
Worship 
Class 2

The early synagogue

John 18:19,20 

The high priest then questioned Jesus 
about His disciples, and about His teaching. 
Jesus answered him, “I have spoken openly 
to the world; I always taught in synagogues 
and in the temple, where all the Jews come 

together; and I spoke nothing in secret.

συναγωγή, “synagogue,” is 
used 56 times in the New 

Testament



Not much is known of the beginning history 
of the synagogue or what exactly occurred 

there during New Testament times.

The earliest reference to the synagogue is 300 BC.  Most 
trace the beginning of the synagogue to the Babylonian 
Captivity (600-500BC). Synagogues rose in number and 

prominence after the destruction of the second Temple in 
Jerusalem in 70 AD. It is commonly  that synagogues prior to 

the destruction of the second Temple was used for the 
community and religious purposes. After the destruction of 

the second Temple, the religious purpose was primary.

What might have occurred at those 
synagogues during the time of Christ is 

based upon Jewish writing dated after his 
life. The writings include : Josephus (late 1 

AD),  Mishnah (200AD), and  Talmud (500 AD)



The follow 3 slides are excerpts from 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/
synagogue-religious-music/

Jewish prayer relies heavily on music. Dating back at least to the times of 
the First Temple in Jerusalem, Levites had the responsibility of singing and 
playing instruments as part of the Temple service, which centered around 
sacrificial practices. With the exile of the Jewish people in 70 C.E., the focus 
of Jewish worship shifted from sacrifice to the recitation of texts.

The Talmud recounts the formation of the basic components of the siddur 
(prayerbook). At the time, the national literacy level was low, and most 
Jews had to memorize the essential prayers; in almost every “oral” 
tradition such as this, music is used to aid memorization. We have no way 
of knowing what early prayer chanting sounded like. One thing seems 
clear, though: The primary purpose of chanting non-poetic texts is to 
convey the meaning of the words; the structure and decorativeness of the 
music must have been secondary.



The destruction of the Second Temple also served as the catalyst for a 
vast change in the music of worship. In the Temple, the Levites had 
employed instruments–, cymbals, horns, lyres, trumpets–but after the 
destruction of the Temple, the rabbis forbade the use of instruments 
during prayer. Two reasons for this proscription have been suggested. 
First, the absence of musical instruments would serve as a sign of 
mourning for the Temple. Second, the rabbis of the Talmud opposed the 
use of instruments in prayer services because of their anti-Hellenistic 
sentiments.

The place of women in Temple and early synagogue 
worship 

Women could only enter the outer court of the temple in Jerusalem. 
Women could not attend a religious service in the early synagogue. The 
first reference to women inside a synagogue is from the Middle Ages, 
where they could occupy a small room adjacent to the main room of the 
worship where only men participated.

From the New Testament, the activity 
of synagogue focused on  teaching 
and open dialogue of Jewish belief



Matthew 12:9,10 

Departing from there, He went into their 
synagogue. And a man was there whose 
hand was withered. And they questioned 
Jesus, asking, “Is it lawful to heal on the 

Sabbath?”—so that they might accuse Him.

Matthew 13:53 

He came to His hometown and began 
teaching them in their synagogue, so that 

they were astonished, and said, “Where did 
this man get this wisdom and these 

miraculous powers?

Luke 4:16-21 

And He came to Nazareth, where He had been brought up; and as was His 
custom, He entered the synagogue on the Sabbath, and stood up to read. 

And the book of the prophet Isaiah was handed to Him. And He opened the 
book and found the place where it was written, 

“THE SPIRIT OF THE LORD IS UPON ME, 
BECAUSE HE ANOINTED ME TO PREACH THE GOSPEL TO THE POOR. 

HE HAS SENT ME TO PROCLAIM RELEASE TO THE CAPTIVES, 
AND RECOVERY OF SIGHT TO THE BLIND, 

TO SET FREE THOSE WHO ARE OPPRESSED, 
TO PROCLAIM THE FAVORABLE YEAR OF THE LORD.” 

And He closed the book, gave it back to the attendant and sat down; and the 
eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on Him. And He began to say to 

them, “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” 



Acts 24:1,2 

In Iconium they entered the synagogue of the 
Jews together, and spoke in such a manner that 

a large number of people believed, both of 
Jews and of Greeks. But the Jews who 

disbelieved stirred up the minds of the Gentiles 
and embittered them against the brethren.

Acts 17:16,17 

Now while Paul was waiting for them at Athens, 
his spirit was being provoked within him as he 
was observing the city full of idols. So he was 
reasoning in the synagogue with the Jews and 

the God-fearing Gentiles, and in the market 
place every day with those who happened to 

be present.

John 16:2,3 

They will make you outcasts from the 
synagogue, but an hour is coming for 

everyone who kills you to think that he is 
offering service to God. These things they 
will do because they have not known the 

Father or Me.



Revelation 2:9 

‘I know your tribulation and your 
poverty (but you are rich), and the 

blasphemy by those who say they are 
Jews and are not, but are a synagogue 

of Satan.

With a background of Jewish worship from Old 
And New Testament times, what are carry overs 
into the worship of Christians in the Bible, and 

what had changed?


