
HEBREW THEOLOGY 
 

Introduction 
1.  No creed or formal statement of theology in Judaism.  The steps taken in this 
direction are due to contact with Christian and Moslem philosophers. 
 
2.  Contrasting Judaism and Christianity  the Encyclopedia of Jewish Knowledge 
states:  Judaism became a religion of deed primarily to be systematized in law; while 
Christianity, on the other hand, was primarily a religion of faith to be systematized in 
theology. 
 
1.  FOUR PERIODS OF THEOLOGY 
     a.  Biblical 
          This covers the period of the Old Testament based upon the covenant between 
God and Israel.  Sacrifice and prayer enter in, but with littl e desire to explain how they 
can alter the will of the Creator and Ruler of the world. 
 
     b.  Rabbinic Theology 
          This covers the period of the Talmud.  As in Biblical Theology there is no 
attempt to make a systematic approach to theology.  Three pivots were the strong 
points – God, Torah, Israel.  Discussions centered around the reconcili ation of the free 
will of man and God's omnipotence. 
 
     c.  Medieval Theology 
          Shows the influence of Greek philosophy.  In the main concerned with the 
problems of religion and reason.  Three solutions were offered: 
          1)  Orthodoxy of Judah Halevi who rejected Greek philosophy and theologies of 
Christianity and Islam.  He maintained that Judaism was the historic religion with 
theology merely as its method of presentation. 
          2)  Neo-Platonism of Solomon ibin Gabriol who followed Plato of Alexandria. 
          3)  System of religious philosophy based on Aristotle as begun by Saadia Gaon 
and concluded by Maimonides.  This is the foundation of present Judaism. 
      
     d.  Modern Theology 
     Theology of evolution, categorical imperative of Kant, and the synthesis of Hegel 
made their inroads.  The result has been the division of Jewish li fe into reform, 
conservative, and orthodox camps. 
 
     1)  Reform 
          Also know as liberal or progressive.  Julian Morgenstern, President of the 
Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati, Ohio states: This group is that which gives the 
interpretation of the Jewish religion which emphasizes the principle of historic 
evolution and progress within religion in general and Judaism in particular.  It rejects 
the orthodox doctrines of momentary, complete and final revelation  and the eternal 
binding authority of the written and oral law.  It has eliminated all reference to 
Messiah in the prayer book and discarded the idea of a resurrection.  It did not fall i n 
line with Zionism, although more recently it has given some consideration to it.  

Rabbinic legalism has been rejected, much ceremonialism discarded, and synagogue 
worship modernized.  It is very popular indeed. 
 
     2)  Conservative 
          Louis Finkelstein, Professor of Jewish Theological Seminary in New York 
states:  Regards the cultural and spiritual li fe of the Jew as a unified whole, the 
ultimate purpose of which is communion with God.  From this point of view, Judaism 
includes not only formal worship, home ceremonial and religious dealing, but also 
esthetic appreciation, creative imagination, and intellectual activity,  . . li fe cannot be 
set into set formulae. . . .  Traces its roots to the historic school of Jewish learning in 
Germany founded by Frankel in 1850.  The school accepted scientific methods for the 
examination and study of the Jewish past and present.  Its difference with Reform is 
that it regards adherence to Jewish nationalism, the Sabbath, the use of the Hebrew 
language, and the system of the Kashrus (forbidden and permitted foods).  Differs 
from Orthodox in external matters particularly – Friday night services, etc. 
 
     3)  Orthodox 
          Embraces those who hold to the traditional view of Judaism.  Among the items 
to include under Orthodox Judaism are the following: 
          a)  Written and Oral law.  The latter includes the Talmudim response (answers to 
questions put to rabbis).  They accept inspiration of the Massoretic text of the Torah.  
Other portions of the Tanach are respected, but not in the same proportion as the Tora. 
          b)  They stress the belief in monotheism, but this is Jewish monotheism.  This is 
an absolute unity.  It is a unity which stands diametrically opposed to the idea of 
compound unity as expressed by Christians. 
          c)  They emphasize the holiness of God.  It is preeminent in Judaism. 
          d)  They do not accept original sin, i.e. that through procreation all the race is 
responsible before God.  "Judaism utterly repudiates such a doctrine as that of original 
sin, which declares that there is something inborn in all men which forces them to do 
wrong whether they wish it or not."  (Morris Joseph). 
          e)  Atonement 
               On this subject they usually indicate that since the destruction of the temple 
and their inabilit y to offer sacrifices of blood, God accepts works of benevolence to 
have atoning power as great as those of sacrifice.  Man must have repentance, 
reparation, prayer, and suffering.  Atoning powers are ascribed also to the study of the 
law, especially when combined with good works. 
          f)  Belief in the Mitzvoth 
               These are the commandments or code of rules to which the Jews are 
obligated.  Taken from the Torah they number 613 in all .  To do these is to express 
love for God.  All of this enforces the fact that their scheme of things is a works 
system.  To do these things is meritorious.  Simeon Kahira was the first to undertake 
the task of identifying the commandments and listing them as 613..  248 of these 
commandments are affirmative or mandatory and 365 are negative or prohibitive 
commands. 
 
Illustrations: 
Mandatory Commandments 
1.  To know the Lord God exists.  Exodus 20:2 



  2.  To acknowledge His unity.  Deuteronomy 6:4 
  3.  To love and fear Him.  Deuteronomy 6:5, 13 
  4.  To pray to Him.  Exodus 23:25 
  5.  To cleave to Him.  Deut. 10:20 
  6.  To swear by His Name.  Deut. 6:13; 10:20  
  7.  To resemble Him in His ways.  Deut. 28:9 
  8.  To sanctify His Name.  Lev. 22:32 
20.  To read the Shema each morning and evening.  Deut. 6:7 
17. To copy a leaf of the law for oneself.  Deut. 31:19 
 
Prohibitive Commandments 
     1.  Belief in the existence of any but the one God.  Exodus 20:3 
 2-4.  The making of images.  Ex. 10:3; 34:17 
 5-6.  The worship of stars and planets.  Ex. 20:5 
  13.  The planting of trees in the sanctuary.  Deut. 16:21 
  41.  Tattooing the body after the manner of idolaters.  Lev. 19:28 
43-4. Rounding the corners of the head or the beard.  Lev. 19:27  
155.  To deal vows and free will offerings.  Deut. 23:21 
246.  To remove a landmark.  Deut. 19:14 
274.  The acceptance of  bribes.  Ex. 23:8 
302.  To bear hatred in one's heart.  Lev. 19:17 
310.  To suffer a witch to live.  Ex. 22:18 
 
          g)  The Thirteen Principles of Maimonides 
               These he propounded in 1168 A.D.  As found in the prayer book of the Daily 
Prayers, they are: 
               1.  I believe with perfect faith that the creator, blessed be His Name, is the 
author and guide of everything that has been created, and that he alone has made, does 
make, and will make all things. 
 
               2.  I believe with perfect faith that the creator, blessed be His Name, is a 
unity, and there is not unity in any manner like unto His, and that He alone is our God, 
who was, is, and will be. 
 
               3.  I believe with perfect faith that the Creator . . . is not a body, and that He 
is free from all the accidents of matter, and that He has not any form whatsoever. 
 
               4.  I believe . . . . is the first and the last. 
 
               5.  I believe . . . . and to Him alone, it is right to pray, and that it is not right to 
pray to any being besides Him. 
 
               6.  I believe . . . with perfect faith that the prophecy of Moses our teacher, 
peace be unto him, was true, and that he was the chief of the prophets, both of those 
that preceded and of those that followed him. 
 
               7.  I believe with perfect faith that all the words of the prophets are true. 
 

               8.  I believe. . . that the whole law non in our possession is the same that was 
given to Moses our teacher.  Peace be unto him. 
 
               9.  I believe with perfect faith that this law will not be changed, and that there 
will never be any other law from the Creator, blessed be His Name. 
 
              10.  I believe with perfect faith that the  . . . , knows every deed of the children 
of men, and all their thoughts, as it is said, it is He that fashioneth the hearts of them 
all , that giveth heed to all their needs. 
 
              11.  I believe . . . . regards those that keep His commandments and punishes 
those that transgress them. 
 
              12.  I believe with perfect faith in the coming of the Messiah and though He 
tarry, I will wait daily for his coming. 
 
              13.  I believe with perfect faith that there will be a resurrection of the dead at 
the time when it shall please the Creator, blessed be His Name and exalted be the 
remembrance of Him forever and ever. 
 
2.  FIVE GROUPS WHICH  ANTEDATE OUR PRESENT ERA 
     a.  Messianism 
          This considers the various aspects of the coming of Messiah. 
 
     b.  Psaeudo-Messianism 
          This considers false messiahs.  Bar Kochba is one of the most famous. 
 
     c.  Karaism 
          These represent a system of hermeneutics as they followed dili gently biblical 
studies, but rejected rabbinism and talmudism. 
 
     d.  Cabalism 
          These are also a scheme of hermeneutics.  They believe in a mystical 
significance to the words and letters of the Bible.  Romanists found support for their 
doctrine of purgatory from them. 
 
     e.  Hasidism 
          These are the godly or pious ones.  They believe in: 
          1)  An emotional expression of Judaism as opposed to its legal and intellectual 
phases. 
          2)  Omnipresence and immanence of God. 
          3)  Superiority of faith over learning. 
          4)  The potential worthiness of man, even in the lowest strata of human society. 
          5)  The potency of prayer in the spirit of selflessness expressed by emotional 
outbursts accompanied by the swaying of the body and vociferous chanting. 
           6)  Greater religious importance of Jewish womanhood. 
           7)  Personal loyalty to the Tsadik, the spiritual leader. 


