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Key concepts  
The Talmud consists of two interrelated texts: the Mishnah, a 

collection of oral laws; and the Gemara, a rabbinical 
commentary on the Mishnah.

The Mishnah includes lessons and quotations by scholars 
from first-century rabbis and their discussions regarding 
how the laws given in the written Torah could be adapted 
to suit new situations. Judah Ha-Nasi is considered to be the 

most important as he compiled a volume of discussions and 
teachings which had previously been transmitted orally. The 

Mishnah is split into six basic orders (sedarim).

The Gemara is a commentary on the Mishnah. It was feared that once written down, the 
Mishnah would no longer be able to meet the demands of the changing times. The Gemara 
contains recorded dialogues of rabbis who met to discuss new issues arising from the 
Mishnah.

There are two versions of the Talmud, the Jerusalem Talmud, and the Babylonian Talmud. 
They differ in many ways apart from their places of origin and dates of compilation. The 
Jerusalem Talmud is shorter, with content that is more focused and succinct, it is less 
standardised and presents a looser collection of teachings and discussion. There is some 
repetition of material. The Babylonian Talmud is sophisticated and relatively uniform in style 
suggesting that editorial work was carried out on its content. 

Both versions are composed of the Mishnah and Gemara, however it is with regard to the 
Gemara that differences are evident. The Jerusalem Talmud has Gemara on the first thirty-
nine, while the Babylonian Talmud has Gemara on thirty-six-and-a-half non-consecutive 
tractates. 

The most significant difference between the two Talmuds is that the Babylonian Talmud 
has the greater authority within Judaism. This reflects the fact that Babylonian Talmud was 
the dominant centre of Jewish life from Talmudic times through to the beginning of the 
medieval period. The first codifiers of halakhah (Jewish law), were based in Baghdad in C8th – 
C10th centuries and used the Babylonian Talmud as the basis of their legal writings. 

 Key quotes  

‘The laws of the written Torah did not cover situations that the 
people would face once they lived in towns and villages … So God 
told Moses the laws for the future, but they were not written 
down.’ (Dosick)

‘The writing of the Mishnah and of the Gemara were the 
rabbis’ answers to the destruction of the Temple, the creation 
of a Judaism based on guidelines and norms of behaviour and 
practice that enabled Jews to survive an even longer exile than the 
Babylonian one.’ (Robinson)

‘Because there are two Gemaras, one from the Land of Israel and one from Babylonia, there are 
two Talmuds.’ (Dosick)

‘The Babylonian Talmud is the primary source for Jewish law and theology.’ (Neusner)
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Issues for analysis and evaluation  

Key questions, arguments, and debates 

The Mishnah as the most important element of the Talmud.
It is the most important element of the Talmud partly due to its status as the first authoritative 
document of the Talmudic period. It cannot be judged in isolation as it is interrelated with the 
Gemara. It cannot be denied that the Mishnah has played a decisive role in the religious life of the 
Jewish people.

The relative importance of the Gemara.
There are clearly aspects of the Gemara that can be used as evidence of its importance. It cannot 
be ignored that it depends entirely upon the Mishnah for its existence. Many would say that the 
Mishnah is the text of greater importance, however, the two texts are interrelated and thus the 
Gemara cannot be judged on its own merit.

Theme 1A The structure and development of the Talmud and its importance within Judaism


