
1 

The Life of Jesus Christ, Part 12 
Setting the Stage, Part 11 
The Synagogue 

Meaning 

Sunagoge, means “a gathering together”, “an assembly”; much like the word “church” it referred first to a group of 

people, not a building 

Origin 

 In Israel, local worship was discouraged, even forbidden in the case of offering sacrifices; law centered around 

tabernacle/temple 

 Some have tried to say that synagogues were around from the time of Moses, no OT evidence 

 Some say that after the destruction of the temple by the Babylonians, Jews of necessity set up local places of 

worship 

 No certain reference to synagogues in OT, nor in 1 & 2 Maccabees 

 Jews were scattered at various times and at some point they began assemblies for Sabbath worship 

 Hard to say exactly when these houses of assembly started, but there was an inscription found in Alexandria 

mentioning a synagogue, which has been dated to a couple of hundred years before Christ 

 May have arisen to combat Hellenism 

Organization 

 Within a Sabbath’s journey 

 Weren’t always buildings dedicated to worship, may have been a public building or part of a house, even meeting 

outside 

 A community with at least 10 men could have one or more synagogues (at least in later Jewish life) 

Why ten? Jerusalem Talmud: 

Leviticus 19:2: “Speak to all the congregation of the sons of Israel and say to them, ‘You shall be holy, for I the 

LORD your God am holy.’” 

Numbers 14:27, in context of 10 spies: “How long shall I bear with this evil congregation who are grumbling 

against Me? I have heard the complaints of the sons of Israel, which they are making against Me.” 

And 

Leviticus 22:32: “You shall not profane My holy name, but I will be sanctified among the sons of Israel; I am the 

LORD who sanctifies you” 

Genesis 42:5: “So the sons of Israel [10 sons of Jacob] came to buy grain among those who were coming, for the 

famine was in the land of Canaan also.” 

Nelson’s New Illustrated Bible Dictionary: “Some synagogues paid ten unemployed men a small sum to be present at 

every service to be sure this rule was met.” 

 Luke 7:1-5: synagogue built by devout Gentile 

 Overseen by a group of elders: also ruler, and attendant 

Luke 8:41: “Jairus, and he was an official of the synagogue” 
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Luke 13:10-17: synagogue official 

 Would sometimes be constructed so the congregation would pray towards Jerusalem 

 Location: 

o Babylonian Talmud: One rabbi said, “Every city whose roofs are higher than the synagogue will ultimately be 

destroyed, as it is said, to exalt the house of our God” (Shabbath 11a) 

o Generally near water, to allow for washing 

Service: 

 Shema (Deuteronomy 6:4ff. and others: “Hear, O Israel! The LORD is our God, the LORD is one!”), prayers, Scripture 

reading from the Law and the prophets, a message, benediction, perhaps some singing – no sacrifices! 

 See Luke 4:16-21 

 Women? Josephus mentions an outer court in the temple where Jewish women could go, and an inner court where 

only men could go 

Synagogue: disagreement; it seems that the prevailing view for many years was that women were seated in a 

separate section in Jesus’ time; more recently some have claimed that this was not the case; now position seems to 

be that it may have depended on the community 

Other uses of the synagogue: 

 Place of trial: Matthew 10:17; Acts 22:19; John 9:22: man born blind put out 

 School, teaching of the Law to children 

 Community center, especially for Jewish communities outside Palestine 

Jesus and the synagogue: 

 Matthew 6:2, 5 

 Matthew 23:6 

In Acts: 

 Acts 9:1-2, but then 9:20 

 Paul typically stopped at the synagogues first when he traveled: 

o Acts 13:5, 14-16, 42-43 

o Acts 16:13: Possibly not enough Jewish men to start a synagogue 

o Acts 17:1-9: Thessalonica, Jason 

o Acts 17:10, 17: Berea, Athens 

o Acts 18:4: Corinth 

o Acts 19:8: Ephesus, then moved to school of Tyrannus 

James: 

James 2:2, written to Jews: “For if a man comes into your assembly [Gk., sunagoge] with a gold ring and dressed in fine 

clothes, and there also comes in a poor man in dirty clothes” 

Importance of the synagogue: 

Easton’s Bible Dictionary: “The establishment of synagogues wherever the Jews were found in sufficient numbers helped 

greatly to keep alive Israel’s hope of the coming of the Messiah, and to prepare the way for the spread of the gospel in 

other lands.” 

Worship of early church modeled after synagogue 


