour—though in Judaism this reward
will only be realized in the “age to come,” as Jews believe in the coming of a future messiah. In any event,
seeking to understand and abide by God’s will is seen to be of the utmost importance in the Jewish tradition.

Read

Anthology of World Scriptures: chapter 10, “The Messianic King,” a selection from the Torah that
emphasizes obedience to God and the coming of the Messiah respectively.

Exercise

After working carefully through the last two sections of the material and the accompanying readings,
define the following terms, indicating how each relates to ethics:
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The role of the prophets

The Ten Commandments

The Talmud

613 mitzvot

Rabbi Hillel 

Visit the companion website for the Anthology of World Scriptures textbook. Select the appropriate
chapter and use the flashcards for terms and definitions in the unit.

Jewish virtues and vices
Obedience to God’s laws as they are laid out in the Torah is the ultimate virtue in Judaism. As we have
discussed, however, “practice” or how one lives their life is considered more important than belief on its own.
The oral Torah, as we have also seen, plays an important role as it serves to interpret the Hebrew Bible as it is
applied to various legal and non-legal situations. In Judaism, great stress is placed on respect for one’s
parents and on the importance of family and community in general. While virtue is believed to come from the
recognition of God, and idolatry is seen as the foundation of vice, strong ethical commitments were devised
for non-Jews as well: “You shall love him as yourself” (Ex. 20; Lev. 33). Some other standard Jewish virtues
include reverence for one’s elders, justice, humility, truthfulness, charity, and peacefulness. Conversely, some
Jewish vices include oppression, flattery, slander, gossip, and revenge. 

While traditional Judaism and today’s orthodox communities stress adherence to the 613 mitzvot as the
correct way to live an observant life, for all practicing Jews, study of the Torah, keeping the Sabbath and
other ritual holidays (such as Yom Kippur), and some adherence to dietary law is commensurate with
virtuous behaviour.

Read

Anthology of World Scriptures: chapter 10, “The Observance of the Sabbath,” “The Day of Atonement,”
and “Kosher and Nonkosher Foods”

Moral self and moral community
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We have noted more than once that in Judaism, as with the other major monotheistic traditions, a key
principle is the recognition that human beings have a special place within the created order, and a privileged
relationship to God that requires a special responsibility. Since it is believed that God gave human beings that
capacity to reason and the freedom to choose right from wrong, Jews are expected to study and debate the
Torah in order to understand how this relationship can best be fulfilled. Regarding their relationship to the
gentiles, Jews believe that all human beings are to observe the basic moral code that was revealed by Noah
after the flood. They also understand that they were given additional rules, laid out in the covenant between
God and Moses at Mt. Sinai, which set them apart from other people. This unique relationship with God is
typically understood today as one in which Jews have a special responsibility to act as God’s priests in the
world, through living a righteous life and by providing a moral example to both their co-religionists and to
gentiles around the world.

Exercise

Answer the following question in a well-developed paragraph of ten to twelve sentences:

Explain why the Jewish worldview is monotheistic, and discuss how God’s law provides a
framework for ethical behaviour toward Jews and non-Jews alike.

Conclusion
This unit discusses Judaism as an ethical tradition that boasts a written record from around 1100 BCE. The
unit considers the patriarchs of the tradition along with the prophets, whose collective body of writings
constitute a framework for Jewish ethics. This unit also introduces you to ethical monotheism, which
determines a unique relationship between God and human beings and stresses the free will of all people to
choose or reject God’s law. The unit analyzes the ethical teachings of Judaism as conduct, principles, and
worldview, the principles that underlie the belief in one God and adherence to His law. We discuss what the
tradition considers virtues and vices, as well as what constitutes its moral community. 

Glossary of terms 
Abraham—ancestral father of the monotheistic traditions

Anthropocentric—placing human beings at the centre of creation

Kethuvi’im—portion of the Bible that focuses on the wisdom writings 

Moses—Jewish patriarch and bearer of the Ten Commandments
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Nevi’im—portion of the Bible that focuses on the writings of the prophets

Noah—ancestral father and maker of the first covenant with God

Oral Torah—Post-biblical commentaries, including the Mishnah, Midrash, and Talmud

Prophets—figures who challenged injustice and renewed God’s law

Torah—Also known as the Pentateuch or Five Books of Moses
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