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[bookmark: _gu66d5b7p5xe]1. Introduction
E. P. Sanders is often seen as an important scholar in the study of Second Temple Judaism and early Christianity. Since Paul and Palestinian Judaism in 1977, his work has challenged older ideas, especially the view that Judaism was mainly focused on strict law and rules (Sanders, 1977). In Judaism: Practice and Belief, 63 BCE–66 CE, he introduces the idea of “Common Judaism” (Sanders, 1992). He suggests that even though there were different groups like the Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, and the Qumran community, most Jews still shared a recognisable set of beliefs and practices. These were mainly centred on the Temple, the Torah, and their relationship with God.
This essay will look at his argument and consider how convincing it is. Overall, his ideas seem helpful in correcting earlier misunderstandings, although there may be some limits, especially when looking at sources like the Dead Sea Scrolls and Josephus (Vermes, 1995; Josephus, Antiquities).

[bookmark: _ojhexnoz27lc]2. Summary of the Article
Sanders describes “Common Judaism” as the religion of ordinary people rather than just specific groups (Sanders, 1992). Instead of focusing on what makes each group different, he looks at what most Jews were doing in everyday life. According to him, there was a shared core, including belief in one God, commitment to the Torah, a sense of being chosen, and involvement with the Temple.
He explains this in three main ways. First, the Temple in Jerusalem was central. It had religious, social, and economic importance. Many Jews paid the Temple tax, went on pilgrimage for festivals like Passover, and accepted it as the proper place for sacrifice (Sanders, 1992; Josephus, Antiquities).
Second, Torah observance was quite widespread. Practices such as the Sabbath, circumcision, food laws, and purity rules were not limited to particular groups but appear to have been followed more generally (Sanders, 1992).
Third, there was a shared sense of covenant identity. Many Jews understood themselves as part of a special relationship with God, which shaped how they saw themselves as a community (Sanders, 1992).
To support this, Sanders uses a wide range of sources. These include Josephus, Philo, the Hebrew Bible, and other Jewish writings. He also uses the Dead Sea Scrolls and archaeological evidence such as ritual baths (Vermes, 1995; Schiffman, 1994). Together, these sources suggest a religion that was fairly consistent in practice, even if there were some differences.

[bookmark: _j9zq7xs8oxes]3. Critical Analysis
Sanders’s argument is generally clear and well organised. He moves from the Temple to daily practices and then to wider identity, which makes the discussion easy to follow. However, the idea of what counts as “common” can feel quite broad. If it includes most people, it becomes harder to tell what is really shared and what is just a basic level of similarity.
Jacob Neusner criticises this point by arguing that “Common Judaism” is difficult to test, since disagreements can be treated as exceptions (Neusner, 1991). Although his criticism may be quite strong, it still raises a useful question about how clear Sanders’s category really is.
Sanders is careful in his use of sources, especially with Josephus, whom he treats as useful but not completely reliable (Sanders, 1992). His use of the Dead Sea Scrolls is more debated. He tends to see them as representing a small and strict group, but some of the texts suggest stronger disagreement. For example, works like the Community Rule and 4QMMT criticise other groups and even the Jerusalem priesthood (Vermes, 1995; Schiffman, 1994). This suggests that some differences may have been more serious than Sanders allows.
Another point is his focus on practice rather than belief. This helps avoid reading the period through later Christian ideas, which is useful (Sanders, 1977). However, it may also reduce the importance of disagreements in belief. Issues like resurrection, angels, and the calendar were important, and different groups did not always agree on them (Cohen, 2006).
When compared to other scholars, this becomes clearer. Géza Vermes also places Judaism in a broader context (Vermes, 1973), while Shaye Cohen presents a more varied picture, recognising both shared features and differences (Cohen, 2006). This approach may give a more balanced view.

[bookmark: _9ckx23il81m]4. Evaluation
The main question is whether “Common Judaism” can fully explain the diversity of the period. On one level, it seems convincing. Practices such as the Temple tax, festivals, Sabbath, circumcision, and food laws likely did connect many Jews across different regions and social groups (Sanders, 1992). Sanders is right to emphasise this, and it helps correct earlier views that focused too much on differences.
However, there are still some limits. The Dead Sea Scrolls suggest that certain groups strongly disagreed with others, especially about the Temple and correct practice (Vermes, 1995; Schiffman, 1994). If some groups rejected the Temple leadership, this could be seen as a significant issue for Sanders’s argument.
Josephus also describes disagreements between groups like the Pharisees and Sadducees on topics such as resurrection and authority (Josephus, Antiquities). These do not seem like minor differences, but more central disagreements about belief and practice.
Overall, Sanders’s argument is useful and well supported in many ways. His focus on shared practice and his careful method are strong points. At the same time, his model may not fully account for the level of disagreement that existed. A more balanced approach might combine his idea of shared practices with a clearer recognition of differences between groups (Cohen, 2006).

[bookmark: _654tohe3ghyj]5. Conclusion
Judaism: Practice and Belief remains an important study of Second Temple Judaism (Sanders, 1992). Sanders’s idea of “Common Judaism” helps show that, despite differences, there were shared beliefs and practices among many Jews. This is an important contribution and helps correct earlier misunderstandings.
At the same time, the argument may not fully reflect the extent of disagreement found in sources like the Dead Sea Scrolls and Josephus (Vermes, 1995; Josephus, Antiquities). While his model is still useful, it may need to be combined with other approaches that take diversity more seriously. Overall, Sanders’s work continues to be important, even if it is not without its limitations.
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