
Roots of Judaism 
About 4,000 years ago, Judaism, one of today’s major religions, originated among an 
ancient nomadic people called the Israelites (also called Hebrews, after their language, 
Hebrew). Unlike neighboring peoples in the Middle East, Israelites were monotheistic, 
believing in only one God, who they called Yahweh. They recorded stories about their 
history as well as religious laws in the Torah, which is today the most holy text of 
Judaism, and includes the first five books of the Jewish holy book, the Hebrew Bible.  

According to the Torah, about 2000 B.C., 
God chose a man named Abraham to be a 
prophet, someone who speaks to God 
and preaches God’s message to others. 
God told Abraham to move from his 
home in Mesopotamia and take his family 
to a region called Canaan. Abraham is 
considered the father of the Israelites. The 
Israelites believed that God made a 
covenant, or agreement, with Abraham. 
This covenant promised a special 
relationship with God and a homeland in Canaan. However, famine forced the 
Israelites into Egypt, where they became slaves. Much later, a new prophet named 
Moses led the Israelites in the exodus, or departure, from Egypt back to Canaan. 

According to Jewish tradition, God spoke to Moses 
and taught him the Torah, the religious law that 

became central to Judaism. The Torah contains 
laws on such subjects as cleanliness, food 
preparation, and crime. Also in the Torah is a 
special set of laws called the Ten 
Commandments. These laws stress moral 
conduct and religious duty, and the most 
important commandment, the first, was to 
worship no other gods besides God, or 
Yahweh.  

Once the Israelites reached Canaan, they 
established the kingdom of Israel around 
1000 B.C. Their two most famous kings 
were also seen as prophets. Under David, 
the feuding 12 tribes of Israel were united 
into one kingdom. Then, David’s son 
Solomon undertook the task of turning the 
holy city of Jerusalem into an impressive 
capital. He completed a massive Holy 
Temple and increased Israel’s influence in 



the region. However, after his 
death, the kingdom split in 
half, and the Southern 
Kingdom, called Judah, is 
where we get the name 
Judaism, and the name of t	  he 
people, the Jews. The two 
divided kingdoms were 
eventually conquered by the 
Assyrians and Neo-
Babylonians. The Neo-
Babylonians even destroyed 
Solomon’s Temple, and some 
of the people of Judah were 
taken to Babylon as prisoners. 

However, during the 500s 
BCE, a new empire conquered the Middle East. This was the Persian Empire, and the 
ruler, King Darius was more tolerant of different religions 
than previous rulers. He allowed the Jews to go home to 
Judah and rebuild their Holy Temple in Jerusalem. It was 
during this time that the Jews wrote down the Torah as books, 
and they became the first five books of the Hebrew Bible. 

Judaism has been an important religion. From that culture and 
faith, both Christianity and Islam emerged, creating an 
religious legacy we call the Abrahamic tradition. 
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