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Religion Judaism   

Denomination Orthodox 

Question answered: Why might it matter that sacred texts are open to interpretation?  
(KS3 Q2) 

Linked syllabus 
question:  

To what extent do religions/secular philosophies help people decide 
what is true and what is right and wrong? 

Key concepts, 
questions, and 
outcomes:  

Sacred Texts are known by a number of names: Sacred Text, Scriptures, 
Bible, Passages, Word of God, etc. 
How is interpretation made? Consider context, age, gender, culture, 
society: at time of reading and at time of writing. 
Interpretation can be subjective and change over time. 
How does God speak to us today? 
The importance of sacred texts and link to worship. 
The positives and negatives of the oral versus written traditions and 
methods. 

Key teaching points: Different religions have different views on interpretation of Scripture. 
Different denominations within a religion is based on different 
interpretations of Scripture. 
The way that Scripture is interpreted, along with how they view God, 
determines how someone may live their life. 
Interpretation of Scripture is complex 
Context of hearing and reading sacred text (and meaning making) is 
important. 

Prior knowledge: How to ‘read’ a text – interpretation, context, experience, age, culture,  
What is considered truth? 
Sacred texts 
The story and importance of Moses 
Promised Land 
Jewish Laws 
Torah written in Hebrew and comes from an oral tradition 

 

Core Vocabulary:  

Interpretation Promised Land denominations Commentaries 

Rabbi Sacred Text Torah Scripture 

 Mishnah   

 

Summary of answers: 

First speaker: 
1. It is important that there are commentaries produced by rabbis who have looked over 

and considered the Torah and other texts as it adds understanding as to what it is we are 
supposed to do. Without understanding, it is difficult to follow what we are being asked 
to do. 

2. The commentaries are the result of arguments and discussions that have taken place 
between rabbis over the generations and are collated in the Mishnah. We look to the 
Mishnah to get guidance and explanations of stories 

3. Example: Moses was the great Jewish leader who was not allowed to go into the 
Promised Land. There was a lot of discussion between the rabbis over this: why, after 
leading the Jewish people for all the time that he did, why was he not allowed to enter 
the Promised Land? Was it because Moses struck the rock to bring forth water when God 
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told him to speak to the rock to bring forth water? Was it because Moses got angry with 
the people? Was it because it was simply a different time and a new type of leader was 
required to go into the Promised Land: out of slavery and into freedom? Rabbis have 
looked into this story to find out what really was going on there. 

4. It is really important to gain an understanding and what is meant by all the Jewish Laws 
so that they can be carried out and obeyed. 
 

Second speaker: 
1. If you wrote everything down in a sacred text it would not be small enough to carry 

around: it would be a whole library. It is impractical. 
2. Originally, sacred text was spoken, not written down and so was much longer. When 

writing it down, it had to be summarised. When rabbis come along and start interrogating 
the text, the Torah, they notice that it has been written without vowels in Hebrew. 

3. In Hebrew, if you change the vowels within a word it can mean something different. If the 
Torah was written in Hebrew without vowels, rabbis need to decide on the interpretation 
of it. An example is the word ‘reading’. Is it reading a book or the town of Reading? This 
leads to debates about meaning which is intellectually good. These rabbis might be 
lawyers, scientists,  

4. Each time there is a new discovery, such as relativity in science, rabbis look again at the 
Torah and see if this new information can be found in the Torah writings which will 
change the way of looking at something and give it a different meaning. 

5. Meaning is gained in a similar way that we all gain meaning: starts simple (as in primary 
school) and becomes more complex and deep (as you move through secondary school 
and university). 

6. Sacred text is interpreted according to the background and knowledge of the people who 
are looking at the sacred text. 
 

Next Steps: 

Consider the positives and negatives of individual interpretation of sacred Scripture. 
Should Scripture be interpreted or taken at face value? Consider different denominations of a 
religion and the different interpretations. 
What is truth and who decides what is ‘true’? 
Are sacred texts important if they are ‘allowed’ to be interpreted? 
How does globalisation affect the interpretation of sacred writings? 
Consider the context of writing and reading and how meaning is made and changed. 
Consider advances elsewhere in the world and investigate how religion (s) changed at pivotal 
moment in history. 
 

 


