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January 1  In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.  Genesis 1:1

Beginning Again
In The Beginning – Let’s begin by doing some mental stretching.  You’ve had a nice vacation.  You’ve had some rest.  You have the day off.  Now put your mind to work.

Something deep is happening here . .  something very deep.  James Gleick talks about these kinds of problems in his book Chaos.  “For the hardest problems, the problems that would not give way without long looks into the universe’s bowels, physicists reserved words like deep.”  In Gleick’s book, chaos is one of the deep issues.  In the Bible, the deepest of all issues is God.  Without His revealed insights, there is no hope at all of uncovering His character.  Fortunately, He decided to give us a peek.
As I write this woefully brief first entry to the seventh year of Today’s Word, azure blue scales of the flat-backed Caribbean Leviathan slough off against the bleached loofah beach.  Timeless, we might say, but we wouldn’t mean that the heavens and the earth were once not temporal.  We would only mean that their temporal duration extended into the past in ways we find difficult to measure.  So it is with the deep things of physics.  Since temporality appears to be a concomitant of change, time is thoroughly entwined in the warp and woof of the universe.  But how time is really connected to change is a deep issue.  It’s deep because it takes us back to God.
That brings up this strikingly unusual opening to God’s Word.   Bere’shiyt (pronounced with short e: be re sheet) is the Hebrew word for this phrase.  It’s a red letter word.  It says something no other ancient cosmology is able to conceive; something, in fact, that no human being can conceive.  It posits a beginning.  It says that there was a “time” when there was nothing at all and that was the “time” when God began to create.  But maybe it’s not quite that simple (as if this really is simple).  
The soft scales of the sea rub against the grist of the shore, but the scales are not polished.  Instead, the liquid Leviathan grinds its boundary to powder.  The sea remains the same.  Maybe time is like that.  It just continues on its way, unhurried and unperturbed by the events it rubs against.  But if we think of time as an ocean or a river, we could make a tragic mistake.  We might find ourselves with an intractable problem, worshipping a God who is wholly other, beyond any of the interactions we so desperately need.  Why?  Because the popular mythology of conceiving time as a function of change leads us to imagine that where there is nothing to change (for example, where there is no heaven and earth because they have not yet been created), then there cannot be any time.  But there is God.  So, God must be “outside” of time.  Right?

If this is right, then how can God be the intimate, involved redeemer of my soul?  If all of my existence, and all the existence of every azure sea and every bleached shore is “within” the temporal realm, but God is not, then how am I to find solace in the Redeemer I need?  He isn’t here where I am.  He is “beyond” me.   And how can a God who is “outside” time become the incarnated Messiah who is very much within the temporal world?  (I told you this was deep.)  It doesn’t do any good to simply assert that both are true, but I just don’t know how.  Saying that God is outside of time has a lot of other implications that are very uncomfortable – like impassibility (you can look that up) and the loss of free will.  All the great theologians see this.  They just don’t preach about it.  And for good reason.  Who would listen to a sermon about a God who doesn’t feel?

Does bere’shiyt force us into this frightening dilemma?  Well, many Christian theologians think it does.  Most of the fundamental doctrines we hold so dear are formulated on the basis of this “deep” Greek metaphysics.  We just don’t talk about it very much.  But if you look, you will find it buried in those systematic theologies on your shelf.

Perhaps we need to begin again.  Nahum Sarna, a Jewish commentator, says that bere’shiyt never appears with the definite article and is “unlikely in a temporal sense.”  He supports this with other examples in the Hebrew text.  While the details are issues for Hebrew grammarians, the insight is very important.  Bere’shiyt comes from the word ro’sh.  It has three categories of meanings:  beginning, best and first fruits.  Ro’sh, of course, is the word for “head.”  You will find it used metaphorically in Rosh Hashanah, the “head” of the year, the first day of the Jewish calendar.  

Hebrew does not require the same degree of rigorous certainty implicit in the Greek worldview.  Hebrew is a language capable of a certain inner tension; a tension that is comfortably uncomfortable with a God who is transcendent over all creation and yet immanently involved in it.  YHWH is independent of any created entity, yet He manifests Himself in human form.  He is holy and wholly other and yet He dies on a very real wooden stake to remove a very real human disaster.  As Paul often says, “This is a great mystery.”  Maybe bere’shiyt really doesn’t imply a line between time and eternity.  Maybe it only says that God created everything some time in the past.

Rattray (TDOT) points out that the use of bere’shiyt for “beginning” always implies an end (‘aharit – another very important word).  So, if we read this verse as “in the beginning,” then it implies that there will be an end to the heavens and the earth.  That is a problem.  In addition, normal Hebrew for “in the beginning” would use ber’shiyt, not bere’shiyt.  Rattray concludes that re’shiyt “does not allude to an absolute beginning of time or of the universe.”  Now we really have a problem.  We just might have an answer too.  The preoccupation of claiming that God is “outside” of time doesn’t come from a Hebrew point of view.  It is tied to a Greek metaphysics of perfection.  Once we unhook ourselves from this Greek idea, all kinds of things begin to change.
Of course, there is one additional insight that we need here.  All of the language about time used to express this Greek-based metaphysics is spatial.  In other words, when we talk about “beyond” or “outside”, we are really treating time as though it were a spatial relationship.  This is a “deep” and abiding fallacy, but it permeates our vocabulary about time.  It’s part of the way we see the world – from a Greek point of view.

Something deep in happening here, and it just may be a bit “beyond” us.  Perhaps we don’t need to be quite so Greek in our demand for the “correct” and “certain” answer.  Perhaps knowing God, experiencing His grace, finding His comfort and enjoying His presence, is really what “knowing” theology is all about.  And maybe that’s enough – for the time being.

The sea is very deep, but when you stand on the shore, you only see the flat-back scales of the azure Leviathan.  How much we see of the “surface” of our God might be just the top of what He reveals.  Bere’shiyt says we are really just beginning.
Topical Index:  Time, Theology, Beginning, Know, bere’shiyt

January 2  In the beginning, God created  Genesis 1:1

Even Deeper
The – Of course, by now you know that the word here is bere’shiyt.  There is no definite article.  That means there is no “the” in this text.  Try reading the text without the “the” and things change – dramatically.  We have already learned (cf. Naham Sarna) that re’shiyt should not be taken in an absolute temporal sense.  This is a word that signifies the highest in quality, the best, the first (as in first fruits) and the head (compare the noun ro’sh).  The translation “in the beginning” imports the idea of a “point” where everything started.  But we know that the idea of a starting point already has some really deep conceptual problems.  Of course, creation ex nihilo is fundamental to understanding this word as “the” beginning.  Eliminating the “the” changes a lot.  Or maybe it doesn’t.

Sarna chooses to translate the verse, “When God created.”  Many conservative theologians would object.  Translated like this, the idea that God created time along with the material universe is less tenable.  Of course, there are a lot of other issues associated with the idea of the creation of time, but generally evangelical theologians have retained the inclusion of the definite article because they wanted this verse to speak about God’s transcendent majesty.  They wanted a God who was “outside” of time in order to insulate Him from change.  Maybe they didn’t see just how amazing bere’shiyt is by itself.  

What does this word tell us if we don’t add the definite article?  Well, first it tells us that nothing that came into existence was self-generating.  God brought all the material universe into existence when He decided to do so.  He wasn’t compelled to do so.  Frankly, He created everything because He wanted to.  He is absolute master over it all.  So, the first thing we learn is that the entire created order is unnecessary apart from the benevolent will of the Creator.  This is vitally important.  You and I exist (along with everything else) because God wants us to.  We matter to Him so much that He is willing to bring everything, including us, into existence.  With the first word of the Bible, we learn something critically important about God and about us.  He deliberately decided to have us around!  This might even be a synonym for love.  If God didn’t need to create and if nothing comes about without His decision, then I suppose it would be correct to say that bere’shiyt implies that God loves what He makes.  In this sense, bere’shiyt carries the idea of the source of everything.  God is the loving source (the head) of all that is.
What else does this tell us?  It tells us that we aren’t the center of everything.  We are not gods.  We are created just like everything else.  We are not self-sufficient.  On this scale, we are the same as every other dependent existing thing.  But God still loves us.  A lot.  So, when we feel our insignificance, God’s decision to create reminds us that we are still extremely valuable to Him.  Here bere’shiyt reminds us that for all creation God comes first.  

Finally, reflection on bere’shiyt is important because the apostle John deliberately copies this opening verse in his gospel.  “In the beginning was the Word,” says our translation of the Greek.  But if you look carefully at the Greek text, you find that there is no definite article here as well.  En arche en ho logos carries the same temporal issues.  What is true of Genesis 1:1 is most likely true of John 1:1 since John was a Hebrew thinker.  Once again we see that we cannot understand what the New Testament is saying without first understanding what the Old Testament says.  But this much is clear:  The Word is God and has always been God and was fully involved in the creation of everything else.  Yeshua is God manifest in a way that reveals the depth of God’s love for His creation.  Yeshua is bere’shiyt in flesh and blood:  the first, the head, the highest, the source.  Maybe there is a lot more to the statement “in Him was life” than we have imagined.

Topical Index:  bere’shiyt, beginning, Logos

January 3  In the beginning, God created [et] the heavens and [et] the earth  Genesis 1:1 (Hebrew added)

Untranslatable

Et – It’s there but you don’t see it.  In Hebrew, this verse is Bere’shiyt bara’ Elohim et hashamayim ve et haarets.  I have underlined the words translated “the heavens and the earth.”  The first three words are “in the beginning created God.”  But after elohim is a Hebrew particle, et.  It also shows up before “the earth.”  It is not translated.  In fact, it is never translated in spite of more than 1000 occurrences in Scripture.  Why?  Well, the grammatical explanation is that et is just a marker, a kind of verbal signal, that the next word or words are the direct object of the sentence.  And we don’t translate grammatical symbols.  So, in English it disappears.

That is perfectly good English grammatical translation except for one amazing thing.  Every Hebrew reader knows that et shows up in this verse and in hundreds of other verses.  It’s all over the place.  So, when Yeshua speaks in the book of Revelation, He refers to this odd phenomenon.  In Hebrew, “I am the Alpha and Omega” becomes “I am the Aleph and the Taw.”  And et is the two letters Aleph-Taw.

Now, it might just be accidental (are there really any accidents in Scripture?) but it seems to me that when Yeshua claims to be the beginning and the end, the Aleph-Taw, he claims something quite amazing about the first verse of Scripture.  In fact, the apostle John endorsed this claim in his prologue (which we also need to read in Hebrew).  What Yeshua says is that He was there as the active verb in the formation of the heavens and the earth.  If Yeshua is the Aleph-Taw, then His signature is stamped on the opening line about the creation of everything.  Through Him all things were created, says John.  Maybe John was reading his Hebrew Bible too.  Yeshua is the One responsible for transferring the action of creation into the form of heavens and earth.  He is the connector between bara’ and all that comes into being.  No wonder the men on the road to Emmaus felt their ears burning.  It’s just too bad that our translation robs us of this amazing little particle.  We don’t get to see the hand of the Messiah moving space in the beginning.

It’s truly unfortunate that contemporary Christianity converts God’s language into the parlance of the receiving culture.  It’s like listening to your native tongue in the mouth of a tourist.  Yes, most of the words are there, but often the idioms are lost, the nuances disappear and the whole communication is wooden.  If you’ve ever heard broken English spoken by a native Japanese or broken Spanish spoken by a native American, you know just how much gets lost.  If we wanted to really know what God said, our churches should be teaching His language, not converting the Hebrew culture into something that sounds like ours.  That won’t happen today, but today we can start to appreciate just how amazingly complex and rich and revelatory God’s chosen language really is.  Today we can offer up praise for His choice of Hebrew.  It wasn’t an accident.  It kind of makes you wonder what else we’re missing, doesn’t it? 

Topical Index:  et, translation, Hebrew
January 4 In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.  Genesis 1:1

Frame of Reference

And The Earth – Are you so familiar with this opening verse that you no longer think about what it says?  Yes, of course, it tells us that God created everything.  That’s what the Hebrew idiom hashamayim ve haarets means.  But if you stop long enough to consider some of the other implications here, you will see that this opening verse also provides us with the proper frame of reference for the rest of the Bible.  This verse tells us that the rest of the Bible is going to examine the relationship between God and His creation from the perspective of the earth.  While the entire creation is focused on the cosmos, the whole scene of what matters to us is focused right here – on earth.  God created it all, but we are the story He has decided to tell.

You might think that this is so obvious that it isn’t worth noticing.  You’d be wrong.  Of course it’s obvious.  But that doesn’t mean it isn’t critically important.  The Bible is not about theoretical particle physics or microbiology or endocrinology or supply-side economics.  It’s about Man’s relationship with God.  In one sense, the Bible isn’t even about ethics, spirituality, morality or evangelism.  Yes, all those things come into play, but they aren’t central to the frame of reference.  That’s why the Bible isn’t a workbook or a textbook.  It’s a love story.  It’s about a lover who never gives up on his wayward bride.  The frame of reference is vitally important.  It prevents us from being dragged away from the real point of this book by spinning off into exotic discussions of the state of the universe or the size of a mustard seed.  

There’s something else in this all-too-obvious frame of reference.  Everyone knows that the earth is not the center of the universe.  Anyone who paid any attention at all to the biblical record itself would have known that.  But right at the beginning, the Bible introduces its unique perspective with earth at the center of attention.  God created the heavens and the earth.  The place we inhabit belongs to Him.  The perspective we have on the universe begins with Him.  In His book, our home is the center of His attention.  So, what the Bible describes is not a neutral, detached, “scientific” examination of everything.  It is a particular, unique, God-in-relationship orientation that plays itself out on the stage of the earth.  Hebrew is a particularly useful language for this love story since it also takes its perspective from the way things appear to the beholder.  This opening verse tells us that what really matters is the way things appear to the lover and His bride.  What you see is what you get.  Yes, there’s more to the story, but what matters is how it appears to us here and now.

OK, so it’s obvious, right?  But how does this obvious frame of reference affect your behavior?  Are you living with the same orientation?  Is your life story really all about His love story?  Is that how things appear to you?  Maybe it’s time to set aside all that theoretical, theological and thinking orientation and read the love letter from heaven one more time.

Topical Index:  Bible, earth, Hebrew language, perspective

January 5  God said, “Let the water below the sky be gathered into one area, that the dry land may appear.”  Genesis 1:9
A Line In The Sand

Gathered – The flat-backed liquid Leviathan shows its white belly today, raging against its sandy cage.  But God has shut the door and it can’t get out.

One of the most significant aspects of the creation account in Genesis is the fundamental place of order in the universe.  This order is no accident.  It is the work of divine intelligence and purposeful execution.  It is not random, big-bang baloney.  As soon as God begins to create, He brings structure and order to the cosmos.  It’s His nature to do so.  In ancient cosmologies, the sea is usually represented by some sort of monster.  In fact, the pictograph for the letter mem is water and chaos.  If you were part of a desert nomadic people and you stood on the shore of the ocean and saw its power, you might think the same thing.  “This is uncontrollable, terrifying chaos.”  There’s a reason that God’s Spirit hovers over the deep.  The imagery is important.  God does not engage a cosmic battle to gain control of chaos.  He “mothers” the disorder and births order.  No big fight between good and evil.  No superpower mythology.  God is fully in charge and completely at peace in His love for creation.  But, there are limits.

Our Hebrew verb is qavah.  While it usually means “to hope, to wait,” in this case, it is about drawing a line.  God draws a line and tells the sea, “You will not cross here.”  He sets the boundary, cages the beast and allows the dry land to emerge.  There is no better ancient metaphor for God’s ordered existence than this one.  What frightens us is constrained by the hand of the Almighty.  How?  By simply drawing a line in the sand.

Everything important happens in the first three chapters of Genesis (with an appendix for chapter 4).   We need to return to the opening of the Word often to find the God who arranges all His creation to serve His purposes.  There is great relief in this fact.  I can have confidence that the God who can draw a boundary line for the sea can also manage my meager existence.  He rules over it all.  Why shouldn’t I trust Him with my small part in this cosmic drama?  

Yeshua walked on the back of the Leviathan without a second thought.  The beast has been tamed.  It responds to His command.  And He loves all that He has made.  I need to hear this.  I need to let it sink deep into my soul – and touch those places within me where the Leviathan still roams.  The greatest need for order is not in the physical world that God created.  The greatest need for order is inside me.  God drew a line in the sand to make captive the most terrifying power of the ancient world.  If I don’t let Him draw the same line on the beaches of my soul, that monster within me will become a tsunami of destruction, sweeping away everything in its path.  God can draw the line where it’s needed, but I have to invite Him draw the line inside me.

Topical Index:  Order, Chaos, qavah, Line, Ancient Cosmology
January 6  and God blessed the seventh day and declared it holy  Genesis 2:3

Time Out

Holy - God declares holy a separated time, not a special place.  Let that sink in for a moment.  The first use of the Hebrew qadash (holy) in Scripture is about time.  Every other ancient cosmology operates with some declaration of sacred space, but not here.  What God makes holy is a period of time in the repeated cycle of life.  Every seventh day is holy to Him.

Do we affirm God’s declaration of a sacred time?  You would be hard pressed to answer “Yes.”  Our landscape is littered with sacred places.  We call them churches or temples or cathedrals.  God calls them nothing special at all.  They are not holy places because God has no holy places.  He has a holy time (which most of us simply ignore).  God’s creative act establishes His absolute sovereignty over all space.  Now He declares His sovereignty over time.  If you read carefully, you will notice that the concluding formula for every other act of creation, namely, the numbering of the day, is absent here.  The Scriptures do not say, “and it was evening and morning, day seven.”  What they do say is that God declared this time, the only day with a proper name, a sacred time set apart for Him alone.

Did human beings establish this day of worship and rest?  Absolutely not!  God set aside this day and it remains His Sabbath even if no human being on earth honors it.  It is designed to put a stop in the midst of creative activity.  It is a time out from labor in order that all who observe it will recognize one of the deepest attributes of God.  This time out hallows the God who is at rest in Himself.  In it we find His tranquility and peace expressed in our created existence.  He declares it so.

The ancient cosmologies move in the opposite direction.  They push us toward sacred spaces, places where men encounter the gods.  Pagan religions all have their holy hilltops or blessed grottos.  They erect temples or shrines where spirits trod.  God pushes all that nonsense off the table.  There is no place where He is not present.  It all belongs to Him.  St. Mark’s is no more sacred than the gutter on Skid Road.  But every seventh day something inviolable arrives no matter where we happen to be.  Every seventh day every man and woman in the world confronts God’s declaration of rest.  The Sabbath is everywhere at once.

Perhaps we need to rethink our ideas of sacred.  Perhaps God makes sacred what we have no control over at all.  No man delays the coming of Sabbath.  No man controls it.  You can’t fence it in, build around it or occupy it.  You don’t come to the Sabbath.  It comes to you.  It is just slightly beyond us, but it is never more than six days away.  Perhaps our lack of control over the seventh day is precisely what we need to remember.  We participate in something important to God.  We do not own it.  We do not control it.  We do not contain it.  But we can honor it.

Topical Index:  Sabbath, holy, control, cosmology, qadash
January 7  but you must master it  Genesis 4:7

Theological Correctness

Master – Everything important happens in the first three chapters of Genesis.  Plus the appendix of the story of Cain.  This verse is absolutely crucial.  Why?  Because it says something about the essence of the Fall that we absolutely must know.  It says that sin did not destroy the nature of Man.

Read the story again.  You probably think you know it, but I’m guessing that you haven’t really paid attention to all the details.  After the Fall, Cain brings his sacrifice.  It is rejected.  We are not told why.  Cain is angry and distressed.  God comes to Cain and tells him that sin crouches at the door, ready to take possession of him (that is an important word too).  God advises Cain to do what is right and everything will be just fine.  Then God warns Cain to master his inner voice.  What does this imply?  It implies that Cain is able to do just what God says.  It implies that Cain can make a choice to do what is right, that Cain has the ability to master (mashal) sin’s desire and that Cain’s offering will be accepted.  It’s all up to Cain.

That seems entirely reasonable, doesn’t it?  After all, it is clearly what the text says, it makes Cain responsible for his actions and it shows us that God responds to our real choices.  It seems reasonable – until you start to read the history of theology.  In that history you will find a theological concept called Total Depravity.  This idea, popularized by John Calvin but developed more than 1000 years before Calvin, claims that when Man fell, his nature was totally corrupted.  From that point on, nothing that Man did could be considered good.  In fact, Man did not have the ability to make right choices.  He was cursed with a sinful nature that made choosing the way of God impossible.  He was forever trapped in evil intentions and actions.  He had no way out except by God’s act of grace.  Total depravity leads to the doctrine of sinful nature, a concept imported into the translation of the NIV and other Bibles.  It suggests that no matter what Man does, it is worthless and morally corrupt without the intervention of the Savior.  The bottom line of this theological stance is this:  in the Fall Man lost his ability to choose God.

That doesn’t seem to square with this text, does it?  It certainly looks like God expects Cain to control himself and do what is right.  But if Cain as a fallen man is totally depraved, then this is a charade and a sham.  Cain cannot choose what is right and God is just playing with him.  Something doesn’t add up.

Lest you think that this is just theological jargon and really doesn’t affect you, consider what happens to the idea of evangelism under the doctrine of total depravity.  First, it means that every non-believer must be rescued by any means necessary.  Evangelism becomes intervention focused on winning souls, not building relationships.  All that is required is to get the non-believer to cross the line into a saved state.  Secondly, it means that no good done by any non-believer really has any value at all.  In fact, all non-believers are inherently worthless.  They are not even capable of morally correct choices.  Unless God intervenes, they are eternally lost.  Therefore, while I may be called to present the gospel as the only real solution to life, I don’t have any further obligation toward these people.  Their minds are corrupt, so unless God brings about understanding, there is nothing more for me to do.  

Evangelism from this perspective is proclamation without relationship.  It is announcement of the non-believer’s darkened state of existence, the delivery of saving information and justified disengagement.  I give the message but God has to save.  And I can deliver the message as a tract, a billboard, a television commercial or any other information-transfer mechanism.  Actually building relationships is unnecessary.  That’s not my job (and they are incapable of understanding anyway).

Isn’t it strange that Yeshua seems to have never taken this path?  His life revolved entirely around relationships - deep and abiding ones.  Do you suppose that we got off track somewhere along the way?

Topical Index:  Evangelism, Depravity, Choice, mashal
January 8 “I will pour out on the house of David and on the inhabitants of Jerusalem, the Spirit of grace and of supplication, so that they will look on Me whom they have pierced; and they will mourn for Him, as one mourns for an only son, and they will weep bitterly over Him like the bitter weeping over a firstborn.”  Zechariah 12:10

Open Range

Grace – Want to start the year right?  Then forget about resolutions and consider fences.  Rejoice for those things that fence you in.  

In our Western culture, the fundamental pursuit of men is freedom.  What we really mean is that we don’t want to be fenced in.  We want a life on the open range where we can come and go as we please and do just what we want to do.  There’s some philosophical truth behind the cowboy refrain, “Don’t fence me in,” but it isn’t biblical.  God is a God of fences.  He sets boundaries for His creation.  He has been doing so since He put a boundary around the sea (cf. Genesis 1:7), long before we arrived on the scene.  If God is the God of order, then why do we have so much trouble with His fences?  The reason for this resistance is that we see fences from the wrong perspective.  We think fences prevent us from roaming outside, but the truth is that fences protect us from what is outside.  God’s fences keep us safe within and keep the enemy without.  A fence is the most important thing you can have in this world.  Without it, anything can happen to you.

The Hebrew word hen is a picture of a fence.  This word literally creates a pictograph that means “a fence around life.”  That’s God’s perspective on grace.  Is it yours?  If you think that grace implies the freedom to do what you want, you don’t understand why God builds a fence with the blood of His Son.  If you think that grace means you are forgiven and therefore, are free to live according to your view of “love,” you aren’t standing inside God’s fence.  Grace surrounds you in order to keep you protected inside God’s Torah.  He gave us a strong fence around life in His instructions about living.  When we push aside God’s instructions, we step outside the fence.  Just like Cain, we will wander the wastelands in search of something we left behind.

Hen is closely associated with the idea of order.  Why?  Because grace is the solution to sin – and the essence of sin is chaos.  When I knock down the boundaries that God established in the ordered creation, I align myself with the enemy.  He wants chaos.  He hates order.  He opposes everything that God does.  He desires us to tear down God’s fences and attempt to construct our own order.  When we do, something happens that we didn’t expect.  If we try to live outside the boundaries that God put in place, we reap another kind of reward – fear!  Believing we could be sovereign, we discover that the universe doesn’t acknowledge us as its Master.  We learn the hard way that we are not in control.  The open range is a place for beasts and evil spirits.  No man can live there very long.  Mend your fences.  Get inside.

Topical Index:  Hen, grace, fences, order, Zechariah 12:10

January 9  If the Son therefore shall make you free, you shall be free indeed.  John 8:36
Free

Drowning in Freedom – If Yeshua sets you free, what are you free to do?  The cultural understanding of freedom would incline you to answer, “Well, I am free to live the life I want.  I’m free to choose, free to pursue happiness, free to make what I want of my life.”  Ah, yes, that would certainly be a Greek understanding of eleutheros (free).  But it isn’t what Yeshua would say.  His view of freedom is inextricably tied to one thing and one thing only – to serve God.  He is free to be God’s slave.

In spite of the appeal of the Greek idea of freedom, the actual human experience of such individual license is not freedom at all.  If you take a careful look around, you discover that we are drowning in freedom.  For one man to be completely free, all other men must be imprisoned.  No man is absolutely free to do whatever he wishes unless he first imprisons all those who would also choose their own liberty.  But every man can be free to choose slavery.  The difference between those who embrace the Messiah’s view of freedom and those who do not comes down to this:  those who do not follow in the footsteps of the Messiah are not really free at all.  They are already slaves to their own desire for independence.  They were never able to make a real choice since they were born slaves to the need for community restraint of freedom.  But once the Messiah opens the prison door, we are empowered to “become” the sons of God.  How?  By actually choosing to be slaves to Him.

The progenitor of our seductive slavery is Havvah (Eve).  Consider the appeal of the serpent.  “Your eyes will be opened and you will become like elohim – gods.”  The Hebrew word is plural.  You will not become God, but you will become like gods.  How?  By making self-determination the ruling principle of your life.  Havvah thought that she could become a better person if she could just determine for herself what she needed from life.  So, she chose to listen to her inner voice rather than to the external advice of God.  In that instant, she became a slave, stripped of relationship with her God.  We experience exactly the same “original” sin when we make the pursuit of independence the operating principle of life.  What did Yeshua say?  “The one who seeks to save his life shall lose it.”

There is no Greek idea of freedom in the Bible.  None.  Man is not free.  Not before he sees his pitiful condition and not after he repents.  Freedom is not an inalienable right.  Man was created to be bound by covenant relationship to his Creator.  There is choice, but the choice is not freedom.  Choosing to serve the God who is compassionate, holy, just and good is choosing to put away the mythology of freedom.  That’s very difficult to do, especially in a society that venerates “freedom” as the most important thing in life.  Havvah would certainly provide a different kind of advice today.  She learned the hard way.  Apparently, we do too.

God’s way is much simpler.  Just do what He says.  There is no great anxiety worrying about the pro’s and con’s of choice.  There is no numbing confusion about sorting through all the possibilities.  God’s way is a straight path.  Stop-Wait-Listen-Act.  I don’t know why we get so muddled.  Maybe we’re trying too hard to be free.  Maybe we think slavery is a bad thing.  Maybe we’re really not so anxious to follow in the footsteps of Yeshua, a slave to the Father.
Topical Index:  Freedom,  Slave, eleutheros
January 10  he who does these things shall not be shaken forever  Psalm 15:5

Doing Theology
Does  – David asks a very important question.  “Who will spend time in Your presence?”  It’s worth reading the list in Psalm 15.  You will notice one important quality about every facet of the answer.  They are all actions toward others.  Not a single part of David’s answer is about the right doctrine or an inner feeling or having a personal experience of salvation.  Everything David mentions is about actions on behalf of other people.    The one who will enjoy God’s presence is the one who does theology; who turns cognitive contemplation into benevolent deeds.

The Hebrew verb is asah.  All of its nuances are about getting things done.  To do, to make, to accomplish, to complete, to perform an action with a particular purpose, to construct, to engage – there is nothing here that remotely suggests a passive, cognitive stance.  Apparently, entering into God’s presence demands doing things.

Our Greek-based view of the primacy of reason has affected our idea about what matters to God.  We are believers in beliefs.  We think that what God really wants is our affirmation of doctrines.  We think that God is really interested in our inner experience.  We think that being a Christian is having the right beliefs.  This means that all those Old Testament verses about “works” don’t apply to us.  We have Jesus in our hearts – and that’s enough to guarantee our goodness before God.  We no longer share the worldview of those who delivered God’s Word to us.  We have progressed.

It’s such foolishness.  The Old Testament view of works has nothing to do with God’s choice about His people.  That is grace, and grace alone.  But both the Old Testament and New Testament consistently exhort us to act according to the grace God has given, and without the action, there is little evidence that grace has ever had any part of a man’s real life.  James said it perfectly.  “Unless there is tangible evidence of grace exhibited in outward deeds, any claim to have faith is worthless.”

Of course, we all know this is true.  Faith claims without visible manifestations are bogus.  But we might not appreciate the underlying psychology of God’s emphasis on action.  God knows better than anyone how human beings really work.  He knows that if we begin doing our theology, we will very soon discover that the attitudes and beliefs that support those actions become a part of us.  God also knows that merely entertaining a cognitive belief never transformed anyone.  So, God starts with action.  “Do what I ask you to do, and it will change your heart in the process.”  It’s the oldest psychological method in the book.  Obedience comes before understanding.  Do what God asks even if you don’t feel like it.  Do it anyway.  Do it again and again.  And one day you will discover that it feels just right.

So, go read the list.  Then do it until you stand in His presence.

Topical Index:  Faith, Belief, Action, asah
 January 11  “This is the one who was in the congregation in the wilderness together with the angel who was speaking to him on Mount Sinai, . .”  Acts 7:38
Justification Theology
Congregation - Loss of the authority of God’s Word as it is written leads to re-reading the text to fit our life experience, to fit the framework of a preconceived theology.  When this happens, translations in the name of theological correctness alter the text rather than presenting the paradoxes and difficulties.  This is not simply theological subterfuge.  The attempt to make everything “right” comes from a deep-seated commitment to the Greek idea of truth, namely, that there can be no unresolved, paradoxical or alternative elements in the one correct theology.  So, the translations smooth the text or add or subtract from it to produce readings that are compatible with the theology.  This verse is a perfect example.

Stephen is defending himself before the Sanhedrin.  In his speech, preserved for us in Greek, he says that Yeshua was the one with the “congregation” in the wilderness.  At least, that’s what the translators want you to read.  However, the Greek word here is ekklesia, exactly that same word that in every other occurrence is translated with the English word “church.”  Why do the translators change the word from “church” to “congregation” in only this instance?  The answer is theological.  The translators of this version (NASB) are committed to replacement theology.  They believe that God replaced Israel with the church.  They believe that, as a result of Israel’s continued disobedience, God removed His covenant with Israel and began a new plan with the “church”.  And, of course, the “church” didn’t begin until Pentecost.  Therefore, Stephen’s use of the word ekklesia cannot be translated “church” because that would mean that Stephan recognized that the “church” was the same as Israel and that Yeshua was with the “church” at Sinai.  So, the word is changed to “congregation” – and you never knew what happened.

For nearly eighteen hundred years the Christian church has propounded the idea of replacement theology.  Nearly every mainline denomination espouses this doctrine.  You will often hear it referred to under the terms “spiritual Israel.”  The idea is that God is now working with spiritual Israel (the church) until the last days when somehow physical Israel will once again be reunited.  Most of the early church fathers (whom we venerate) claimed that the reason the Jews are so terribly mistreated in the world is because God is punishing them for rejecting the Messiah.  In other words, they deserve what they get, including the Holocaust, because they were responsible for Jesus’ death.  Even Luther pronounced this sort of hatred of the Jews.  You can still find it among many Christians today.

As if that were not bad enough, there is a second, even more damaging result of this replacement idea.  Under replacement theology, the Old Testament is Jewish and the New Testament is Christian.  Therefore, Christians are no longer subject to the Old Testament.  We are under grace, not law, so none of those Old Testament commands apply to us.  The result is a loss of instructions about living.  The Torah doesn’t matter to us.  What matters is the “law of love,” something that is defined by a kind of built-in vagueness that ultimately comes down to my inner experience with Christ.  Since there is no essential connection with the actual words God spoke to Israel, I am free to translate the text without its cultural context and Hebrew worldview.  I end up with The Message, a “translation” so removed from the culture of the original that it no longer refers to anything about Israel and God’s instructions to Israel.  This is a complete loss of the Hebrew worldview – and the way that God communicated about Himself in a particular language.  With this perspective on translation, I am quite free to translate ekklesia as “congregation” in this verse and never bother to tell you that it is the same word I will translate as “church” every place else.
The original text requires thinking in Hebrew.  It isn’t possible to be a tourist in the Bible.  You can’t just pull out your handy phrase book and hope to really know what God is saying.  You must enter into the culture and absorb the culture’s way of viewing the world.  The church today does not do this.  It converts the text to our culture rather than moving us into that culture.  It shifts the paradigm to what fits us.

Every translation operates from an interpretive scheme.  You undoubtedly read your Bible in translation.  So, do you know what scheme your Bible uses?

Topical Index:  Bible, Translation, ekklesia, Church
January 12  Nevertheless, hear to the word of YHWH, all Judah who are living in the land of Egypt  Jeremiah 44:26

Version-itis
Word of the LORD – We have a serious problem.  We don’t hear God’s words.  We read them.  That means that we must rely on a translator or a translation committee.  We aren’t in the same position as those who heard the prophets.  They communicated what God said by speaking the words in the same language that the people spoke.  We are far removed from that oral communication.  We don’t share the same time, place, culture or language – and the result is a lot of confusion.  For us, “hearing” God’s Word is much more difficult.

If you read the prophets, including Moses, you will quickly realize that most of the instructions from God were communicated orally.  They were only written down after they were spoken.  Even when God Himself inscribed the Ten Words at Sinai, Moses delivered them to the people orally.  There was considerably less possibility for error.  When the prophets like Jeremiah say, “hear the word of YHWH,” they use the Hebrew verb shama.  Shama means more than hear.  It also means obey, understand, be obedient, declare, perceive, regard and yield to.  In other words, there is no distinction between the oral reception and practical application.  In Hebrew, you don’t hear something unless it changes your behavior.  You have to know what He says and then do it!

So, what are we to do?  YHWH doesn’t speak to us.  We have to rely on someone’s translation of the words He spoke.  We have to convert the dabar-YHWH (word-of-YWHW) into our language and then respond to it.  But since we don’t hear what God says in our native tongue, we are stuck with the enormous problem of translation.  It all comes down to this:  What translation can be trusted to deliver the same meaning as the words God spoke?

The simple answer is:  None.  Unfortunately, every translation carries the presupposition of the translators no matter how careful they are to be as accurate as possible.  Why?  Because every translation must move the original culture, context, idioms and understanding from one way of looking at the world to another.  Just the fact that shama means “hearing” and “obeying” tells you that our translation “hear” is already inadequate.  And as you know, there are dozens of other examples where translation leaves us with inadequate interpretation.  The perennial question, “What translation is the best for me?” is an impossible question to answer.  The only way you will ever really appreciate, understand, hear and obey God’s Word is to take up the quest of digging deeper.  You must start to think like those who heard the words.  You must immerse yourself in the culture of His chosen people.  And you must constantly be on the lookout for abnormalities in your translated texts where the bias of the translator shows itself – especially when the translator doesn’t tell you about his views.
Here are some principles that will help.  Every time you really want to know what the text says, you need to do some work like this (from Henry Virkler, Hermeneutics):

1. consider the historical-cultural and contextual milieu of the author, i.e. how the author thought in the time and place where the author lived

2. develop a lexical-syntactical analysis (the definitions of words and connections between words)

3. take account of the theological aspects of the translation

4. look at the literary form of the text (prose, poetry, narration, exhortation, etc.)

5. compare your work with other interpretations

6. ask yourself what this meant to the original audience that heard it

Now, when you read the dabar-YHWH in translation, you can begin to glimpse the translator’s paradigm.  You must know this or be subject to the hidden assumptions of the translator.  QUESTION everything that doesn’t sound like something the first hearers would have understood.  ASK how the translators came up with their interpretation.  WORK at it.  

Then you can write Today’s Word for yourself and choose a version that helps you get at the real meaning of the text.

Topical Index:  Translation, dabar, hermeneutics, interpretation
January 13  “If any man has ears to hear, let him hear.”  Mark 4:23

The Authorized Commentary
Hear – Instead of reading this in Greek, try reading it in Hebrew.  After all, Jesus spoke the words in Hebrew so that’s the way we want to understand them.  Of course, you don’t actually have to translate this Greek text back into Hebrew to see what it really means.  As soon as you recognize that it is originally Hebrew, then you know that Yeshua is using a play on words (in Hebrew) to make His point.  The word for “hear” is shama.  It also means “obey.”  So, when Yeshua says that if a man with ears “hears”, He implies that hearing and obeying are one and the same thing.  Only those who do what the word says have actually heard it.

Translating this into English from the Greek text doesn’t make a lot of sense because the Greek language doesn’t use the same word for both “hear” and “obey.”  Neither does English.  So, unless you know that Yeshua is speaking Hebrew, and you take into account both of the meanings in Hebrew, you won’t get it.   Easy, right?

This simple lesson demonstrates something very important.  The New Testament is not new!  It is merely an extension of the same worldview and thought patterns of God’s chosen people.  It is additional Hebrew-based instruction.  The “new” testament is commentary on the Old Testament, but it is not a separate set of instructions from God.  It is not a new ecclesiology.  It is not a new covenant.  It is the authorized interpretation of the existing covenant between God and His people.  In spite of everything that you have been told, the church did not begin at Pentecost, Jesus did not set aside the Torah at His death and Paul did not change the structure of church government.  Everything important had already been established long before Yeshua and Paul came on the scene.  It’s time to read God’s Word as a single message, from Genesis to Revelation.  It’s time to see that the writings of the apostles are commentary and explanation about the writings of the prophets.

There are dozens and dozens of Hebrew idioms in the New Testament, just like the one in this verse.  Unless they are understood from a Hebrew perspective, they will be misunderstood.  That means statements about the Law, the church, the gifts, the Holy Spirit, baptism, forgiveness, sin and salvation must all be understood within the context of Hebrew thought.  Unfortunately, the combination of anti-Semitism in church history and a preoccupation with the Greek text has led to a significant deficiency in our understanding of the Hebrew worldview.  From education to justice, from marriage to management, from ritual to righteousness, we are typically Greek, not Hebrew.  We need to recover what we have lost.  We need to hear all over again.  We can start this process with a simple question.  Each time you read your New Testament authorized commentary on the Hebrew Scripture, ask yourself, “If I were a Jewish believer in the first century, how would I understand this text?”  If your answer involves a lot of Christian-eze, then you probably don’t know what the text means.  You are probably suffering from a long history of Christian re-interpretation via Greek influence.  If you want to know what the authors of the authorized commentary really meant, including Yeshua, you will have to start thinking of the world from a Jewish perspective.  Don’t worry!  Just because God is Jewish doesn’t mean that He won’t invite you to His beth-midrash (house of study).  (
Topical Index:  New Testament, idioms, shama, beth-midrash, authorized commentary
January 14  The LORD said to Moses, “How long will this people spurn Me?  And how long will they not believe in Me, despite all the signs which I have performed in their midst?  Numbers 14:11

The Signs of Unbelief

Not Believe – This event in the history of wandering in the wilderness is crucial for understanding God’s view of belief.  In fact, the Scriptures refer back to this event time and again as a demonstration of what it means to not believe.  We will do ourselves a big favor by recognizing exactly what God says and what God expects in this verse.

Let’s set the stage.  God tells Moses to send men into the Promised Land to gather intelligence about its inhabitants before the children of Israel move to occupy it.  The men come back, full of stories about the abundance in the land.  It truly is a land of milk and honey.  Anyone who lives there will be well satisfied.  But there is a problem.  The spies report that the descendants of Anak live there along with the dreaded Nephilim.  “We were like grasshoppers compared to them.”  

Scripture tells us that upon hearing these words “all the congregation lifted up their voices and cried, and the people wept that night.”  Why?  Because they were afraid.  Simple, isn’t it?  That’s exactly how we would react to such a devastating report.  In fact, that exactly how we do react when we get overwhelming evidence of a potential disaster.  We wail.  We quake.  We run out to Home Depot and buy up all the fortification supplies.  We empty the shelves on the grocery stores and wait in line at the gas stations.  “Oh, Lord, help us.  The Nephilim are coming!  What can we do?  What can we do?”

Joshua and Caleb had the answer.  “If the Lord is pleased with us, He will bring us into the land.”  But the answer fell on deaf ears; ears stopped up with fright and anxiety.  I think Yeshua called it “the cares of the world.”  I am quite certain we all know what He meant.
God responds.  How long will these people lo-ya.a.mi.nu (not believe in Me)?  But now we need to be careful.  God is not asking how long these people will be atheists.  He is not asking how long they will deny His existence.  That’s what we might think from our contemporary understanding of the word “believe.”  The Hebrew word here is ‘aman.  It is a particularly Hebrew word, not found in cognate languages.  It carries the idea of reliability, faithfulness and trust.  This is not about beliefs.  It is about actions that result from taking God seriously.  In other words, God indicts these people by saying that they refuse to act as they should, as He expects them to act, based on all the evidence of His reliability.  God requires that His children respond on the basis of His faithfulness (not theirs).  And here’s the clincher.  The children of Israel who did not act on the basis of God’s character perished.  Their unbelief brought about their demise.

It’s the same today.  If you believe, you act accordingly.  If you don’t act, you die in your unbelief.  The creeds won’t save you.  Catechism won’t deliver you.  God expects obedience.  Fear, apathy, anxiety or cowardice insult Him.  Who cares about the Nephilim?  

It might be a good time to adjust our lives to the Hebrew view of belief.  It might be time to look at all the things that make you feel like a grasshopper and say, “Yes, Lord.  You will bring me into the land.”

Topical Index:  aman, trust, reliability, Nephilim, believe
January 15  “Only fear the LORD and serve Him in truth with all your heart; for consider what great things He has done for you.”  1 Samuel 12:24

Prepositions or Adjectives?

In Truth – Read it carefully.  You are likely to understand this little phrase as though it were an adjective, not a preposition.  Do you think that it says, “serve Him truthfully”?  That’s how we probably interpret the meaning.  We think that the prophet is exhorting the king to serve God correctly (truthfully, according to the right doctrines).  We are terribly mistaken.

The Hebrew word is ‘emeth.  It is prefixed by the letter bet (be’emeth).  This is a prepositional phrase (“in truth”), but it’s not what we usually think about truth.  We are inclined to interpret this as a modifier of the idea of serving, but it’s not.  It’s a description of the way that we are to serve God.  What it means is that we are to serve God reliably.  We are to serve Him as one who genuinely embraces all that is required according to God’s trustworthy declarations.  In other words, serving Him in truth means walking the talk.  Serving Him in truth means taking His words so seriously that we put them into action in our lives without any hesitation or regret.  This is serving God from the heart, especially since the heart in Hebrew thought is the center of will, decision and action.  Who will dwell on God’s holy mountain?  Only the one who “speak ‘emeth in his heart,” that is, only the one who honestly and genuinely puts into action all the words that he embraces from God’s mouth.

Of course, this is a problem.  ‘emeth is not about us.  It is about God.  He is the only truly reliable one, the only truly trustworthy one.  We are not like God, not even when it comes to our commitment and faithfulness.  God never slips out of character.  God never fails to deliver on a promise.  ‘emeth is an attribute of His character.  Truth, faithfulness and reliability belong to Him.  Therefore, we are called to emulate His nature, not to manifest ‘emeth as though it were secretly hidden within us.  In order for us to serve Him “in truth”, we will have to set aside who we are now and become like Him through obedience.

When Yeshua said, “I am the way, the truth and the life,” He had this same Hebrew word in mind.  He spoke of Himself in terms that could only be applied to God.  He told us that He is utterly reliable, total faithful and completely stable.  His promises never fail.  His love never fades.  His commitment never slips.  His acts display what ‘emeth means.  So should ours!  The only way that we can emulate this divine nature is through His life-giving power.  For ‘emeth to be manifest in us, we must live in Him.  

Doesn’t that sound great?  Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could express God’s faithful reliability in our lives?  We can.  He promises so.  How?  Ah, by following His directions for living, that’s how.  By just doing what He says.  When we determine to be obedient to His instructions (about days, food, people, conflicts, business and everything else), we are transformed into a living, acting example of God’s faithfulness and reliability.  We don’t get there because we pursue ‘emeth.  We get there because we pursue YHWH – and He changes us in the process.  We are not Greek.  Truth, beauty and goodness are not our goals.  God is our goal, and truth is the by-product.  Agreed?
Topical Index:  Truth, ‘emeth, reliability, faithfulness
January 16  O YHWH, You have heard the longing of the oppressed; You will make firm their heart.  Your ear will give heed, to judge the orphan and the crushed.  Psalm 10:17-18

A Time For Justice

Give Heed – “Now pay close attention!”  That’s the idea behind this Hebrew verb, qashav.  YHWH hears the cry of the oppressed.  He hears it today just as He heard it in the time of Israel’s bondage in Egypt.  What will He do about it?  The Psalmist says that He will judge.  This word is just as important as qashav.  God will not only pay close attention to the plight of the orphan and the crushed, He will act on their behalf.  To judge is to bring about justice.  The word is shaphat.  It means a lot more than simply deciding between two or more alternatives.  This word encompasses the entire range of government.  It covers the executive, legislative and judicial operations of the King of the universe.  In simple terms, when God judges (shaphat), He lays down the law, enforces the law and prosecutes those who violate the law.

Ah, you say, “Well and good.”  We want a God who rules every aspect of human social systems.  We want a God who brings justice.  Or do we?  Who do you suppose God is listening to when He brings justice for the orphans and the crushed?  I’m afraid that it isn’t you and me.  Those of us who belong to the 5% of the world’s wealthiest citizens, those of us who live in moderate safety and comfort, who rely on our governments to protect us, who enjoy property rights and financial sustenance; we are not the dak, the crushed.  More often than not, our demands for better living are the very cause of the tragic lives of the crushed.  We want our coffee – and we don’t care who is taken advantage of in order to get it.  We want our imports, our stability and our nice, big houses.  We conveniently forget how many children are forced into squalid labor in order to provide us with soccer balls and leather jackets.  We ignore the many children who are sold into sex slavery or simply abandoned as our demands for more and more goods and pleasures raise the price of the one meal a day that sustains two billion people.  We consume at the expense of the rest of the world.

But God hears them.  What do you suppose justice will look like when God brings His rule to bear on those who live a lifestyle that endorses such global defilement?  Do you suppose God will say, “Oh, I didn’t realize that you were ignorant about the situation in Haiti, India, Cameroon and Somalia.  You’re excused.”?  Do you think He will excuse our investments in self-satisfaction?  Do you think He is listening to our prayers for success when we systematically ignore those who make His heart ache?

When justice comes, do you think God will allow us to keep our cars and houses and iPods and jewelry, or will He strip us as He stripped the Egyptians?  Perhaps it’s time to look at the frantic pursuit for economic recovery as a sign of something else.  Perhaps God has been listening to the cries of the orphans and the crushed, and He is going to do something about it.  Now which side of the road will you stand on?

Topical Index:  Oppressed, listen, judge, qashav, shaphat 
January 17  In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.  Genesis 1:1

Et Isn’t Over Yet

Et – Do you remember the un-translated et that precedes the words for heavens and earth?  It is a particle (the smallest part of a language structure) that indicates that the next word is the direct object of the verb.  It is never translated.  Scholars call it a linguistic marker.  We pointed out that Yeshua seems to be using a play on words when He speaks of the Alpha and Omega in Revelation.  But there is something else that we need to recognize about et in this verse.  Bandstra (Genesis 1-11: A Handbook on the Hebrew Text) points out that this et is independent, not a prefix.  That means it has the function of acting like emphatic italics.  In other words, if we account for this independent et, we should read the text as “In the beginning, God created the one and only heavens and the one and only earth.”  

Why does this matter?  Well, first it puts to rest all that great science fiction speculation about life in the universe.  Of course, this doesn’t say that the planet earth is the only planet that supports life, but it does say that as far as we are concerned, this is where it’s all going to happen.  Don’t expect aliens to arrive and rescue (or destroy) us.  Our home is the one and only earth.  From our point of view, this is the only playing field that we will ever have.

Secondly, this little emphatic particle also implies that what we make of the course of our lives here is what matters.  This is the only practice field we are going to get for all eternity.  If you don’t learn to play the game here, you aren’t going to get another earth to try again.  This is the one and only place for us.  

Finally, of course, is the implication that what we see is really what we get.  Yes, there are hidden spiritual realities, but they are not hidden from God nor are they hidden from His elect.  What we see here, on this earth, is what we have to deal with – and there is plenty of opportunity to display God’s character right here.  The follower of the Way might have his eyes fixed on the hope of heaven, but his feet are solidly placed in the dust of the earth.  If I am going to make God visible to those who do not see His handiwork, it will have to happen in the dust, not in the stars.

Nothing is unimportant if this is the one and only earth.  Nothing slips by unexamined.  Et reminds me that my obligation and His glorification depend on my concentration in exactly the place God has put me.  Today is a day on the one and only earth.  Time to make it count.

Topical Index:  et, earth, only
January 18  You shall fear YHWH your God, you shall serve Him; and you shall cleave to Him; and you shall swear by His name.  Deuteronomy 10:20
The Big Four

Cleave – Do you know where we first encounter this verb?  It’s in Genesis 2:24, the quintessential verse about marriage.  “For this reason, a man shall forsake . . . and cleave.”  The verb is davaq.  It has cognates in other Semitic languages to words that mean glue.  But there are some important distinctions.  First, this verb is not about sexual union.  It’s used for personal relationships between friends, family and God.  When it’s applied to marriage, it expresses strong erotic interest and deep affection, but it doesn’t mean sex.  Ruth clings to Naomi and Proverbs 18:24 says that men cling to each other in friendship.  The theologically significant use of this verb is about our relationship to God.  Here, in this passage from the instructions for life, davaq is linked to three other verbs that define the elements of our inclusion in God’s family.  Each one is critical.  

First, there’s yare.  Fear of YHWH is the basis of all my interactions with Him.  This is yare as reverence, respect and recognition of His majesty.  It is also realization of His power.  The bottom line is that God is in charge.  He knows.  I don’t.  Walther Zimmerli calls it God’s “inscrutable sovereignty.”  I see what He has done – usually long after He has done it.  His ways are a mystery to me in the present.  It is only through the long line of history that I come to recognize His engineering that was moving me toward His goal all along.  I do not begin to live according to His ways until I come to the place of contentment with His hidden designs.  I begin not with what I can understand, but with what I cannot know, but I can feel.  I begin with fear.

That leads me to avad – to serve.  Of course, this is also the word for work.  When my work becomes my service to the Most High, I begin to see His careful construction and my part in redemptive history.  I begin to see it.  That’s all - just a glimpse, a hint of something deeper, something beyond me.  But as I serve, He is delighted to use me – and I rejoice in being used for what I was meant to do.  It fits.

Davaq comes next.  Sticking together like glue.  I won’t be much good to Him if I keep breaking the bond that holds us.  Of course, He doesn’t break that bond.  This is the basis of the covenant – a commitment to davaq based in the very character of God Himself.  Forever.  Permanent.  Reliable.  Solid.  That’s the kind of glue God provides.  Marriage is to be a present-world tangible representation of this permanent, reliable, solid stickiness.  Where it is not, the heavens hurt.

Finally, nishba’ bishemo – to swear by His name.  It means to take an oath of fidelity to Him and follow His directions and His alone.  
Topical Index:  marriage, glue, fear, serve, swear, davaq
January 19  Therefore, a man shall leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave to his wife, and they shall become one flesh.  Genesis 2:24

Adhesive Qualities

Cleave – You’ve probably heard this verse at least one hundred times.  Every wedding, every sermon about marriage, every book and video from a Christian perspective ends up with this verse somewhere in the subject matter.  But what no one told you is that the Hebrew verb here is not the one we would have expected, especially if we thought that becoming one flesh had anything to do with sex.  If you really want to see what God has in mind, you’ll have to do some deeper investigation.

The verb here is davaq.  It means cleave or cling.  It’s about stickiness.  But it probably isn’t the verb we would have used.  You see, davaq is a middle of the road, passive response verb, best suited for gluing things together.  It isn’t the passionate, relationship-oriented verb that characterizes the love action we want in erotic intimacy in marriage.  In fact, it’s more about sticky wet clods of dirt (Job 38:38) or fastening crocodile scales (Job 41:9) than it is about passionate, sexual embrace.  You won’t find davaq in the Song of Solomon.  So, why does it show up here, in the quintessential verse about marriage?  And why has every pastor who has ever given a wedding sermon using this verse avoiding talking about dirt clods?  

If we look at the way davaq is used when it describes relationships between people, we see that it can describe both friendly and hostile circumstances (Laban and Jacob).  It describes relationships between members of the same sex (Ruth and Naomi).  In Wisdom literature, it parallels ahav (to love – Proverbs 18:24).  We see it used to describe Israel’s relationship with YHWH (Jeremiah 13:11).  This wide range of applications tells us something important.  Davaq does not carry the emotional, erotic, passionate nuances we expect.  Davaq is about deliberate commitment.  Even when it is used in hostile circumstances, it is about willful, considered attachment.  Ruth, Laban and the men of Proverbs are not making choices based on emotional overload.  Neither does YHWH.  God’s choice of Israel is deliberate, calculated and permanent.  It is the ultimate example of stickiness.

This helps us understand why Genesis 2:24 uses davaq, not hashaq (the verb for adhering to someone in love).  Marriage is a deliberate commitment to stick together.  It is not based on emotional, physical or psychic attraction.  It has very little to do with how I feel.  That’s why marriage in the Torah can be arranged by the families without any interaction between bride and groom.  Marriage is covenant activity.  All the other expressions of love that we so commonly associate with our view of marriage really don’t matter.  What matters is the glue.

Next time you hear about the twenty-nine areas of compatibility, smile!  Glue comes in only one flavor.  Oh, by the way, did you notice that it is the man who does the sticking?
Topical Index:  marriage, davaq, glue, cleave

January 20 And Hamor spoke with them, saying, “My son Shechem’s soul is bound to your daughter.  Please give her to him for a wife.”  Genesis 34:8

Joined At The Hip
Bound – You get married with davaq (sticky covenant).  You fall in love with hashaq.  Don’t confuse the two.  If you do, you’re likely to repeat the lesson of Shechem.

Shechem, the son of Hamor, had sex with Dinah.  It must have been good because he decided that he wanted to keep her around as his wife.  The outrage of Dinah’s brothers over Shechem’s audacity following his rape of their sister lead to the slaughter of every man in the village.  Sin has community consequences, doesn’t it?  Scripture uses the verb hashaq to express Shechem’s emotional bondage to Dinah.  He was united to her, physically and emotionally.  The only problem was that he didn’t pay attention to God’s plan for davaq.  He decided that his feelings mattered more than God’s plan.  I’m afraid that a lot of people today are following Shechem, not God.

Of course, there is a legitimate use of hashaq as well.  Deuteronomy 21:11 uses the verb to speak about marriage (bound to a wife).  Hashaq is always used in a positive way.  It’s not like davaq so you won’t find it in verses that describe hot pursuit of an enemy.  But the paradigmatic theological use is probably Psalm 91:14.  God Himself says that the righteous have bonded their love to Him.  Therefore, He will deliver them.  Wallis (TDOT) points out that “the psalmist thus depicts this devotion not as an emotional bond but as a firm and deliberate attestation of trust.”  As true as this is, there is something more to this bond.  It is a bond for life.  It encompasses all of who I am – my nephesh – my person, not just my soul.  To be bonded to YHWH is to live life according to His sovereignty.  Yeshua would have said it like this:  “If you love Me, you will keep My commandments.”  If you are adhered to Me, if you are completely attached, if you are bonded to Me, then doing what I ask will be a delight to you.

Oh, yes, there’s one other thing here.  The bond doesn’t depend on us.  The Scriptures make it clear that YHWH’s bond of fidelity toward the righteous has nothing to do with our inherent qualities.  It is all about Him.  The bond depends entirely on God’s reliability and trustworthiness, not ours.  We are Gomer.  God is Hosea.  We are joined at the hip because God provides the glue.  This is not emotional overload, a fluttery cocktail of lust and passion.  This is promise and fulfillment, carefully crafted and deliberately executed.  This is the action of true devotion.  And it is the model of faithfulness for marriage.

Shechem used the right verb, but he had it backwards.  Fidelity comes first.  Commitment comes before consummation.  Shechem might have been bound to Dinah, but he got there via the wrong path.  God’s example is absolute fidelity long before any of us responded to His love.  If you want hashaq in marriage, concentrate on promise fulfillment.  The rest will follow as day follows night (that’s the Hebrew perspective).

Topical Index:  Marriage, hashaq, fidelity, Shechem, promise

January 21  You shall not take vengeance, nor bear any grudge against the sons of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself; I am the LORD.  Leviticus 19:18

The One and Only

Neighbor – Only one time in the entire Old Testament.  That’s right, the command to love your neighbor as yourself occurs only once, in this verse.  Don’t you find that rather amazing, especially since Yeshua considered it the second greatest commandment?  How can this be the second most important instruction from God if it is only mentioned one time?  The answer shows us something quite important about the worldview of the Hebrews and about Jesus’ view of Scripture.  

We must start with an investigation of the Hebrew word rea’.  The first thing we discover is that neighbor is typically defined as a member of the tribe, one of your own group.  In the Hebrew world, a neighbor is precisely what we first encounter in the real world – the one who lives next door.  A neighbor is close at hand.  In the Semitic world of tribes, a neighbor would always be someone near by.  All of the holiness code first applies to those in close proximity.  If you don’t treat those in your own community according to God’s instructions, do you really think God balances the scale with your actions of benevolence toward those far off?  God’s view of active love begins on the street where you live, in the congregation where you worship and in the place where you work.  A neighbor is someone with whom you have daily contact.

There is something else about the idea of neighbor that is crucial.  Rea’ never describes someone who is required to obey the law.  Rea’ is never the subject of an action.  Rea’ is always someone who is to be treated according to the law – the object of our action.  Did you get this?  The qualification of being a neighbor is simply being in close contact.  I am not allowed to define neighbor as someone who is just like me.  I don’t get the option of deciding that my neighbor must also be righteous, a believer, a fellow traveler or a morally upright person.  Neighbor is a spatial term, not a spiritual term.  The obligation of the holiness code falls on me, the one who is to act with benevolence toward my neighbor.  It does not fall on the neighbor.  That is the whole point of the parable of the Good Samaritan.  The only qualification for being a neighbor is proximity.  All other stipulations of exclusion are forbidden.

So, who is close at hand to you?  Who lives next door?  Who shares your office?  Who do you see at the PTA or the tennis club or the church?  That person is your neighbor – and you are obligated to treat them as God instructs no matter how they act.  

Oh, yes, there is one other very interesting thing about rea’ (which we will have to examine in more detail).  The Semitic language cognates of this word also mean “to be yoked” and “to be married.”  So, your closest neighbor just might be sharing your bed.  Do you treat your spouse according to God’s instructions no matter how he or she behaves?
Topical Index:  neighbor, rea’, marriage, proximity

January 22  Help us, O God of our salvation, for the glory of Your name;  Psalm 79:9

The Nature of God

Help Us – I’m just guessing but I suspect that each of us has vocalized a prayer just like this one.  No matter what your circumstances in life, there will always be a time when you ask for God’s help.  Why do you do that?  The only reasonable answer is this:  we believe that God wants to help us; otherwise there would be no sense in asking.  We believe that God is the kind of being who desires to help and that helping is part of His nature.  We might not think too much about this when we are in the midst of trouble, but a little reflection on this attribute of God is very important.  So, while we’re not under pressure, let’s take a look at this Hebrew word azrenu.  

The root verb here is ‘azar.  It stands behind words like this one (“help us”) as well as names like Ezra and special nouns like ‘ezer.  The noun ‘azara means “enclosure,” a particularly interesting nuance of the Semitic idea of help.  The umbrella of associated derivatives and meanings helps us (no pun intended) to see just what is involved in this concept.  The various expressions from the root word include military aid, social and moral support, deliverance, salvation, enclosure (protection) and general assistance.  What is most revealing is this:  God is always the assumed source of true help.  For this reason, the noun ‘ezer is often used to describe the character of God.  He is the helper par excellence.  

So, you say, “Well, what’s so intriguing about that?  Of course God is a helper.”  Not so fast.  In contrast to the false gods of idolatry, including many false gods that masquerade as acceptable religions today, it is God’s nature to help.  You don’t have to convince Him, appease Him, placate Him or prove your worthiness in order for Him to act on your behalf.  In fact, the distinctive difference between YHWH and all the other idols is that God helps in spite of our unworthiness.  The biblical point of view is this:  God showered His love on us when we were still acting as His enemies.  He helps when we least deserve it.  

Now this little fact tells us something else about the biblical idea of help.  The foundation of help is forgiveness.  It is simply impossible that God should help those who stand in opposition to His sovereignty, holiness and majesty unless He forgives.  Help comes because God has already forgiven.  Those who avail themselves of His generosity are the ones who recognize that He has already forgiven.  It is only on that basis that we, the unworthy, can cry out, “Azrenu!”  

Now you are ready for the punch line.  One of the etymological roots of ‘azar is Sabaic, a language of Old South Arabia.  In this language, our root consonants mean “to ask forgiveness.”  This comes from an etymological root that means “to cause oneself to be helped.”  Let’s connect the dots.  God desires to help.  To ask for His help is, at the same time, to ask for forgiveness.  And in that moment, we are causing help to come upon us.  Why?  Because when we take even the tiniest step toward the Father, He rushes to our aid.  You can use that little background to understand Yeshua’s famous parable.

Oh, yes.  There’s one more thing to think about here.  ‘Ezer, the helper, is also the one who brings forgiveness.  And ‘ezer is the word that God uses to describe Adam’s created partner.  Do you wonder what that might imply?

Topical Index:  ‘azar, ‘ezer, helper, forgiveness

January 23  And said YHWH Elohim, “It is not good being of the man alone; I will make for him an ‘ezer corresponding to him.”  Genesis 2:18 (as literal as I can get)  

Help Me
‘ezer – This is going to take some time, so digest slowly.  A great deal of misinformation has been foisted upon the believing community because we did not read this verse in its Hebrew context.  Most of our thinking about the role of women and the status of the wife begins with Paul.  We assume a New Testament orientation to these issues, forgetting that Paul is not a New Testament Christian believer.  Paul is a rabbinic Messianic Jew.  In fact, he probably never thought about calling himself a Christian.  His orientation began in the Torah.  His Scriptures were the Hebrew Bible.  His thoughts were dominated by God’s revealed word to Moses, the prophets and the kings.  If we want to know why Paul says those very disturbing things in Corinthians, Ephesians and Timothy, we have to start here, in Genesis.  And we will have to proceed slowly, trying to grasp each nuance of the Hebrew text.  After all, Paul could never have been a Pharisee of the Pharisees without a thorough and exhaustive understanding of passages just like this one.

God chose the word ‘ezer to describe the woman.  It wasn’t Adam’s word.  By the time Adam gets around to giving the woman a name, all kinds of drastic things have happened.  The name Adam chooses is Havvah (which we have contorted into Eve).  That name is a clue to her post-Fall identity.  She is the mother of all living simply because after the Fall everyone will die.  The propagation of all human beings will have to come through her pregnancy.  Adam and Havvah are not going to live forever.

So, if this is God’s word for woman, that means that God tells us about her essential identity through this word.  Just as the word ‘adam tells us about the essential identity of the man (made from dust), so ‘ezer tells us about the ontological and functional identity of the woman.  After all, God didn’t just accidentally wave His magic wand for her to appear.  The Hebrew text tells us that God crafted her according to a deliberate and specific plan.  Adam was created.  Havvah was built!

Why did God construct this person?  The verse tells us that God saw that is was not good for the man to be alone.  But wait a minute.  Adam wasn’t alone.  He enjoyed the very presence of God.  He had the companionship of all the other creatures.  What more could He have wanted or needed.  Isn’t it enough to have a personal, face-to-face relationship with the Creator?  

Apparently it’s not.  Adam might not have realized that something was missing, but God did.  It is God who recognizes that the situation is not good.  This pronouncement stands in stark contrast to everything else in creation.  God acknowledges that every other part of creation is good.  He blesses many of His creatures.  But when it comes to the last and best of His handiwork, He sees something incomplete.  Man is alone, and this is not good.

Maybe we need to start with the Hebrew concept of good.  The word is tov.  It has basically the same umbrella of meanings that we find in English:  good, well-pleasing, fruitful, morally correct, proper and convenient.  You could substitute almost all of these synonyms in this verse and get some of the nuances.  Why isn’t it good?  Because it isn’t proper – man needs a partner like himself.  It isn’t pleasing – there is a social aspect to humanity that requires gender interaction to reach true fulfillment.  It isn’t fruitful – that is fairly obvious.  It isn’t morally correct – a man by himself cannot discover, practice or enjoy the moral virtues of relationship, nor can he experience the necessity of mutual submission, deferred authority and dispersed honor.  Yes, he can enjoy his relationship with his Creator, but God apparently created us for more than this singularity.  It isn’t proper – it does not fit the exquisite balance of the rest of God’s creation.  Finally, it isn’t convenient – it does not lend itself to all those actions and behaviors that supply us with the opportunity to be fully alive.

Of course, had we read the next few words, “to be alone,” we would have understood all this without the elaboration.  The phrase is levado.  The root is vad, but here it has an attached particle le.  Vad has two meanings.  They are distinguished by which particle is attached to the root.  When min is attached, the meaning is “apart from” or “besides” (see Exodus 12:37).  But with le, the meaning is “alone” or “by itself.”  What God says here is that it is not good (in all those senses) for man to be by himself.  Actually, the Hebrew text uses the verb hayah.  In light of many other passages, we could translate this “it is not good for man to manifest himself alone.”  In other words, the full sense of what it means to be human will not be revealed until this creature is manifest as both male and female.  One without the other means something vital is missing.  The rabbis say that a man without a woman “reduces the representation of the divine image on earth.”

Our world is obsessed with love relationships.  Actually, we should not call it love since it usually doesn’t fit the biblical idea of love.  We might call it lust.  The world, as we know it, is saturated with lust.  We have kicked away the restraints of love and substituted the passion of lust.  We have usurped God’s engineered relationship design.  As a result, we are in heavy pursuit of something to fill the void that we have purchased.  We know, at the most fundamental level, that it is not good to be manifest alone.  But we don’t know how to recover what we have lost.  So we grope our way toward someone.

It’s time to recover the Creator’s design.  You can start today by asking yourself if you are still alone, even if you have a partner.  If you are, then God says something is wrong.  You’ll need God’s perspective in order to find your way back to full manifestation of humanity, but it starts with soul-searching assessment.  

Are you good?

Topical Index:  tov, vad, ‘ezer, alone, not good
January 24  And said YHWH Elohim, “It is not good for man to be alone; I will make for him a helper corresponding to him.”  Genesis 2:18

The Best For Last
Helper – God is a God of order.  That is one of the central themes of the creation account.  Everything is done properly, without conflict and in order.  So, when God says that it is not good for man to be manifest alone, He is commenting on the requirement for orderliness.  Creation remains unbalanced because there is no suitable “helper” for the man.  Man is designed to be a social creature.  Things have to change.

Do you think that God didn’t know this before He paraded the animals in front of Adam?  Of course not.  God always knew that there would be a helper. That’s why the creation account in the first chapter of Genesis provides the summary remark, “created them male and female.”  There was never any doubt that Havvah was an essential part of creation.  So, why the parade?

God knew, but Adam didn’t.  Adam had to discover for himself that there was no suitable helper for him.  Why did Adam have to discover this fact?  Because the rest of God’s creatures were placed under Adam’s authority and Adam had to realize that not a single creature under his authority could provide the kind of companionship that he needed.  In other words, nothing that Adam had command over would fit the bill.  This implies that Havvah is not part of the order under Adam’s control.  When she arrives on the scene, she is not beneath him.  She is not under his authority.  She is not part of the animal kingdom.  She is exactly equal to him.  That’s why Adam exclaims, “This one is flesh of my flesh and bone of my bone.”  In other words, this one is exactly like me.

Of course, this is what God had in mind from the beginning.  There is no suggestion of a hierarchy of authority in this perfect balance.  Remember this when you read those difficult passages in Paul’s letters.  Paul is a Hebrew Torah scholar.  What he says about man as the head (Greek – kephale) must be consistent with what the Torah says about this relationship.  Since this is the basis of Paul’s argument, we better know precisely what these Torah texts say.  And the first thing we recognize is that Adam is not created as the authority over Havvah.  Even Adam himself recognizes her equality.

There is one other factor that must be added to this equality.  Nahum Sarna points it out in his commentary on Genesis.  It’s really pretty obvious.  Havvah is the last of God’s creations.  Sarna says that there are no other ancient creation stories that include the creation of the first woman.  Hebrew is unique in this.  Furthermore, the Hebrew text gives priority to the woman’s creation, spending six times more detail on this event than on the creation of adam.  The creation of woman is the capstone of all God’s work, signaling that the entire plan is now complete.  The creation of woman is the most important event in the whole story.  Chew on that for awhile.

Topical Index:  woman, creation, Havvah, ‘ezer
January 25  And said YHWH Elohim, “It is not good for man to be alone; I will make for him a helper corresponding to him.”  Genesis 2:18

The Capstone (1)
Helper – At last we are ready to look at ‘ezer.  We are only now prepared because we have established that woman is not subordinate to man, that woman is the crown jewel of creation and that woman plays a special, deliberately engineered role in the human social fabric.  We must also acknowledge that in the Hebrew text the procreative function of woman is not yet part of the story.  The recognition of her life-continuing role comes after the Fall.  In fact, when she is finally named by Adam, she is given a name which implies her primary role in the continuation of the species.  But at this point, she is ‘ezer, God’s word for her identity.  Her divine identity stands apart from her sexuality.
‘ezer shows up in other texts in the Scripture.  It’s found in Exodus 18:4, Deuteronomy 33:7 and Psalms 33:20, 70:5, 115:9 and 146:5.  In about half of the seventeen occurrences, ‘ezer is used to describe God’s relationship to Israel.  That helps us understand why God would choose this word to describe the woman.  She is to play a role analogous to God’s role with His chosen ones.  Does that help you see why she is the capstone of creation?  It should.  It should also cause you some real psychic distress.  If this is God’s engineered design, then how come virtually the entire history of the world, including Israel’s history, has operating on the assumption that women are subservient to men?  How come we seem to have it backwards?

Let’s start with the characteristics of ‘ezer.  What functions does God perform as the ‘ezer of Israel?  

Exodus 18:4 – God delivers from the hand of the oppressor.  He rescues from danger.

Deuteronomy 33:7 – God assists, supports and reinforces against enemies.

Psalm 33:20 – God is our shield, delivering us from death and showering us with lovingkindness (hesed – a much bigger concept than this single word can convey).

Psalm 70:5 – God provides in time of affliction and need

Psalm 115:9 – God is the one that Israel must trust (see also Psalm 115:11)

Psalm 146:5 – When God is ‘ezer, Israel is blessed and has hope

You don’t suppose that the use of ‘ezer for woman is accidental, do you?  ‘ezer isn’t a common word in Scripture and it is definitely associated with the role God plays.  It’s not the word for “wife” or the typical word for “woman”.  Perhaps God’s choice of this word is another indicator of the capstone of His creative majesty.  He not only makes a person through whom an entire species of voluntary worshippers will exist, He also positions her as the final statement of the divine image in the flesh.  She is to play the same role with her man as He plays with His people.  That includes deliverance from oppressors, rescue from danger, assistance, support and reinforcement, shielding from death, blessing within a covenant relationship (hesed), provision in difficult times, trustworthiness and hope.  No wonder she is the best for last.

Ah, but it didn’t turn out that way, did it?  All you ‘ezerim, are you fulfilling your designed roles?  Are you living side-by-side with your husbands as the physical representative of the divine image?  Can he see God in you?

The woman was engineered to be the ‘ezer.  When she is not allowed to fulfill this divinely designed DNA of existence, terrible things happen.  And most of the time, it is the man in the relationship who prevents the woman from being the crown of creation.  Maybe we all need to renew our vows – according to Hebrew.

Topical Index:  ‘ezer, capstone, helper

January 26  And said YHWH Elohim, “It is not good for man to be alone; I will make for him a helper corresponding to him.”  Genesis 2:18
The Capstone (2)

Helper – What does an ‘ezer do today?  How does a woman exercise her role as ‘ezer in a world that operates after the Fall, a world where men seem to be in charge?  The answer is actually distributed throughout Scripture if you look for it.  Now that we know what God’s original intention was in the design of the ‘ezer, we should expect to find ‘ezer actions displayed wherever God’s redemptive activity reaches across the chasm created by the Fall.  And when we look, that’s what we see.

Consider the women that the Scripture designated as role models.  They don’t have the same prominence as men, but they are crucial nevertheless.  You might reflect on the lives of Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel and Hagar (isn’t it interesting that the first woman after the Fall to have a face-to-face encounter with God is an Egyptian slave?).  You could consider Miriam, Deborah, Ruth and Esther.  You should certainly spend some time reading the love poetry of the woman who is the principal spokesperson in the Song of Songs.  You might reflect on all those unnamed women who acted on behalf of the prophets.  You certainly must include Hannah.  Even the rabbis consider her prayer to be the epitome of true prayer before God.  And how about the mother of Moses or the valiant woman of Proverbs 31? 

When you have catalogued the women of the Hebrew Scriptures, take a look at the women of the Apostolic writings (what we call the New Testament).  Look at their behavior, their courage, their daring, their unwavering support, their evangelism, their roles as teachers, apostles and prophetesses.  Then think about the way that Yeshua interacted with women.  His behavior is the standard for godly, responsible relationship in the redeemed community.  Did He ever act with superiority over women?  Did He ever diminish them, disparage them, refuse to include them, ignore them or act as though they had nothing of value to bring to the community?  Of course not!  In fact, one of the distinctive marks of Yeshua’s ministry was the fact that He deliberately included women.  No rabbi of the first century would have done this.  Mary and Martha both call Yeshua Rabboni.  This is a term of deep emotional endearment, a way of expressing their devotion to a man who saw them from God’s original perspective.  And, of course, there is Mary.  Her response to the angel’s announcement is a paradigm of submission to the will of God regardless of the consequences for her reputation, status and family honor.  No man shows more devotion to the Lord than Mary.

Finally, we come to the remarks of Paul and Peter.  Now most of us have at some time heard a sermon extolling the “God-ordained” hierarchy of men and women.  Some of us have heard men teach that women have a restricted role in the redeemed community.  Theologians carefully explain that this does not diminish the woman’s spiritual standing before God.  It simply delegates only certain roles and positions to men.  Unfortunately, our exploration of the Hebrew Scriptures leaves us with this critical question:  Is it possible for Paul and Peter to do violence to the Hebrew Scriptures?  Is it reasonable to conclude that these men, whose only “Bible” was the Old Testament, were so ignorant of the teaching found there that they could endorse anything except the vision of the redeemed community?  Could they have missed the impact of God’s design of the ‘ezer? 

Let’s be frank.  Paul knew his “Bible” far better than you or I.  He was a native Hebrew speaker.  He was a Torah scholar.  He probably memorized the entire Hebrew Scriptures.  He spent three years being personally taught by the risen Lord.  Is it reasonable to think that he would say things that contradict what the Hebrew Scriptures say?  When we interpret Paul’s letters or Peter’s remarks without the foundation of the Hebrew Scripture, we are the ones who do violence to the text.  There is simply no way that these men could have proposed or endorsed anything that was inconsistent with God’s Word.  You cannot understand the New Testament without first understanding the Old Testament.

We need to be Hebrew thinkers before we can be Greek theologians.

Today you will have an opportunity to either act like an ‘ezer or allow an ‘ezer to play the role she was designed to perform.  If you fail to act or fail to allow, you will do violence to God’s design.  If you fail to act or fail to allow, you will endorse the Fallen world, not the redeemed community.  It’s up to you.  Today is the day to be Hebrew about it.

Topical Index: ‘ezer, helper, Rabboni 
January 27  Thus says the LORD, “Keep justice and do righteousness.”  Isaiah 56:1

The Greatest Commandment (1)
Keep Justice – One of the marks of Torah scholarship was the ability of the rabbi to summarize all the Law in a comprehensive and dense saying.  The scribes posed this challenge to Yeshua when they asked for His summation of all the commandments in the “greatest” one.  We should not think that they required Yeshua to set up a hierarchy of commandments, as though one is more important than another.  All of God’s commandments are equally valid to accomplish His purposes through us.  The holiness  scale is digital – ON or OFF.  If you ignore any of God’s instructions, you diminish His ability to use you.

The scribes were not asking for a hierarchy.  They were testing Yeshua for His ability to summarize all the Law in one pithy saying; a saying that could then be unpacked to show that it contained the essence of all God’s instructions.  This test of Torah scholarship wasn’t new.  Moses received the six hundred and thirteen.  David reduced them to eleven.  Isaiah reduced them to six.  Micah reduced them to three.  Then Isaiah reduced them to two.  Finally, Habakkuk reduced them to one.  But here, in this verse, we get an insight into all six hundred and thirteen squeezed into just two verbs and two nouns.  If we want to see how these two verbs and two nouns capture the essence of all the Law, we better take a very close look at Isaiah’s choices.

“Keep justice,” says Isaiah.  The Hebrew is shimru mishpat, using the verb shama and the noun mishpat.  The verb is important.  To guard, to keep, to watch over, to listen, to obey.  We are quite familiar with this verb:  “Hear, O Israel” (Deuteronomy 6:4).  Now we see how “packed” it is.  Isaiah uses this verb to summarize what Moses delivered in the second course of the divine banquet.  Whenever we repeat The Shema, we are summarizing the whole Law, all of God’s instructions.  We are called to observe (study), watch over (authenticate), listen (pay attention) and obey all that God says.  By simply articulating the summary verb, shema, we endorse our commitment to the entire book of instructions.  

So what about mishpat?  The noun is derived from the root shapat, “to exercise the processes of government.”  We’re certainly familiar with the operations of government.  Unfortunately, today’s version of government seems to be more about personal power and leveraged advantage than it is about grace, protection and equality.  But that’s because no human government is an adequate substitute for the moral government of God.  Isaiah reminds us that proclaiming shema always entails civil order!  Keeping God’s instructions brings God’s order to life.  It is always about community.  I can never keep God’s law alone.  I can never watch over His ordinances by myself.  Keeping God’s commandments necessarily involves me with others.  Yeshua’s new commandment is a restatement of a very old one.  Yeshua reminds us with His new commandment that if we are in Him, we are connected.  There is no other way.

Isaiah’s summary shows us that God is the God of community, but not just any community.  He is the God of the community that follows His instructions.  If you are going to join Him, you will have to be connected to those who speak shema and live shema together.  That’s where you belong.

Topical Index:  Justice, shema, mishpat, community, the Law

January 28 Thus says the LORD, “Keep justice and do righteousness.”  Isaiah 56:1
Noun Boxes

Do Righteousness -  Another verb, another noun.  Isaiah continues his summary of God’s instructions for life with two more insights.  The verb is ‘asah.  It describes an activity that is focused on accomplishing a designated purpose.  If this were a Greek word, we would call it teleological.  It points us toward a specific goal.

But wait a minute!  I thought that righteousness was something you had, not something you did.  Doesn’t our Christian distinction tell us that we can’t earn righteousness, that it is given to us by God’s grace.  If righteousness is a God-wrapped package delivered to us by His divine will, then how in the world can Isaiah say that we are supposed to do righteousness?  The answer is found in the radical difference between the Greek concept of the structure of the world and the Hebrew concept of the world’s design.

We learned a long time ago that Greek derives its verbs from its nouns.  Language often reveals the fundamental metaphysics of a culture.  In this case, the Greek language tells us that fundamentally Greek sees the world as a place full of things (nouns).  The structure of Greek is really an attempt to organize, catalog and control these things.  So, Greek has incredible detail in its vocabulary, drawing exquisite distinctions between one thing and another (for example, the four different types of love).  Notice carefully that our Western view of the world follows that same pattern.  We believe the world is filled with things that need to be sorted out, named and controlled.

But this is not the way Hebrew sees the world.  Hebrew is a verb-based language.  It derives its nouns from its verbs.  The fundamental construct of the world in Hebrew is action, not things.  Why?  Because God is a God who acts.  He is the ultimate source of all activity, the constantly creating God.  In Hebrew, the world is full of flow, motion, action and transition.  Things are only the result of some type of action.  What’s important is not the left-over things, but the action that produced them.  

Apply this semantic and metaphysical difference to Isaiah’s summary and you see something quite amazing (for us, of course, not for a Hebrew).  Righteousness is the product of action.  It is the action that matters since the action is the generator of the noun.  Without the action, there is no noun.  Without doing something, there is no righteousness.

But doesn’t this mean that we are back to earning our way?  Absolutely not!  God acts to declare us righteous.  We don’t earn any of that.  But when it comes to being useful to the God who acts, we absolutely must act.  Isaiah is summarizing God’s instructions, not God’s graciousness.  An instruction manual is absolutely worthless unless you use it to do something.  Don’t let the common Christian confusion about Law and Grace mess you up here.  Grace is God’s act.  Obedience is ours.  Our obedience has nothing to do with earning God’s grace, but it has everything to so with being useful to Him in order to accomplish His purposes through us.  

What do I have to do?  I have to do tsedaqah.  I have to do justice, right acts, right attitudes and whatever is expected according to God’s instructions.  I have to do those things that please Him and bless others if I want to experience the full application of God’s grace in my life.  I can do less than what the instruction manual recommends, but I won’t end up with the product the manual was designed to produce.

So, forget the nonsense about Law being opposed to grace.  Grace is as old as Abraham (actually it goes back to Adam).  Be theologically Hebrew.  Do righteousness.  Make all the instruction manual your guide for life.

Topical Index:  Hebrew language, tsedaqah, asah, righteousness, action
January 29  And He said, “What is the Kingdom of God like? And to what shall I compare it?” Luke 13:18

The Method of the Rabbis

And To What – If there were ever a phrase that shows us that Jesus is thinking and speaking like a Jewish rabbi of the first century, this is it!  “And to what may it be compared,” is a particularly common phrase among the rabbis.  Rabbinic Judaism developed the literary form of the parables as no other group has ever done.  This introductory phrase was used over and over in rabbinic teaching.  When Jesus uses these words, He is announcing Himself as one of the rabbis.  And, of course, everyone who heard these words found them very familiar.  They were the same introductory words that they heard whenever a great rabbi was teaching.

We learn two very important lessons from this fact.  First, it simply is not possible to understand Jesus from a Greek perspective.  Yes, the New Testament documents are Greek.  Yes, the word studies of New Testament documents must begin with Greek.  Yes, most ministers and students of God’s Word put their emphasis on Greek.  But Greek is not the language of our Lord.  He was part of the Pharisaic rabbinic tradition.  He taught like a rabbi.  He walked like a rabbi.  He gathered His disciples like a rabbi.  If we want to understand what Jesus says, we must enter into His culture and His language.  (That is one reason why you should come to Israel with Rabbi Robert Gorelik and me in May).

Secondly, once we know that Jesus was considered part of the rabbinic tradition, we can understand why the people were so amazed by His teaching.  They were not amazed because what He taught was new.  Yes, He did have important new insights on God’s Word but that isn’t why they were so shocked.  They were amazed because, even though He taught like a rabbi, He didn’t have the pedigree or use the same methodology as the rabbis.  When a rabbi taught, he most often quoted a previous rabbi – the one who was his teacher.  The method was an oral form of footnotes and references.  In fact, most of the time, a rabbi memorized the commentary of his teacher and repeated it whenever he taught.  But Jesus didn’t do that.  Jesus came without the expected pedigree.  He didn’t point to a long line of teachers.  He didn’t quote other sages.  He taught “as one with authority,” a shorthand way of saying that He taught as if He himself were the author of the comments.  That might seem perfectly acceptable to us, but in first century Judaism, that was unheard of.  The people were amazed because He was original – and He was teaching about God’s sacred and unalterable Word.

We don’t find this shocking anymore.  We are so used to the Greek Jesus that we no longer hear the words of the Hebrew Yeshua.  Maybe that’s one reason why we easily misunderstand Him.  We pour ourselves into the Greek text commentaries without first discovering what it was like to be a Jew in the first century.  Do you think that a lot of the controversy that we have as Christian today might disappear if we just did a bit more cultural homework?

Topical Index:  parables, rabbinic method

January 30  “Likewise, you husbands, dwelling together with your wives according to knowledge,” 1 Peter 3:7
Bridges
Likewise - It is unfortunate that Christianity has been slandered with the idea that wives are the submissive slaves of their husbands.  Only sloppy exegesis and political correctness could have distorted the concept of submission in this way.  Any careful scholarly treatment of the usual texts will show that the submission (hupotasso in Greek) is a concept central to every Christian’s life because it was central to the life of Christ Himself.  Submission is not gender sensitive nor is it restricted to marital status.  It is the mark, indeed the obligation, of every believer.  Without it, Christian living is a farce.

In order to accomplish this task, I believe that we must carefully regard the obligations placed on husbands before we attempt to understand the strategy offered to wives.  Peter establishes those obligations in one short verse.  But the implications are deep and demanding.  

Peter begins his exhortation to husbands with an important but often overlooked conjunctive.  Likewise is the Greek word homoios.  Notice that this same word is used to introduce the discussion of the behavior of wives, a discussion that clearly involves the concept of submission (hupotasso).  In that previous discussion, the word homoios connects us to the thoughts of Chapter 2.   Homoios acts as a relational bridge.  It literally says “in the same way”.  In what same way?  To answer this question, we must look back at the material in Chapter 2.  We discover that Chapter 2 is concerned with the purpose of suffering which emulates the same pattern found in the life of Yeshua.  In the other words, Peter is echoing Jesus’ very words, “If they persecuted the Master, will they not also persecute the followers?”  Peter is telling all Christians that fellowship with Jesus is a fellowship of suffering and that we are to engage in this suffering in the same way that Jesus did.  We are to submit our lives into the hands of the Father, just as Jesus did, without reprisals, without threats and without complaints because there is a divine purpose here.  For Christ, that purpose was the redemption of people who were enemies of God.  It is exactly the same here.  The purpose of submission for Christian wives is the redemption of their disobedient husbands.  

In this verse to husbands, Peter draws on this same idea.  He introduces the topics of the obligation, purpose and goal of being a husband with a word that refers the reader back to the discussion in Chapter 2.  “Likewise”, he says to husbands.  In just the same way, and for the same reasons, husbands are called to submission.  It is the voluntary act of putting themselves under authority for a purpose.  This submission has the same theological base as the submission of wives – God is in charge.  God’s sovereignty is the final authority in the universe.  Jesus demonstrated the proper attitude of submission under the Father and we are called to follow His example.  Without this verse, we might think that Peter demands the subjection of wives to husbands.  But with this verse, we see that this is impossible.  Husbands need to submit too.  In fact, mutual submission is the only proper expression between spouses.  That’s why Peter is quite specific in his admonition to husbands.  The only question left is not “Does your wife submit?” but rather, “Are you also putting her in God’s intended place?”  Do you allow her to be the ‘ezer?  If not, how can you be likewise?

Topical Index:  Marriage, submission, ‘ezer
January 31  “Likewise, you husbands, dwelling together with your wives according to knowledge,” 1 Peter 3:7
Hebrew Think

According To Knowledge - “Likewise” establishes the purpose.  “Dwelling together” establishes the goal.  The verb “dwelling together” is sunoikein.  The LXX translates the Hebrew yada with this verb in reference to sexual intercourse within marriage. This is a fully-intimate marriage relationship.  In this context, certain requirements are placed on the husband.  Notice that there is no mention of the wife being a believer.  Where the previous discussion targets wives of unbelieving husbands, this verse does not discriminate.  A Christian husband is to act this way regardless of his wife’s spiritual condition. 

But Peter adds something of incredible value to this exhortation to husbands.  He says “according to knowledge”.  There are several words for knowledge in Greek.  Understanding the differences between them is critical.  One is ginosko.  It is a word that means knowledge that comes from experience.  This is knowledge that we gather from living, observing and testing.  This knowledge comes through the process of education.  By contrast, the Greek word oida has a different implication about knowing.  This is knowledge that comes intuitively.  It is not pieced together slowly by gathering information.  It comes complete.  It is a fully formed insight, a personal revelation.  

Here Peter uses a form of ginosko.  This word means, “present but fragmentary knowledge gathered from experience” in contrast with “clear and exact knowledge”.  Peter connects the idea of “dwelling together” and “knowledge” with the Greek word kata.  This word tells us that there is a relationship between the two thoughts.  Our dwelling together must be regulated by a certain kind of knowledge.  So, the sense of this phrase is “living together in marital harmony according to the best understanding you have at the present”.  Notice that it is the obligation of the husband to be as informed as possible – to have as much of this kind of knowledge as he can about things that matter in marital co-habitation.  And Peter has hidden some treasure here.

Peter is a Hebrew writing in Greek.  In order to understand his thoughts, we need to look at the Hebrew culture, not the Greek culture.  It is clear that this letter was written to Jews who believed Yeshua to be the Messiah.  So, they were also thinking in Hebrew thought forms.  When Peter tells the husbands reading his letter that they must “dwell” (Hebrew: yada), every Jewish man knew exactly what he was saying.  This is about contentment and peace in the marriage bed.  Now Peter says, “kata gnosin”.  The same root word that would have been translated with the Hebrew yada is present here.  Peter is literally saying “yada according to yada”.  

How would a Hebrew husband hear this phrase?  The key is in the multifaceted word yada.  

Yada is used 944 times in the Old Testament.  It is used for God’s knowledge of Man, for Man’s knowledge of animals, for distinguishing good and evil, for knowing a person either as an acquaintance or with deep intimacy, for sexual intercourse, for personal relationship with the divine and for prophetic understanding of God’s character.  The critical context in Peter’s reference is knowledge of God’s intentions and purpose. 

Yada places Peter’s exhortation within the context of the Hebrew understanding of marriage.  That context is permeated with the symbols of the covenant relationship.  If yada drives us back to the first couple, it also drives us back to the first marriage.  The essence of that marriage is found in Genesis 2:24.  Marriage is a two-fold movement – away from parents and toward the beloved.  Notice the curiosity of this announcement of the relational movement in marriage.  The Hebrew culture was patriarchal in every way.  With few and notable exceptions, its history is the history of males.  But here the verse instituting marriage clearly defines the movement of a man leaving his parents and joining a woman.  We would have expected just the opposite.  In fact, the history of Israel and the customs of the dowry and bride selection all show the opposite movement.  Nevertheless, God describes the relational transformation as the movement of the male.  

Peter may be making use of this interesting unexpected curiosity.  Peter’s concern in this verse is with the husband.  No Hebrew husband could have missed this allusion.  The use of “dwelling with” in Greek employs a sexual connotation that could only be expressed in the Hebrew thought yada.  And yada would immediately remind the listener of the first sexual encounter (“and Adam knew Eve his wife”) and the context of that encounter.  It would drive the husband deep into his own heritage and the knowledge he had of the original marriage referenced in Genesis 2:24.  Once again we are talking about glue (do you remember davaq?).  And just like Genesis 2:24, it is the husband’s obligation to apply the glue.

So, where are we, men?  Where’s the glue gun?  Where’s the submission?  And where’s the living together according to everything we are able to learn about our wives?

Topical Index:  yada, glue, submission, knowledge, marriage
February 1  You husbands, likewise, live with your wives in an understanding way, as with a weaker vessel, since she is a woman; and grant her honor as a fellow-heir of the grace of life;  1 Peter 3:7

Not What It Seems

Weaker Vessel - God establishes the marriage covenant as a living human witness to the actions He requires in His covenant with His people.  We are to “forsake” the old family loyalties – our ties to this world – and “cling” to the newly created union.  Properly understood, marriage is God’s sacramental symbol of His promise.  This is “yada according to yada”.  It is covenantal, sacred, holy and symbolic.  Clearly, the husband’s obligation in covenant relationship with his wife carries a very heavy spiritual weight.

Of course, in a Christian household, the first order of business is the spiritual condition of the marriage and that entails the full submission of the husband to his Lord and Savior.  The covenant relationship that he enjoys with his Lord is to be transferred in like manner to the covenant relationship with his wife.  This requires complete loyalty, fidelity and exclusivity.  Without this first step, all the rest of the knowledge he gathers is wasted.  Unless I treat my wife with the same regard and respect that I have for God, I will never enjoy the fullness of marriage as God intended.  She is my ‘ezer and I must act accordingly.  
With this background in mind, we can look at the actions that a Christian husband must take.  First, he must recognize that his wife requires consideration for no other reason than that she is a woman.  She is not to be treated as a man.  She is special.  

It is unfortunate that we often read this verse from a machismo perspective.  “Hey, I’m a man.  I’m stronger, tougher, bigger.  She’s a weak woman.  No wonder I should be in charge.”  But is that what Peter says?  Does he really suggest, contrary to everything he knows about submission and about God’s original design, that the reason men should be in control is because they are stronger?  Perhaps we need to take a closer look at Peter’s choice of words.

The Greek is asthenestero, a word that means “without strength”.  However, in the LXX this word translates many different Hebrew words, for example Genesis 29:17 where the context means gentle or tender, Numbers 13:18 and Job 4:3 where it means feeble, 2 Samuel 13:4 where it means puny, 2 Samuel 13:4 where it means the oppressed poor, or Psalm 6:3 where it means faint with despair.  We could go on since there are many more verses.  But I think you can see the problem.  This Greek word has no uniform one-to-one correspondence with Hebrew.  It all depends on the context.  That means that we can’t really determine what Peter had in mind from a Hebrew perspective.  We have only the Greek – “without strength”.  And that leaves us with this conclusion.  So what?  There is simply too much flexibility in the Hebrew to allow us to conclude that Peter is saying anything more than what is generally physically true.  There is absolutely no way to conclude from Peter’s use of asthenestero that men are superior to women.  In fact, to draw the conclusion that Peter prescribes a divine hierarchy of male superiority from this verse is to ignore everything we have learned about the Torah’s description of Woman.

However, if we reflect just a bit more on the idea of weakness in Scripture, we can see something deeper here.  God is the God of weakness (see John Timmer’s wonderful book God of Weakness).  Timmer says “God’s power is at work in our weakness and our dying rather than in our strength and our living.”  We all know this is true, and we are all grateful that it is true.  Without it, the foundations of our relationship to the Father would be shaken beyond repair.  Now, Peter knew this better than anyone.  Peter, the strong, brash, confident disciple had to learn the power of weakness before he could be useful to the Lord.  Don’t you suppose that a man who had to discover weakness in a most dramatic way would hold up weakness as a divine prize?

Peter is not endorsing physical prowess as a rational for authority.  In fact, this is a man who knew that God’s strength is displayed in human weakness.  The weaker vessel she might be, but that brings her more in line with the way God uses human beings.  That is something every “stronger” vessel must honor.
Husbands, you may be stronger, but be careful that your strength does not lead you to diminish the God of weakness who put you in community with the one who represents the power of weakness.  Do not sin in your strength.  Learn humility in the presence of “the weaker vessel.”  If you don’t, do you think the God of weakness will be able to use you?

Topical Index:  weakness, vessel, asthenestero
February 2 You husbands, likewise, live with your wives in an understanding way, as with a weaker vessel, since she is a woman; and grant her honor as a fellow-heir of the grace of life;  1 Peter 3:7
Open Door Invitation

Grant Her Honor - The word for “grant” is aponemontes.  It means “to assign, to bestow or to give”.  All of these terms are expressions of recognition of position.  You cannot grant honor to someone whom you do not hold in the highest regard.  In addition, the biblical idea of granting honor has an interesting twist (doesn’t it always?).   What does it mean, biblically, to grant honor?  Well, we should notice that granting always begins with God.  I cannot grant to you what God has not first given to me, because God is the owner of all and the final authority.  So, giving of honor to my wife begins with God’s perspective on the matter, namely that she is the ‘ezer. 

Secondly, granting honor is an expression of recognized exaltation.  We aren’t left in the dark with this one. The word for “honor” is timen.  Peter uses this word when he describes the final revelation of our faith at the return of Christ.  Obviously, this is a word of some importance.  We do not grant honor or assign honor to those whom we consider inferior.  Clearly, Peter has no notion of superior and inferior ranking.  The two words together indicate recognition of proper position – a position that is worthy of honor.  The husband is to deliberately give honor to his wife.  The full range of meanings for timen includes respect, value, dignity and worth.  In the context of Peter’s letter, the Old Testament image of honoring God must have been on the minds of his readers.  Furthermore, such a word would recall the commandment “Honor your father and mother”, an ethical stipulation that carried tremendous weight in ancient cultures.  We are immediately driven to the Hebrew word kaved, the root word in the fifth commandment.  

The word picture of kaved is the open hand offered into the door or pathway.  You can imagine someone extending a welcoming hand to you while ushering you into their home.  Honor is an invitation to come in.  When we honor God, we extend an invitation for Him to come into our lives.  When we honor our wives, we invite them in.  

Let that sink in a bit.  You don’t honor your wife by putting her on the pedestal, buying her diamond rings or sending her flowers unless those acts are accompanied with an invitation for her to enter into your life.  To honor her is to recognize her place in your world – a place where you let her into every aspect of who you are.  In fact, you dishonor her when you endorse or maintain any agenda, status or hierarchy that does not promote the two of you becoming a single entity – one flesh – before your Maker.  Peter knew exactly what he was talking about.  And it wasn’t about separating husband and wife in some artificial relationship of superior and inferior.  Honor erases all that!  Honor is an open door policy.  

Do you, husbands, honor your wives?  Have you really let them in?

Topical Index:  Honor, kaved, grant, timen, aponemontes, wife, marriage
February 3  You husbands, likewise, live with your wives in an understanding way, as with a weaker vessel, since she is a woman; and grant her honor as a fellow-heir of the grace of life;  1 Peter 3:7

Life Together

Fellow-heir – No one wants a marriage that doesn’t work.  When we walk down the aisle, when we take the vows, we all have “Hope” written on our faces.  We want what Peter offers – “grace of life.”  The problem is that once we settle into marriage, we soon discover that grace is not as easy to sustain as we thought.  “Everyday everythings” get in the way until our hope is a fragile dream rather than a solid foundation.  Some of us are blessed.  We truly experience voluntary, mutual submission and joyous reunion.  But most of us have to work at it, just like the audience of Peter’s letter.  And Peter has some very good, Torah-based advice for those of us who hope and struggle.  Once more, he has something important to say to husbands.  Give her the checkbook.

Oops.  That isn’t what it says, is it?  Well, let’s take a look.

“Fellow heir” is really “co-heir” (sugkleronomoi).  This word comes from two Greek words which mean “allotments together”.  Uncovering the imagery of the two words makes the concept even stronger than “fellow-heir”.  It suggests one allotment shared by both parties.  It is not an equal lot but the same lot.  Here is a word that perfectly pictures God’s plan for marriage – one flesh sharing in one purpose.  In this case, the husband is to ensure that his partner is sharing the same allotment in “the grace of life” – charitos zoes.  Charitos is from charis, the word for grace, rejoice, joy, pleasure, gratification, acceptance, kindness, benefit, thanks and gratitude.  We can see how all-encompassing this expression is.  Marriage is a single allotment of grace, rejoicing, joy, pleasure, gratification, acceptance, kindness, benefit, thanks and gratitude.  The husband is responsible to ensure that all of these attributes of charitos occur in his marriage.  This is the result of “yada according to yada”.  These are covenant attributes.

Peter is reaching the end of his commentary on Torah obligations for marriage.  There is only one more part of the verse – the consequences for ignoring these instructions.  But we should notice that even though Christian circles have often placed the emphasis on Peter’s instructions to wives (verses 1-6), the responsibility of husbands cannot be dismissed.  In fact, if you go back to those first six verses, you will find that they are filled with practical advice for dealing with husbands who are not fulfilling their God-given assignment.  The instructions to wives are not spelled out in covenant language.  You don’t find words like “honor,” “co-heir” or “grace of life” in that section.  But you find those Scriptural covenant terms here – applied to the responsibility of husbands.  Maybe we need to see this shift in emphasis before we go running off proclaiming that the husband is the “head” of the home.  Maybe the husband qualifies as head of the home only insofar as he is fulfilling his covenant-language responsibility.  And if that is the case, then there is nothing as important as equal inheritance.  Don’t spiritualize this one.  You could make it about sharing in love and legacy or calling and comfort, but co-heirs is probably most often observed in handling the assets of marriage.  A man who withholds the purse strings probably also withholds grace.  

Certainly “grace of life” includes far more than what’s in the bank account.  Peter is interested in the full meaning of grace, just as God is interested in grace as the basis for our inheritance with Him.  But grace is evidenced in very practical ways.  One of those is money management.  There’s a reason why Jesus talked more about money than almost any other subject.  Too often our use of money is an indicator of our real life values.  In marriage, that indicator better demonstrate “co-heirs in grace.”

So, what’s the most important thing in your wallet - the paper with some dead man’s face on it, or the picture of the one who shares your life?

Topical Index:  co-heir, sugkleronomoi, grace, marriage, money

February 4  and grant her honor as a fellow-heir of the grace of life, so that your prayers may not be hindered.  1 Peter 3:7

Diagnosis Confirmed

Not Be Hindered - Peter concludes this verse with a thought that should cause every Christian man to sit up.  He says that just as there is a purpose (“likewise”), there is also a goal.  The strategy Peter outlines for wives is repeated.  In both cases, the goal is intensely personal.  For Christian wives, it is the redemption of their unbelieving husbands.  For Christian husbands, it is so that your prayers may not be hindered. 

The goal of bestowing honor and acting according to knowledge within the marriage is so that your prayers may not be ekkoptesthai (literally, “cut off”).  The picture here is cutting a branch from a tree.  This is a clear reminder of Yeshua’s analogy of the vine and the branches.  The result of “cutting off” is to render the branch incapable of producing fruit.  The phrase actually says, “that your offering of prayers may not be cut off”.  What an amazing claim!  Peter is saying that marital harmony which is the responsibility of the husband, has a direct affect on the effectiveness of prayer.  There is a saying, “Happy wife, happy life”.  But according to Peter, more than life in this world is at stake.  “An honored wife yields a spiritually effective life”.

Listen guys!  Peter is giving us an indisputable spiritual law of life.  If you’re not fulfilling your responsibilities toward your wife, you are going to have lead-balloon prayers.  You don’t have to go to the marriage counselor on this one.  Just ask yourself, “How’s my prayer life?”  “Am I feeling God’s vibrancy?  Do I see victories?  Is my heart being molded into His character?  Am I able to clearly and confidently approach His throne?”  You know the answers without having to take a course in spiritual dynamics.  Peter gives you the straight scoop on this – man to man.  If you have neglected mutual submission, if you don’t do all you can to understand her, if you haven’t seen the power in her weakness, if you withhold equality in inheritance, if you’re not delivering grace of life, then you are going to have a hard time with God.  Don’t give me the excuse that you are the head of the home.  Forget that!  If you aren’t treating your wife according to these Torah-commentary principles, the only home you are the head of is the dog house.

So, check the diagnosis.  It will only take a second for you to test your worthiness as a husband.  How’s your prayer life?  Short and sweet.  No getting around it.  As a Christian man, you are responsible!  That’s what it means to be head of the home.  It’s not about authority.  It’s about responsibility.  You are the first on the list of responsible persons.  You have the divinely-ordained privilege of being the one God will examine first.  How does it feel to be the head now?

That’s enough for today.  After all, a man can only take so much.

Topical Index:  hindered, cut off, head, prayer, ekkoptesthai
February 5  Put me like a seal over your heart, like a seal on your arm. For love is as strong as death, jealousy is as severe as Sheol; its flashes are flashes of fire, the very flame of the LORD. Song of Solomon 8:6

Ownership

Seal - In one of the finest love poems from the ancient past, Song of Solomon places sexual intensity, passion, desire and fulfillment under the authority of the "seal." At the conclusion of this great love poem, the woman instructs the man to "put me like a seal" over your heart and on your arm. Once we know the cultural background of this word, we see God's view of sexual intimacy also reverses the cultural expectation.

The word translated "seal" is hotham. It describes a cylindrical piece of stone with an external carved inscription. When this cylinder is rolled over a soft material, it leaves a raised impression that establishes legal ownership over the object. Like a signet ring, the seal permanently establishes an unbreakable legal and moral bond.

There are interesting, and powerful, nuances associated with this word. First, the Hebrew word hotham is most likely a loanword from Egyptian. Hebrew has another word for "seal" that is used exclusively in religious rituals. But this loanword is associated with magic, not ritual, in its Egyptian heritage. How appropriate that it should be chosen to describe the bond of intimacy between a man and a woman. Secondly, while there are numerous occurrences of seals establishing male ownership in the archeological record, the occasions of female ownership are very rare. But that is precisely the intention of this verse. The woman asks the man to roll her seal on to his heart and over his arm, branding him as owned by her. In perfect harmony with the context of Genesis 2:24, the man leaves behind his old life and becomes the property of the woman who loves him. He submits to her ownership. This is in alignment with Proverbs 31:11. The man places his life in the hands of the woman. He is hers exclusively, just as he is his Lord's exclusive property.

This all sounds really great.  A wife might think that as owner she can do what she wants with her property - the husband.  Husbands might rebel, saying that if their wives are going to act like typical domineering owners they want nothing to do with this "redeemed" marriage.  Both would be wrong.  The standard is God's ownership.  The 'ezer must act as the substitute owner in God's place.  What does that mean?  It means that wives are to act toward their husbands as God acted toward His people.  Yes, He protects.  Yes, He provides.  But He is also long-suffering, merciful, forgiving, gracious, loving and full of compassion.  He never gives up on Israel.  He never acts in ways that are not in the best interests of Israel.  He is eternally committed to doing everything He can to bring Israel to the place where Israel fulfills its divine mission.

Is that the way you, as 'ezer, act toward your husband?  Are you so much for him that you will never give up on helping him become all that God has called him to be?  Or do you have your own agenda for ownership? Is your position as 'ezer governed by holiness and compassion, or is it practiced with personal demands and desires?  When you look at your behavior toward your husband, no matter how he behaves, are you faithfully committed to God's best for him?  Even if you have to put your agenda on the back shelf?

The role of the 'ezer is a dangerous one.  That's why God put it in the capable hands of the woman.  It is dangerous because it walks the knife edge of managing obedience or obedient management.  On the one hand, most wives know that with enough prodding, persuasion and persistence, they can get their husbands to do what they want.  But that is managing obedience.  God calls the 'ezer to obedient management - being the living proof of holiness in the presence of the husband, calling him to greater self-sacrifice for his God.

The 'ezer does not sin in her weakness.  Her sins are not due to defects.  The 'ezer sins in her strength.  She takes her God-given capacity and power and uses it for her own purposes.  She defeats her husband.  The result is tragic - as a great many of us know.

"Lord, help me to live as the obedient manager, putting his relationship with You ahead of my agendas.  Let me bring him to the place where he is used completely by You, and I will glory in my role in making him Yours."

Topical Index:  ownership, ‘ezer, hotham, weakness

February 6  For I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a good work in you will perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus.  Philippians 1:6

And, In The End

Will Perfect It – God does not operate by the “what have you done for Me lately?” method.  Aren’t you glad?  Who among us could ever meet the standard that He would set.  Holiness is just beyond our grasp, no matter how high up we are able to reach.  If you ever felt that there was just no way that you would ever get there, if you ever felt that your catalog of failures even after your conversion were just too many, then this verse is for you.  That means, by the way, that is applies to all of us.

Paul tells us the wonderful news that God is not done with us yet.  God never quits on us.  He guarantees the end result, not you or me.  What God starts, He finishes.

Previously, we looked at God as the end-in-view Father.  In other words, when it comes to righteous standing before Him, God treats you as if you are already complete.  He doesn’t see you as a want-to-be like His Son.  He sees you with the same status as Yeshua, righteous.  That is half of our true reality.  Finished in Christ! Done!  Nothing more to add!

But there’s another half.  It is not the half about righteousness.  It is that half about character conformance and usefulness.  This half is a work in progress.  However (and it’s a big however), it still isn’t all up to you.  God has started something in your life and He will finish it.  He will ensure that what needs to be changed in order to get the maximum character conformity and usefulness out of you is accomplished.  He will engineer your life in such a way that you will be confronted with those things that He wants you to complete.  Most of the time, these are not tasks.  God doesn’t need you to be a good little worker.  He wants you to become a devoted child.  Christ-likeness is the goal.  Everything that He does in your life is aimed at that objective.  What you happen to accomplish along the way is nice, but it is the by-product of the real target.  

Remember what the Hebrew image of sin is?  It’s not hitting the dead center of the target.  God’s engineering is designed to move you to the dead center of the bull’s eye in order that all the blessings and benefits that He aims in your direction will land right on you.  He moves you into the line of fire.  That’s the purpose.

The Greek verb here is epiteleo.  The root is teleo – to finish, to complete, to perfect.  Paul adds the intensifier epi.  This is the grand finale.  It is completion with an exclamation point!  God will do it!!!

You know, today I needed to read what I write for myself.  I need to know that God is working to complete me, because on days like today, I just don’t see how I can do it.  That, of course, is the point.  I can’t!  But He can.  Thanks be to the Lord for He is God.

Topical Index:  epiteleos, complete, finish, perfect
February 7 Not like the covenant which I made with their fathers on the day when I took them by the hand to lead them out of the land of Egypt; for they did not continue in my covenant, and I did not care for them, says the Lord.  Hebrews 8:9
Uncovering Influences

I Did Not Care For Them – Yolanda has been pushing me to look at this problem for awhile now.  Here’s a quotation from the book of Jeremiah.  It’s the longest Old Testament quotation in the New Testament.  The author of Hebrews is trying to explain the nature of the new covenant.  To do so, he reaches back to the only Old Testament passage that clearly articulates the new covenant, found in Jeremiah 31.  But, when you go read the passage that this author is quoting, you’ll find something unsettling.  It doesn’t say the same thing.  So, how can the inspired author of Hebrews quote from the inspired prophet Jeremiah and not have the same words?  The answer reveals something about translations that we don’t typically have explained to us.  It’s the influence of the Septuagint (LXX).

If you read this phrase in Greek, you would see kego emelesa auton (I did not care for them).  This reading comes from the LXX, not the Hebrew Masoretic text.  In the Hebrew Scriptures, the untranslated Hebrew text reads, “although I was a husband to them.”  Now you see why this passage in Hebrews doesn’t look like the same passage in Jeremiah.  The author of Hebrews quoted the LXX, not the MT.  

That’s the technical explanation, but it really doesn’t solve the deeper theological problem.  Knowing how this passage ended up in the letter to the Hebrews doesn’t help us understand why the author of Hebrews would quote from a Greek translation of the Hebrew Scripture, especially when it looks like the two texts don’t say the same thing.  To answer that one, we have to dig a little deeper.

The Septuagint was the authorized translation of the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek.  It was accomplished by many rabbis and was consider by many to have the same standing for religious purposes as the original Hebrew text.  It was used extensively throughout the Roman Empire wherever Jewish proselytes read the Old Testament.  In fact, nearly every New Testament author makes use of this Greek translation at some point or another.  But (and this is important), no Hebrew New Testament author would ever suggest that the LXX replaced the original Hebrew text.  They just used it because many of their readers were familiar with the Old Testament in its Greek translation.  

With that in mind, the reading of the LXX must always be interpreted through the original Hebrew text.  This passage is a prime example.  When we read “did not care for them,” we apply our contemporary cultural understanding of this phrase.  That makes us think that the verse says that God didn’t care about the disobedient Israelites.  In other words, we read this as though it is an expression of emotion (e.g. “I don’t like you.  I don’t care about you.”).  But once we see the original Hebrew, we realize that this is not an expression about emotional feelings.  It’s an expression about the status of relationships.  “I do not care for” means “I no longer have a relationship of protection and provision.”  And that is what is implied in the Hebrew statement about Israel rejecting God as the husband.  

What do we learn?  First, we discover that the New Testament use of the Old Testament is often influenced by the intervening Septuagint.  Second, we realize that if we are going to understand the meaning behind passages quoted in the New Testament, we must still go back to the Hebrew original.  And finally, we see that New Testament authors often used  commonly acknowledged sources that we are no longer familiar with.  They do not deliberately misquote (at least not in this case).  They just use what their readers would have at hand.  In a time when books were very rare, very expensive and treasured, they quoted what would be available in a local synagogue.  But if we want to know the meaning, we have to go back to the original and not rely on the intermediate text.

Now you get to go read your New Testament citations with the Hebrew Scriptures opened to the same page.  Have fun.

Topical Index:  Septuagint, LXX, Greek translation, kego emelesa auton
February 8  (from November 2, 2007)  And when some of the bystanders heard it, they began saying, “Behold, He is calling for Elijah.”  Mark 15:35
This one is worth repeating.  About a year and a half ago I wrote this Today’s Word.  It was the keystone in the arch of my understanding.  For thirty years, I had been working in two worlds.  One side of the arch was the Greek world – my life in business and in the church.  Some things worked but nothing really fit together and made sense.  On the other side of the arch was my exploration in Hebrew thought, a process of discovery that began ten years before I wrote my Ph.D. on the differences between the Greek and Hebrew view of time.  Suddenly, this one insight, that Jesus spoke Hebrew, was the keystone at the top of the arch.  Both sides finally met in the middle, and a whole new way of seeing the integrated world came into being.  It was an “ah ha” moment.  I want to share it with you again, so that you can have another look at a new way of seeing the integrated Bible.
Unraveling Translations

Elijah – I was wrong.  In spite of the common theological idea that Jesus spoke Aramaic, and that the Greek New Testament was a translation from Aramaic, I have discovered that this is a mistake.  It’s amazing what you can learn when you get old enough to admit your mistakes.  But my confession to you has a much bigger implication than just that the teacher learned something new.  The implication changes a great deal about how we understand the New Testament – and the teachings of Jesus.  So, bear with me.  We are about to make some startling corrections.

This word, Elijah, is the interpretation that people placed on the words of Jesus spoken from the cross.  According to Mark 15:34, Jesus said, “Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani.”  Mark tells us that this is translated as “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?”  We often take this to be an Aramaic phrase.  That’s why we think it needs translation.  But if it were in Aramaic, then it would have been impossible for the crowd to confuse Jesus’ words with the name for Elijah, since only in Hebrew does the word Eli have the double meaning of “my God” and the shortened name for Elijah.  If Jesus spoke the words in Aramaic, no one would have been confused at all.  But Mark records that they were confused.  They thought Jesus was calling for Elijah.  That means that Jesus must have uttered the words in Hebrew, not Aramaic.

You may say, “So what?  What’s the big deal?”  The big deal (and it is a very big deal) is that if Jesus conversed in Hebrew as His native tongue, then it is simply impossible to understand what He taught without knowing the culture and grammar of Hebrew, not Greek or Aramaic.  We already know that Jesus used Scripture (the Old Testament) exhaustively.  But if He commonly spoke Hebrew, then all of His thought forms, expressions and idioms will have to be understood from a Jewish perspective.  That is a very big deal.  It means that Christians are much closer to Jewish thinking than we have commonly believed.  It means that Jesus was the greatest rabbi who ever lived, and that He taught in the fashion of the rabbis.  It means that if we are going to practice what Jesus commanded, we will have to enter into the Jewish worldview in order to understand what those commands really mean.  We will have to throw away centuries of segregation between Jewish thought and Christian thought and re-discover the Judaism beneath the soil of Christianity.  This will rock our world!

Concepts of the church, evangelism, discipleship, tithing, prayer, blessing, confession, repentance and many, many more will have to be reconsidered from an Old Testament perspective.  When Jesus said that He did not come to abolish the Law, we will see this in a radically new light.  God has not changed.  The plan is the same as it has always been from before the foundation of the world.  Jesus came to open our eyes to what God had already been doing for thousands of years with the nation of Israel.  The Christian Bible starts in Genesis, not Matthew.  So, I’m sorry.  We have so much to learn – again.  Are you with me?
Topical Index:  Elijah, eloi, Hebrew, Aramaic

February 9  “Please do not let my lord pay attention to this worthless man, Nabal, for as his name is, so is he.  Nabal is his name and folly is with him.”  1 Samuel 25:25

Skyboxes
As His Name Is - khishmo kenhu says the Hebrew text.  It’s a phrase about you and me!  I don’t mean that we are fools like Nabal.  I mean that from a Hebrew perspective, names are not simply linguistic referral devices.  Names have intrinsic meanings.  This fact reveal something very important about the way the Hebrew Scriptures view the world.  It’s not how we see the world, and the difference makes all the difference.  If you want to see the world from God’s point of view, you’re going to have to shift your paradigm.

You remember that Greek is a static, analytic language.  That means that Greek looks at the world as things.  Greek language refers to these things with nouns, but the nouns themselves have no intrinsic connection to the essence of the thing.  In other words, we can refer to a person who resides without legal status in a country as an “illegal alien” or we can modify the wording and change the connotation of the words to “undocumented worker.”  Both phrases refer to the same person, but they have different meanings (Isn’t political correctness fascinating?).  The words that we use are not essentially connected to the thing that they refer to.  Try thinking about the shift in meaning of the word “gay” over the last fifty years.  Since the Greek world uses words only as referring agents, the words themselves can be manipulated without a change in the underlying thing.  This is what happens quite often in theology.  Liberal theologians change the words that refer to the virgin birth or the resurrection but still refer to the same thing.

Manipulation of language like this is not possible in Hebrew.  Why?  Because Hebrew began as pictures, images of what was essential to the object described.  When Adam named the animals, he didn’t just pull the names out of the air.  The names he chose revealed what made that particular animal what it was.  The same is true of names for human beings.  Nabal isn’t just any name.  It is a name that describes who Nabal is.  He is foolish as his name says.  So, what’s the picture behind the Hebrew N-B-L?  It means, “one who is pulled along (controlled) by activity in the house.”  In other words, this person doesn’t see beyond the daily grind.  His life revolves around what’s happening right now in his home.  His world is all about him, and from a Hebrew perspective, that is the essence of a fool.  Ah, maybe we’re not so far away from Nabal as we would like to think.

Now, notice that the Hebrew noun, Nabal, is really a description of actions.  It doesn’t just refer to a person who happens to be called by this word.  It reveals the actions of that person.  His name can’t be disconnected from how he lives.  Hebrew is a verbal language, focusing its attention on the actions that make up the flow of the world.  There are certainly things in the Hebrew world, but what they are is derived from what they do.  If you want to know the truth about God’s world, you have to investigate the activities in God’s world, not just have a list of nice little boxes to put things in.

Now that you begin to see how different this is, think about something else that is essentially Hebrew: God’s name.  God’s name is a form of the verb “to be.”  Let me assure you that God is not sitting in some noun “skybox”.  He is active in creation. That’s who He is!  And if we are going to be like Him, what do you think that means?  That you have the right theology, or that you are doing His work in the Kingdom?

Topical Index:  language, verbs, nouns, names, Nabal
February 10  “They are Your servants and Your people whom You redeemed by Your great power and by Your strong hand.”  Nehemiah 1:10

Rush Hour
Servants -  Life can be terribly frantic, can’t it?  There are days when it just seems that you will never catch up.  In fact, one of the systems of this world (those things Paul tells us not to be conformed to) is speed.  There are a few powerful spiritual amnesia narcotics in the culture and the rush hour rate of life is one of them (prosperity tends to the another).  Maybe that’s why God requires a Sabbath rest.  He has to force us to see that life is not about how fast we can keep going.  It’s wonderful that the first thing Adam did after his creation was rest, not work.  

We need to have this perspective when we come to the word eved in Scripture.  It’s the word that means “servant” or “slave.”  Of course, slavery in the Old Testament is not the same as the kind of human degradation that occurred in the rest of the world’s history and is still occurring in our world today.  In this verse, avadeikha (Your servants) is really a humble self-designation before the Lord.  We are His servants.  We bow before the King of the universe.  We belong to Him, not simply as His loved, adopted children, but also as His slaves.  It is only our cultural heritage that makes this term seem onerous.  We must overcome that cultural revulsion, for being a slave of the great I AM is the most wonderful role we could ever have.

What does it mean to be eved before the Lord?  Well, for one thing, it means that the Lord’s reputation is at stake in me.  When I place myself under His ownership, He takes responsibility for me.  When I confess that I am His servant, I imply that He acts as my protector and provider.  His honor is involved in my well-being.  Therefore, I am justified in calling on Him to uphold me.  He cares about His slaves because He is benevolent (but never forget that He is also the King).

So, what implications can we draw from this?  First, we should notice that those who are not His slaves cannot expect His protection and provision.  They don’t belong to Him.  This is what Yeshua meant with the phrase, “Why do you call me Lord, Lord and do not do what I say?”  Anyone in that group isn’t His.  What right do they have to ask for His help?  None!  His honor is not at stake in their lives.

But for those who do belong, life is very different.  That doesn’t mean that life always works the way we want it to.  It means that the circumstances of our lives are under His command – for His purposes.  There are no accidents in the lives of His servants. Furthermore, we don’t have to worry about how crazy life might be.  We are not in a hurry.  We are in obedience.  Rush hour isn’t part of our day.  We are called only to obey His directives, not to make it all happen.  The secret to a life of shalom is listening before acting.  The master doesn’t expect the slave to know the game plan.  He only expects the slave to carry out his orders.  So, relax.  Life comes according to His terms.  Do what He says.  That’s enough.  All the rest is a reflection of His honor – and He won’t be insulted!

Topical Index:  eved, slave, servant, honor, Nehemiah 1:10

February 11  “for I, YHWH eloheikha, am a jealous God.”  Exodus 20:5

His Other Name

Jealous – The Hebrew word qanna is exclusively God’s word.  This adjective is never applied to any person.  It is only used to describe God.  In fact, in Exodus 34:14, this word is part of God’s name (“the Lord whose name is jealous”).  What we know about naming in Semitic cultures should cause us to gasp when we read this.  Jealousy is an essential attribute of the Lord.  

If you don’t take some time to reflect on what this means, you simply won’t understand just how serious His claim is on us.  And you probably won’t understand why He demands exclusive devotion, or why He expects our marriages to reflect the same quality.  Jealousy is right at the heart of who God is.  

I know.  You and I have been trained to believe that God’s heart is a heart of love.  Because we have a fuzzy, self-centered, possessive-desire kind of definition of love, we tend to imagine that God is an always-forgiving, generous, kind Father who overlooks His children’s mistakes and rebellion, holding His breath until we eventually stop acting like idiots and return to His care.  Sorry.  That isn’t what Scripture tells us.  If one of the names of God is jealous, then we better make sure we have this imagery well in mind before we go off acting as though our behavior doesn’t matter.

The other side of love is jealous wrath.  The two come together.  God is compassionate.  He says so (Exodus 34:6).  It is the first attribute of His self-identity.  But it’s not the only one.  He is also immeasurably possessive of what belongs to Him.  He will not tolerate any duplicitous or deceitful intentions.  He will never countenance spiritual adultery.  You and I belong to Him and He will never permit us to wander in our affections toward another.  He owns us.  He is not going to let us run away.  Any gospel of love, grace and forgiveness that does not include ownership, jealousy and fidelity is like a wedding ceremony attended by the mistress.

What does this mean for us?  After all, we all know that God demands exclusivity in worship and we don’t offer our obeisance to idols.  Wait!  Let’s look again.  When God describes Himself as a jealous God, He often associates the behaviors of infidelity with serving false gods.  We should not think of this as bowing down in some pagan rite.  This is the equivalent of making a covenant with a false god.  In other words, we allow the false god to dictate the terms of our living.  The worship of false gods may be disguised in the way to work.  If we are not spending our efforts and time according to His commands, then we are entertaining mistresses or paramours.  Graphically depicted, we are having an affair with another lover, provoking God’s jealousy.  

Now it begins to sink in.  If what you do in this world is not what God directed you to do, then you are probably serving another god.  It might be the god of security or wealth, of pleasure or passion, but it will not be YHWH elokeikha, for He will tolerate no rivals.  Maybe it’s time to take a seriously look at your employment, your priorities and your plans.  Are they the result of listening to the King and serving only Him?  

Topical Index:  qanna, jealous, adultery, elokeikha, Exodus 20:5, Exodus 34:14
February 12  But I say to the unmarried and to widows that it is good for them if they remain even as I.  1 Corinthians 7:8

Single Service

Unmarried – “But what about me?”  The painful cry reached me by email.  “I’m single.  You teach about the ‘ezer.  But I’m not married.  What am I supposed to do?”  

A single person today stands between two worldviews.  The culture tells us that we need to be married (or in some sort of “committed” relationship).  For decades we’ve heard that fulfillment comes with coupling.  The church pretty much teaches the same thing.  So, we are swayed by the bridal advertisements, the sit-coms and the constant bantering of the twenty-nine areas of compatibility.  We think that without someone special, we are destined for a life of just a little less than real happiness.  Worry takes over.  Then we go about engineering our own partnership.  This is a Greek alternative.  The world is filled with it.  It begins with the fear that I will be alone.  It ends with making things work out for me.

There is another way.  It is the way that places my agenda for life on the altar and watches it be burned away.  God tells me that what is consumed on His altar is holy to Him.  Therefore I know that this deliberate act of self-denial is within His will.  By the way, it isn’t any different for someone who is married.  If I am married with an agenda, I too am called to self-sacrifice.  A single person can never take this step unless that person first understands why there is no reason to be afraid.  In this world, fear of the unknown is a powerful influence behind taking life in my own hands.  But it is not the biblical way.  The God of the Bible is the sovereign King of the universe.  When I commit myself to Him, I give Him the authority to decide these crucial life issues for me.  I know that His plan is a good one.  I know that He is perfectly capable of engineering my life so that I encounter (not find!) the right partner.  And I know that if I do not encounter this partner, God is still good and His plan is still perfect.  

I have a choice to make here.  I can languish in disappointment because I fear the unknown and I have embraced the partnership goal of the world, or I can wait expectantly for my Master and King to provide for me according to His purposes.  I serve Him.  He will never give me less than what I need to be able to fulfill His design for me.  I can be confident in that.  But what I cannot do is focus my eyes on anything less than His character – my Father who knows exactly what I need.

In a way, those who are single are immeasurably blessed.  Yes, I know it doesn’t feel like that sometimes (after all, who am I to talk?).  But I know that God’s standards are upside-down.  I know that He never allows us to bear more than we can while we are upholding His honor.  So, that means that God knows who can be trusted to carry the extra loads and who can’t be trusted.  The disciples called it being worthy to suffer for His name, and they rejoiced over His choices.  So, here’s the backwards part.  We think that marital bliss is what makes us whole.  God knows that some of us can actually better fulfill His purposes by not being married.  And He counts our willingness to go against the grain as something special.  In fact, it is so special that few are called to such a life.  Those who are called exhibit a devotion to Him that most of us mere mortals can’t handle very well.  To be single in this world is definitely upside-down; but upside-down is a mark of spiritual strength, not weakness.

Don’t be discouraged.  The culture pushes ordinary understanding of life’s objectives.  We who are followers of the King must leave those choices to Him.  We don’t run after the same goals.  We let Him arrange life for us.  And when He engineers being alone with Him, we rejoice and relax.  Life lived for Him is the best reward.

Topical Index:  single, unmarried, 1 Corinthians 7:8
February 13  “but you shall go to my country and to my relatives, and take a wife for my son Isaac.”  Genesis 24:4

Divine Arrangements

Take A Wife – This is not the way we do things.  Abraham seeks a wife for his son.  While we would call this an arranged marriage, as we will soon see, it’s not arranged by Abraham.  We don’t believe in this kind of marriage.  We have choice.  We want to have a say in who we marry.  We want to “fall in love” before we tie the knot.  Frankly, we’re a mess!  Just look at the results.  Christians have the same divorce rate as the rest of the culture.  Christians have affairs.  Christian marriages are not decidedly different.  They don’t speak the glory of God into our world.  Sure, some people seem to find the right partner, but most of us stumble and bumble along from one relationship to the next before we are married.  We date!  As if that is the solution to “finding” the right person.  

Let’s reconsider the biblical model.  First, it’s not marriage arranged by parents.  Abraham does not go looking for a bride for his son.  Abraham trusts that responsibility to his servant.  In fact, he asks the servant to make a very special kind of oath, and oath that involves one’s progeny.  Of course, most of us don’t have servants to send on missions, but what we should notice is that Abraham is only able to do this because he trusts God!  The servant is simply the vehicle that God will use to bring back the right spouse.  We know this is the case because Eliezer, the servant, prays for God’s positive confirmation in the choice.  (By the way, you might find it interesting that the servant’s name is Eli – ezer, “God is my helper” and he is sent to find the ‘ezer for Isaac.)  This is the same servant who was in charge of all that Abraham owned.  Do you think that there are Messianic overtones here?

Eliezer finds Rebecca.  Well, not really.  God chooses Rebecca and lets Eliezer know about His choice.  Just as God chose the women and brought the ‘ezer to Adam, so God chooses Rebecca as the ‘ezer of Isaac.  The only thing required of Eliezer is to listen to God.  Now we see why this marriage is divinely arranged.  Neither Abraham nor Eliezer make the choice.  God makes the choice.  The only thing that all the human beings in this story are supposed to do is listen and obey.  Eliezer is told to lakakhta isha  (take a wife), but in reality God has already “taken” a wife for Isaac.  All Eliezer has to do is show up and watch God work.  In fact, Eliezer’s prayer (Genesis 24:12-15) is a remarkable example of complete trust and expectant answer.  

Of course, we know better, don’t we?  We go on the treasure hunt, searching for the right one.  Along the way, we discover a lot of other pleasant distractions.  Out cultural model tells us that the pursuit of the perfect partner requires our personal effort.  It must be accompanied by certain feelings and fit within the acceptable cultural model.  In the end, it’s really up to us.  How egotistical can we be?  Do we really believe that we know better than God who is the right one for us?  Do we really think that our efforts and our pleasure is the right means to find the perfect partner?  Apparently we do.  We abandoned the biblical model long ago.  In that model, parents pray for the spouse of God’s choosing.  They listen, wait and trust.  In that model, God provides the person of His choice.  In that model, human behavior depends on His direction.  But notice that the children, the ones to be married, are not involved in the choice.  Why?  Frankly, it’s because they are not able to make these life-long commitments on their own.   They haven’t lived long enough to see what life is really all about.  It is the parents’ responsibility, not the children.  And the biblical model assumes that the parents are committed to the ways of the Lord so that they will actually be attentive to His direction.

Most of us didn’t get married according to the biblical model.  We followed the Greek ideal of personal choice.  The results were not always what we expected.  It might be too late to undo all that, but it’s not too late to get into alignment with God on how marriage works – and start praying for the spouse of your child.  Our culture teaches us that falling in love is a prerequisite to marriage.  The Bible seems to teach that God’s choice and glue are the only prerequisites.  Love comes afterward because love is a life-long process of being unashamed.  I marry because God arranges it.  Then I learn to love for the rest of my life.

Reflect on this, the day before the world’s version of Valentine’s Day.

Topical Index:  marriage, ‘ezer, Eliezer, falling in love, Genesis 24:4

February 14  Hence a man leaves his father and mother and clings to his wife, so that they become one flesh.  Genesis 2:24

Stuck in the Middle with You

One Flesh – Everything important happens in the first three chapters of Genesis.  Sometimes what’s important isn’t quite as obvious in our language, so we need to take a look at the insights of the great rabbis who studied the Torah in Hebrew.  Rabbi Akiba, in the second century, shows us an amazing message in this familiar verse.  He points out that the Hebrew word for man, ish and the Hebrew word for woman, ishah, contain two particularly important pictures.  These two words have two common letters and two unique letters between them.  The unique letters are the Yod and the Hey.  The Yod is found in the word ish (Aleph-Yod-Shin).  The Hey is found in the word ishah (Aleph-Shin-Hey).  When we combine these two letters, we get Yod-Hey which is an abbreviation of God’s holy name.  That’s right.  Stuck in the middle of the two words for man and women, when they are combined, is God’s name.  Rabbi Akiba says, “When husband and wife are worthy, the Dwelling Presence of God abides with them.”

But what about the common letters between the two words.  Those letters are Aleph-Shin, and that makes the Hebrew word “fire.”  Rabbi Akiba comments on this as well.  “When they are not worthy, fire consumes them.”  In the Hebrew pictographs, we see that unless God is stuck in the middle, marriage becomes a place of the strong devourer (the pictograph of “fire”).  It seems to me that this is a divine law of the universe.  It can’t be broken, no matter how many combinations of marriage relationships we enter.  God must be stuck in the middle or we will have to learn to live in the fire.

In this paradigm verse on marriage, we see God’s intention.  Marriage is about becoming one.  This is the divinely ordained order of things.  Built into us is the yearning to be recombined with God in the middle.  We know that this is about glue, but the word for “cling” (davaq) also has spiritual overtones.  In Deuteronomy 4:4, 10:20 and 30:20 it is used to describe our yearning for God.  The glue needed to hold a marriage together is not merely human effort.  It is the divine glue of God in the middle.  It is the Yod-Hey combination of each part.  

This teaching is particularly important for me.  I suffer from work obsession.  I love what I do.  I love investigating God’s Word and being involved in the dissemination of that investigation so that others may benefit from my journey.  But in that pursuit, I often dishonor my ‘ezer.  She tells me that she feels like a distant second place in my life.  She’s right.  How can I learn this wonderful stuff about God’s design and not make it a reality in my own marriage?  That is disobedience, and I am guilty.  So, I’m going to stop writing about this right now and go tell her that I love her, that I am glued to her and that God must be in the middle with us.  And it’s my responsibility to put Him there!

Happy real Valentine’s Day!

Topical Index:  one flesh, davaq, ish, ishah, yah, fire, Genesis 2:24
February 15  male and female he created them  Genesis 1:27

Animalia

Male and Female – The difference between human beings and animals is so important to our entire perspective that it cannot be overemphasized.  The world teaches that we are merely a higher evolution of animals, not distinctly different in origin or essence.   The Bible has a very different perspective.  The Bible doesn’t debate the proposed theory of evolution.  That simply isn’t important from a biblical point of view.  What is important is the deliberate connection between Man and God.  There is no doubt about our connection with the rest of creation.  We are made of the same stuff as the earth.  But notice that God forms Man from the ground, not from the animal chain.   God animates that earthly connection with His own breath.  Man is the only created being with a built-in bond between heaven and earth.  To be human is to recognize, nourish and exhibit this dual relationship.

The Bible says that Man was created male and female.  This too is important.  While it is obvious that gender is part of the other created orders, the Bible only makes this deliberate point about gender when it comes to human beings.  Why?  Why not just say (like the other creations) that Man was created after its kind?  The Bible specifies the gender of Man because sex is sacred.  It is not like the reproductive instinct of the animals.  Human sexuality has a spiritual component.  Of course, it is possible to ignore this component and act like animals, but that is not the way we were created.  Anyone who spends time reading about the careful and deliberate creation of the woman knows that her creation is not focused on reproduction.  Male and female together bring about something vital to God’s plan.  Nahum Sarna points out that human sexuality is on a completely different order than sexuality among the animals.  It is a gift from God.  Properly understood and properly enacted, it cannot be anything but spiritual and good.  God made it that way.  Sarna points out that this is the reason that sexual perversion is so offensive to God.  Perversion is corruption of the very nature of Man, a degradation of God’s breath in our human form.

The Hebrew words for male and female are zakar and neqevah.  The pictograph for male is the combination of weapon, open hand and person.  Perhaps the imagery tells us that a man is either friend or foe.  His nature is to provide and defend.  Neqevah paints the picture of beholding the final life in the house.  The woman is the final source of life in the house.  She continues the legacy.  These roles are part of the Hebrew design.  Man and woman bring about God’s redemptive plan together.  Together they are given the assignment to multiply, steward and oversee the earth.  Together they are to bring God’s image to bear on the rest of creation.  Together they are His regents.  None of these assignments, including procreation, are animal actions.  

God made us different.  Evolutionary theory attempts to make human beings the same.  God doesn’t see it that way.  We are connected, but we are not contiguous.  Our life has not evolved.  The real implication of Darwin’s thought is devolution, the transference and reduction of the divine breath to natural respiration.  Once we start sliding down that path, all of God’s intentions are reduced to survival necessity.  We can become animals if we try, but God intends us to become human – and He is anxious to help in that process.

Today you can rejoice in your humanity and your sexuality.  God made you.  Your breath is His sign of your significance to Him.  Today you can be more human than you were yesterday by breathing a little deeper.  Inhale His goodness.  

Topical Index:  sexuality, male, female, Genesis 1:27, zakar, neqevah, evolution

February 16   Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, to those who reside as aliens, scattered throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia, who are chosen  1 Peter 1:1

Time to Leave

Apostle – God is a verb.  He is all action.  Even His Name, blessed be He, is a form of the verb “to be”.  He is the great I AM, who was and is and will be.  Would you expect those who display His Spirit to be any less than verbs?  We are not nouns.  Nouns are nice little boxes, neatly sorted and contained.  But verbs are like a three-year-old in a candy store.  Verbs go wild.  They won’t be constrained.  They do things.

When Peter says that he is an apostle, he doesn’t mean that he has a title over his office door.  He doesn’t mean that he gets a special parking place or a designated chair on the podium.  He means that he has been sent away.  The Greek word apostolos might be a noun but it is based in an action.  To be an apostle is to be sent out.  No one can be an apostle sitting at home.  You have to go out and do something to qualify for this job!

In that sense, there are many apostles in the world today.  God is always sending someone to do His work.  They don’t hold that position because they are elevated to some ecclesiastical role.  They hold that position because they are responding to God’s call.  In fact, you will likely find most apostles in the same places that you would look for Jesus – the homeless centers, the hospitals, the legal aid offices and the gutters.  You can’t be an apostle to your own congregation, can you?  You have to be sent away.

One of the tragedies of the church is the tendency to collect people rather than shipping them out the door.  The church today is like a dam on a river.  It’s interested in how much water it can collect behind its doors.  Churches compete on the size of the pond.  But none of that water is any good at all until it is released – until it is sent out from the dam.  That’s when God gets moving.  The nice big still lake behind the dam isn’t much of a verb.  You have to open the spillway and let it rip before you see any power generated. 

Peter knew this.  He knew that the church grew, not because it collected, but because it distributed.  The fastest growth in church history occurred when every little collection of water opened the gates and flooded the land.  No one tried to get big.  They just tried to get sent.  I often wonder what impact we would have if we met on Sunday morning to get our walking papers.  “This Sunday we will go out.  Here, you go to the shelter.  You go to the hospital.  You go to the golf course.  You go to the game.  We are sending you out to embrace those who are lost in the culture.  Be apostles today.  Go away!”

Of course, Peter reminds us that we are sent out by Yeshua Messiah.  He was also sent.  I guess the pattern must be repeated if we are His apostles.  One verb begets another verb.  Verbs don’t have nouns for offspring.

Today, go away!  Be a verb.  Be sent by Yeshua.  Go do something that reflects Him.

Topical Index:  1 Peter 1:1, verb, apostolos, sent away

February 17  Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, to those who reside as aliens, scattered throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia, who are chosen  1 Peter 1:1
Of Another World

Aliens - The Greek text really says, “to the elect sojourners of the dispersion”.  The NASB changes the word order and alters some of the direct translation.  The meaning might be the same, but we lose Peter’s emphasis.  For Peter, the crucial matter is in the first two words, elektois parepidemois.  You can see the word “elect” here.  These are God’s chosen.  The first Greek word is elektois – a word that differentiates believers from non-believers. It comes from the Greek word for “to select or choose”.  It is used again in 1 Peter 2:9.  Compare the usage of the word in Paul by looking at 1 Tim 5:21.  This is an Old Testament concept (look at Deut. 14:2 and Isaiah 45:4). 

These chosen ones reside nearby as strangers (that’s parepidemois).  Literally, the word means close in and among the people.  So, what does this tell us about Peter’s audience?  It tells us that Peter is writing to those followers of Yeshua Messiah who are living close at hand among non-believers.  They are resident aliens.  They don’t really belong where they are.  They really belong in the presence of God.  But here they are . . right in the middle of the world.  Isn’t it grand?!

This is not accidental.  Yeshua Himself prays that the Father will not take us out of the world (so much for waiting for the rapture).  Why?  Because without salt (a preservative) and light (a guide), the world is doomed, and God is not finished with His redemptive effort yet!  We are here, right in the mess, on purpose!  We are chosen.  That’s the blessing and the guarantee of our purpose.  But we are also thrown.  We are thrown into the mix of life in order to be redeeming verbs.  We are not here to wait it out.  We are not here to run to the cloister or withdraw into sacred spaces.  We are here to be dispersed among the defiled.  And that means we will probably bump into some pretty dirty shoulders along the way.  That’s OK.  It’s God’s design for salt and light.

Peter was writing to the Messianic Jews who had been shipped all over the place as a result of Roman political persecution.  Distribution is God’s plan, not collection.  We need to be reminded about the flow of the Spirit.  Our God will not be bottled.  He breaks every stronghold, every dam, every container.  He spills over every barrier.  He floods every landscape.  And He does it with you.

So, get on your walking shoes.  If you’re nicely settled down, waiting for His return, you might be in for a surprise.  He will uproot you and scatter you, just as the wind scatters the seed.   The unsettledness of our lives is no accident.  Verbs move.  Is God moving you?  Is He uprooting your placid life?  Is He pushing you out the door?  The more unsettled the world, the more God needs transients.  What good are we if we aren’t near at hand among those who need Him?

Topical Index:  elektois, parepidemois, elect, aliens, dispersed, distribution
February 18  according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, by the sanctifying work of the Spirit, that you may obey Jesus Christ and be sprinkled by His blood  1 Peter 1:2

Willing to Know

Foreknowledge – Do we dare peek into such a controversial topic?  Why not?  It might be fun – and illuminating.  Peter begins this thought with “according to”.  The Greek is used metaphorically to mean “as one thing stands in relation to another”.  So, what are the two things that stand in this relation?  One is the elect foreigners and the other is God’s knowledge (in the next word).  There is a crucial relationship between these two.  Let’s see if we can determine what that relationship is.

Peter’s next word is the difficult one (maybe).  Foreknowledge comes from two Greek words, pro (before) and ginosko (to know).  In classical Greek ginosko is used for intelligent comprehension with the stress on the act of knowing.  There are three different words in Greek for knowledge.  One emphasizes knowledge through the senses (aisthanesthai), another emphasizes knowledge as opinion (dokein), but ginosko is the idea of knowledge that is experientially verified as true knowledge.  The Gnostics enhanced this idea by making knowledge the basis of control of the world.  This became secret knowledge, known only through special religious rituals.  It was connected with the belief that Man has a divine spark within him and he only needs to understand his divinity and allow it to grow in order to become like God.  Here, in combination with pro, the word can mean “prior acknowledgement” or “known beforehand”.

Do you think that Gnostic ideas are popular today?  What modern trends are really Gnostic ideas?  Our society is filled with the belief that knowledge is power and secret knowledge is even more powerful.  This is the realm of magic, from Wall Street to Tarot readings.  It’s pervasive, but it isn’t biblical.
This Greek word is influenced by the Hebrew idea of “know” (yada).  The Hebrew word covers a much larger range of meanings, from perception to sexual intimacy.  But, unlike the Greek usage, the Hebrew word stresses the knowing subject, not the information known.  In Hebrew, knowledge is a function of the will, not of the intellect.  It is related to decision and commitment, especially when it is about God.  Therefore, ignorance is not excusable because ignorance is a refusal to act according to God’s direction – see Rom. 1:20.  This background is implied in Peter’s use of the Greek term.  Remember that Peter is a Jew writing in Greek so his thought patterns are Hebrew, not Greek.  

Do you understand the difference between knowledge as a function of intellect and knowledge as a function of the will?  Do you see how the stress on knowledge in our culture is Greek, not Hebrew?  Do you now understand why the Scriptures say that the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom?
This word (prognosin) is used here and in Acts 2:23, Rom. 11:2, Rom. 8:29, 1 Peter 1:20.  Look at these references.  Does this help you understand the meaning in this verse?  Is this word used in the sense of “acknowledgement” or in the sense of “prediction”?  What do you think?  Does God know the subject matter beforehand, or is Peter saying that God acts in accordance with the role of His chosen children?  Is foreknowledge about the box sitting on the road just over the horizon (the future), or is it about the God who is walking along with you, acting on your behalf in the next step?

Or maybe it’s all just to hard too think about. (
Topical Index:  foreknowledge, prognosin, ginosko, 1 Peter 1:2
February 19  Then they secretly induced men to say, “We have heard him speak blasphemous words against Moses and against God.  Acts 6:11 NASB

Who Cares?

Against Moses – If you read Luke’s account of the works of the apostles (commonly called Acts), you will find a very curious thing.  Over and over the apostles claim to observe the teachings of Moses.  They do not break tradition with their Jewish brethren.  They are devout followers of Torah.  In fact, they are so meticulous in keeping the instructions of Scripture that evil men have to induce others to make up lies about them in order to squelch their proclamation.  Stephen is a perfect example.  His teaching about Yeshua the Messiah was so powerful that those who opposed him could not win any argument.  But notice their tactic.  They had to lie about Stephen’s claims.

Why is this such a curious thing?  Well, it implies that Stephen kept the Torah.  If Stephen were one of the “under grace” believers that we find today, they would not have had to lie about his teaching.  He would clearly abandon the Torah.  No one would have doubted it.  He would have said, like many do today, that we are now under grace, that the Law has been set aside and is no longer effective.  But Stephen didn’t do that.  So, they had to lie about him to make it seem as if he did.

Don’t you find it just a bit odd that Stephen, the first “Christian” martyr, was so observant of Moses’ teaching that they couldn’t find any legitimate grounds to accuse him?  That’s not what the church teaches today, is it?  You see, there is a great confusion about Law and Grace that has been part of Christian circles for many centuries now.  But there wasn’t any confusion in Stephen’s thinking – or in Paul, John, James, Peter or any of the rest of them.  No apostle spoke against Moses (the Greek here is blasphema eis Mosen, literally “blasphemous into Moses”).  No one could find any grounds for such a claim.  Apparently, the apostles didn’t see any disparity between law and grace.

Paul helps us see why.  Grace has always been the means of salvation.  Abraham was saved by grace.  So are we.  Grace has nothing to do with earning favor with God – but – being obedient to God’s instructions has everything to do with being useful for God’s purposes.  There is no conflict between law and grace because they are not about the same thing.  Obedience brings usefulness, blessing and purpose.  That is not what grace brings.  Grace brings right standing before the Father.  He alone exercises the process that declares us righteous.  But we are called to grateful obedience in order that we might be of maximum use to Him.  That’s what a slave is supposed to do – be useful.  And God has given us the handbook on usefulness.  It’s called the Torah.  

Notice, if you will, that the subtle confusion of law and grace is present in this small translation.  You see, the Greek does not repeat the word “against.”  It combines blasphemy against Moses in the same category as blasphemy against God.  The Greek says, “blasphemous into Moses and God.”  This implies that when I speak against what Moses said, I am also speaking against what God said.  They are the same.  Every Jew would have read the passage that way.  But we have graduated!  We now distinguish Moses’ teaching from God’s.  I wonder why?  Do you suppose the translators wanted you to think that there was a divide between the two?

Do you want to live the maximized life?  Do you want to be entirely useful to Him?  Well, He tells you exactly how to do that.  Are you listening?

Topical Index:  law, grace, usefulness, blasphemy, Acts 6:11
February 20 But Jesus said, “Leave the children alone, and don’t stop them from coming to me; for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such people.”  Matthew 19:14 (translation R. France, NICNT)

Kingdom Qualifications

Such People – R. T. France has an excellent commentary on Matthew.  In a footnote to this verse, he points out that there is no noun after the Greek word for “such”.  The object of Jesus’ comment is implied, not stated.  But clearly Jesus is not saying that only children will enter into the Kingdom.  What Jesus is conveying has to do with status, not with age.  If we want to know who will enjoy the presence of the Father, then we better take a closer look at the qualifications Jesus proclaims.

Little children.  That’s the example Jesus uses.  Now, what is it about little children that sets them apart from the rest of us.  Well, for one thing, they are vulnerable.  They are not in control of life – and they know it.  If they are going to survive, they must depend on someone else.  The fact that we are amazed at news stories about children who exhibit survival characteristics in the face of great threat only emphasizes how much we assume that children cannot care for themselves.  Most children, left alone, die.  That’s the harsh reality of this world.  Just look at what’s happening in Somalia, Darfur or Haiti.   http://www.thewe.cc/contents/more/archive/darfur_sudan.html
Do you think Jesus’ didn’t know about these kinds of conditions?  He lived in a brutal era too.  Children are always the first to suffer.  So, when Jesus speaks about the qualifications of the Kingdom, he must have in mind the dependency, vulnerability and risk of being a child.  God cares for those who are in desperate need.  Jesus reiterated the thought in the Beatitudes.  “Fortunate the poor in spirit.”

What else do we find in children?  Perhaps we should pay attention to their relative unimportance.  Of course, in a culture affected by social evolution, we have been seduced into believing that the child is the next great savior of mankind.  But history shows us something else.  Children don’t matter.  They are the first on the expendable block.  They represent the fragile future in a world that is consumed with the breakable now.  We might not send them to the gas chambers, but we certainly have no problem saddling them with lives of poverty.  Who else will pay for our addictive indulgence?  

Finally, children have no voice.  They are the epitome of those who are ignored, dismissed and forgotten.  After all, they can’t even vote!  Who really cares what they would like to say?  No, it’s more important that adults take charge.  We know!  We do our very best to uneducate God’s gifts by forcing them to fit the intellectually, morally and spiritually bankrupt society we so generously bequeath them.  They can’t refuse.  

Vulnerable, dependent, unimportant, taken advantage of  . . .  If these are the qualifications Jesus has in mind, we might find ourselves outside the door of the banquet hall.  Maybe we need to ask how old we are before God and forget about the calendar.

Topical Index:  kingdom of heaven, children, belong, Matthew 19:14, R. T. France

February 21  “Pray, then, in this way.”  Matthew 6:9
Praying Words
Pray – Do you say the Lord’s Prayer?  Most of us do.  We have since childhood.  It’s part of the liturgy now.  But I wonder if we actually pray as the Lord instructed.  You see, Jesus was not teaching us a prayer.  He was teaching how to pray.  It’s possible that He anticipated that the disciples would learn this prayer.  After all, Jewish believers often memorized many prayers.  They continue today to recite these prayers.  But Jesus is not instructing the disciples in another rabbinic prayer worth learning by heart.  He is teaching the disciples about the nature of prayer.  When we repeat His words without giving them a second thought, we probably insult the author and we certainly miss the point.

In order to understand what Jesus is teaching, we must first recognize the wide vocabulary of prayer in Hebrew.  We have one word in English.  The Greeks had one official word as well.  But Hebrew has dozens of words for prayer.  From growls to dancing, from cries to shouts, from utter silence to jubilant singing, Hebrew is stocked full of prayer words.  Prayer cannot be contained in a few simple jars on the spiritual shelf.  In one important sense, prayer is breathing – and all of life is animated with prayer.

In this verse, the Hebrew has been translated by the Greek proseuchesthe.  But even a cursory search of the LXX shows that this Greek word is used for many different Hebrew words (you can take a look at Genesis 20:7, Judges 13:8, 1 Samuel 1:10 and Psalm 31:7 as a few examples of the diversity).  We’re left with complexity, not the straightforward routine of “bowing your head and closing your eyes.”  Perhaps a great number of the Hebrew words actually lie behind the stanzas of this simple model.  What we know for sure is that it is not a formula.   It’s more like those skyrockets that contain dozens of explosions in a rainbow of colors.  Once it’s set aloft, the wonder begins.

Notice that Jesus begins with a verb.  It is a present tense imperative.  That means Jesus is not making suggestions about prayer.  He is commanding.  You pray in this way.  We might be under the misapprehension that Jesus is merely providing a discourse on prayer, but He isn’t.  His disciples asked Him to teach them how to pray and now He is doing just that.  Pray like this.  Of course, He does mean recite after me.  He means that praying takes a certain attitude and action.  That leaves us with a very real question.  If this is the command of the Son of God, then it is the official word about the proper elements of praying (a verb, not a noun).  Are we following His command?  The only way to know if we are is to look deeply at the process and implications of His model for praying.  And that’s just what we intend to do.  Stick around – and while you’re waiting, perhaps you might ask Him to give you enlightenment on this matter.  I’m quite sure that He is listening.

Topical Index: prayer, praying, proseuchesthe, Matthew 6:9, the Lord’s Prayer
February 22  Our Father in heaven  Matthew 6:9

Without History

Our Father – The usual interpretation of this opening phrase focuses on fatherhood.  Questions are raised about how we can understand God as Father if we lack examples of human fathers.  This is, of course, a monumental problem in our culture today.  With more and more children raised in the absence of fathers, and with the sinful passion to simply eliminate the need for a father, our children are pushed one step further away from embracing the true Father.  We need to be reminded of the importance of godly fathers.  

But this is not what I want to look at today.

You may have been taught that the concept “our Father” was new to Jewish ears.  Not so.  It was not at the forefront of Jewish thinking, but there are plenty of examples of the collective understanding of God as our Father in Jewish thought.  Nevertheless, there is something here that shines a new light on this divine connection.  When God is our Father, none of us have any history.

Here’s what this means.  We are all connected through some link in the history of our past.  Somewhere back there, we all came from the same beginning.  The Bible certainly emphasizes our common legacy.  No man is radically separated from any other man.  Enemy or friend, we are all still brothers.  But Yeshua suggests something deeper.  When we pray, “Our Father,” we stand in direct relationship to God.  We no longer depend on our human ancestry to establish our relationship with Him or each other.  He is our immediate Father.  We stand before Him without any legacy or ancestry.  He conceived us (that’s what Jesus says in John 3) and we are His direct children.  This is commonly expresses as “God has no grandchildren.”  That’s true.  But what it implies is pretty deep.

If God is my immediate Father, and He is your immediate Father, then we are bonded together by spiritual blood ties.  We belong to each other.  Yeshua makes that abundantly clear in the pronoun, our.  He is the Father of each of us, all together.  And when we approach Him, we do so as part of His immediate family.  Our presence before Him is not individualistic.  We represent each other.  We are His children, plural.  We need to think of ourselves as His children, plural.  This concept runs deep in Scripture.  When one sins, all are affected.  When one hurts, all cry out.  When one rejoices, all dance.  When one is lost, all are grieved.  After all, He is our Father.

This is the opening thought of the model prayer.  Did you get that?  The very first thing in prayer is to realize our common bond.  Prayer begins with “us,” not “me.”  I have no history to rely on.  I have only you, my brothers and sisters.  We come to Him together.

Maybe we should start praying all over.

Topical Index: Our Father, history, community, children, Matthew 6:9

February 23  Hallowed be Thy Name.  Matthew 6:9

To God Be The Glory

Hallowed - Have you ever asked what it means to "hallow" His name?  Our first intuition is that it must have something to do with honoring, like the second Commandment.  But "hallow" is not a familiar word anymore.  Perhaps is never was.  Today we are left with this nebulous, uncomfortable feeling that there must be something very important here.  We just don’t quite know what it is.

The deepest meanings of this blessing for God (did you realize that you are blessing God?) would take us into the mysteries of the creation and the Creator.  Perhaps it is enough for now to just open a tiny crack in the universe, to peak at only one small part of this profound bit of theology.

The word is hagiastheto in Matthew.  Of course, this isn't the word Jesus used.  Jesus didn't teach in Greek.  He spoke Hebrew.  So Jesus probably used the word qadash.  Whatever Jesus intended is to be found in the Hebrew meaning of qadash.  Time to go word hunting.

After a lot of grammatical research, we come to the following conclusion.  Hallowing is the petition that God's name reveals itself to be holy.  This is the process of letting God's glory be revealed in and through His creation.  Normally we would expect this process of sanctification to mean removing what must be hallowed from the ordinary use in life.  Many religious rituals surround this very idea – making some ordinary element sacred through a spiritual "setting apart".  For example, bread and wine are sanctified when our religious ritual elevates them in the celebration of the Eucharist, in communion.  But hallowing God's name is a bit deeper than this.

It is certainly true that God's name must be honored and kept sacred.  That is the intent of the second commandment.  The Jews live in respectful concern over the misappropriation of God's name even today.  God's name is special, sacred and unlike any other name.

But there is more.  In ancient near-eastern cultures, a name was far more than an arbitrary label designating something or someone.  A name was the symbolic representation of the essential character of a person.  When I pray "Hallowed be thy name" I am invoking a blessing on the name of God that requires His essential character be made sacred.  I am magnifying and glorifying who He is.

What does the name of God reveal as His essential character?  For that, we need to turn to Exodus 4.  God reveals the essential character of His name to Moses.  It is the name of Being.  God says that His name means, "I am that I am" or "I am He who exists."  Actually, the translation of haya is still debated.  But it revolves around the fundamental idea of Being.  God's name is the summary of what is.  

In all of creation, nothing, not one single thing, exists on its own.  Everything that is depends on the existence of something else.  You would not be unless your parents existed.  Life on this planet wouldn't exist unless the sun existed.  Animals would not exist unless there was vegetation.  Vegetation wouldn't exist without chlorophyll.  All matter depends on previous matter, back and back through time.  We call this a contingent universe.  Its very existence depends of something prior.  That is the fundamental assumption of the Law of Cause and Effect.

But God's name contains the implication that God is absolutely.  He has no dependency.  Everything that is depends on God, both for its creation and its continuing existence.  This is why Paul says, "in Him we live and move and have our being".  But God is not like anything else.  God exists unconditionally.

So, what we discover is that hallowing not only expresses a blessing to let God be glorified, it also contains the idea that God is to be glorified in all His actions.  Part of the glorification of God is to see Him glorified in everything that exists.

Now for that little peek into the universe.  What this means is that when I pray, "Hallowed be thy name", I am asking that God's essential being of holiness be revealed in all that expresses who He is – and that means that everything should shout out God's holiness.  My prayer is the prayer that all of creation will be returned to the place where God is glorified in its display.  My prayer says that the moment I utter these words, I am dedicating everything I am, every relationship I have, every connection between me and all of His creation, to His glorification and magnification.  To hallow His name is to make everything sacred!

The wall between the sacred and the profane just came tumbling down.  God alone is the reason behind every existing thing.  And every existing thing is intended to fulfill the purpose of glorifying Him and revealing His holiness.  My compartmentalized life must end.  God stands behind all my actions, decisions, thoughts and words.  To hallow Him is to consecrate all to Him.  From the blades of grass in my lawn to the most distant star, from the friendship with my neighbor to the need of my enemy, all must become a vehicle for His glory.

Hallowed be thy name.

Topical Index:  hallowed, sanctify, name, Matthew 6:9, hagiastheto, qadash, contingent

February 24  Thy kingdom come  Matthew 6:10

Age to Age

Come – We know that God’s Kingdom is not a physical place.  The Greek word basileia is about reign and rule, not palaces and courtyards.  God’s Kingdom is revealed wherever His servants and citizen live according to His government.  But what does it mean to pray, “Your Kingdom come?”  Hasn’t it already arrived when we observe Torah or act in accordance with His character?

The verb here is eltheto.  It is an imperative (a command) in the aorist tense (that means it is a fait accompli, something that happened once for all time in the past).  Now, this is quite unusual.  When we pray these words, we don’t think of commanding something that has already occurred.  We think we are asking (not telling) for God to complete His plans in the future.  And this isn’t the only odd thing about this phrase.

While the idea of a coming Kingdom is quite common in the New Testament, it is almost entirely absent in the Old Testament.  There is no corresponding phrase “they kingdom come” anywhere in the Hebrew Scriptures.  And while the idea of the Kingdom (basileia) is found throughout the New Testament, the “coming” of the Kingdom is found only here, in this model prayer.  And the “coming of the Kingdom” isn’t found anywhere at all outside the three synoptic gospels.  This should tell us that Jesus is saying something very unusual.  His instruction about prayer incorporates a concept that is unique to Him.  What can He mean?

First, we notice that the biblical idea of “days” is not like our Greek idea.  Days in the Bible do not come in regular sequence.  We think in terms of a constant repetition of the pattern of days, but the Bible treats days as “events,” not unnoticed succession.  In the Bible, days are the interruption of God’s kairos (pregnant moments) into our chronos (regular sequence).  So, the day of the Lord is not a scheduled time on the calendar.  Neither are the times when God acts in history.  And His return will be just as unscheduled as any other divine appointment.  God doesn’t seem to work according to clock time (chronos).  That means when we pray “Thy kingdom come,” we are not asking for God to arrive on a particular day of the week.  Instead, we are recognizing the God’s kingdom is the interruptive force in creation.  He breaks into our lives.  God brings into being His Kingdom in ways that we can neither schedule nor control.

In this sense, God’s time is not from eternity to eternity.  It is from age to age.  That is to say, it is from one event in God’s breaking into the world to the next event of God’s interruption.  Lohmeyer says, “the predominant idea everywhere is not that of an empty, merely fleeting, time, but of an experienced time, or, more exactly, a historically filled time which is in fact expressed in the ‘coming’.”  This is what the rabbis call renewal.  In other words, Jesus is telling us that one of the opening thoughts of prayer is the conscious awareness of God filling our time with His arrival.  It is the experience of His breaking into our routine and discovering renewal.  We find that the Kingdom has already arrived when we turn our thoughts to the God who is already at work among us.  In other words, even though we were not aware of God’s Kingdom, it was already here.  It was simply hidden in our preoccupation time marching on.  We didn’t see Him because we were blind to His interruptions.  Now, all that must change.

Why is this phrase a command and not a wish?  Because it is about asking God to reveal to us what is already here.  “Let it be revealed in its arrival.”  Open our eyes, Father, so that we might see that You are coming in every pregnant moment.  Establish for us a permanent awareness of Your handiwork and presence.

Your Kingdom come.

Topical Index:  Kingdom, eletheo, basileia, kairos, chronos, time, age, Matthew 6:10

February 25  Thy Kingdom come  Matthew 6:10

Who’s Is

Come – We’re not quite finished with this part of Yeshua’s example.  We discovered that this is not clock time.  It’s God time.  It’s kairos – the time when He fulfills His purposes . . the absolutely right time.  Our awareness of His breaking into the world is essential to this part of the model prayer.  We must see God at work, and it takes God opening our eyes to do this.

But that isn’t all.  The kingdom is not ours to bring!  The Kingdom is the rule of God’s holiness and righteousness.  It is the consummation of His glorification in creation.  It is the declaration of all that is to His service and worship.  And only He can bring that about.  We do not pray that we might usher in the Kingdom.  We pray that He will make it manifest and that we might be invited as His guests to participate in what He is doing.  The Kingdom exists only because God brings it into being.  It does not depend on any worldly operation.  It does not lie within any spiritual organization.  It is His alone.

Now you see why Jesus’ word is translated in the aorist tense.  God brings the Kingdom.  He guarantees it.  It is a done deal.  This phrase denies that men could ever build the Kingdom.  No one comes into the Kingdom unless God calls him.  No one participates in the Kingdom unless he is chosen.  No man, no organization, no church and no culture brings about the Kingdom.  Insofar as we participate in the Kingdom, we act only as humble servants of the Master who causes it to be.  This phrase is not about a promise that the Kingdom will come someday as we penetrate the culture with the gospel.  There is no promise here.  This is a statement of accomplished fact!  It is a call for us to surrender ourselves to what God has done for in divine perspective; there is nothing left but the unveiling of His accomplishment.

We need to hear this – loud and clear.  One the one hand, we need to know that there is absolutely no room for pride in “bringing” the gospel to the world.  We are merely stepping into the river of God.  He is the flow.  We are merely floating.  We don’t make this happen.  Only spiritual egos claim to have a vital hand in saving souls or bringing about His plans.  God didn’t consult any of us about creation and He doesn’t require any of us to complete the job.

But!  God desires our service and obedience.  At the end of the day (remember what that word is about?), we must say, “I have done only what you asked.”  Yet, God rewards such service and is glorified in it.  At the end of the day, we can rest in the assurance that He is manifesting Himself and no power in the universe can thwart Him.  At the end of the day, He has invited us to share in His victory.

“Thy Kingdom come,” is a cry of jubilation, not a feeble request.  Let God be manifest even as He is hallowed and glorified.  Jesus focuses our attention on the magnificence of God and on the sovereign exercise of His will.  He is God and there is no other.  Rejoice!  Rejoice!  His Kingdom comes!

Topical Index:  Kingdom, participate, kairos, eletheo, basileia, Matthew 6:10

February 26  Thy will be done  Matthew 6:10

Desiring God

Will – “But how do I know what God’s will is?”  Have you struggled with that question?  I have – more often than not.  I long to do His will, but knowing what He wants in any of the various gray areas of my life is not so easy to determine.  Sure, I have to book of instructions (the Torah), but I am hard pressed to find anything there about retirement plans, career moves, home schooling or automobile choices.  Nevertheless, I pray, “Your will be done,” as if I knew what it really was.  And, since I am often quite confused about the correct choice, I add the cover phrase “if it’s Your will, Lord,” to most of my prayers.

That doesn’t seem to be what Yeshua had in mind.  He doesn’t appear to vacillate over direction.  In fact, there isn’t even a hint of doubt in this part of the model prayer.  Yeshua prays boldly for the exercise of the Father’s will.  Or so it seems.  Let’s take a look.

The Greek word thelema is very common in classical Greek, but it is surprisingly rare in the New Testament.  When we look at its Hebrew equivalent (rason), we find something even more interesting.  Rason is not about rational decisions like the Greek word.  It is about passionately birthed desire.  In other words, Yeshua is not talking about all the choices that make up God’s purpose and direction.  He is talking about the joy, delight and passion that belong to the character of what God does.  Did you get that?  It’s hard to re-think in a world that is saturated with a notion that will is about cognition.  We split emotion and will, but Hebrew is a lot fuzzier.  To proclaim God’s will is to announce my delight, joy and passion for His display.  It is to endorse His glorification in action.  Furthermore, this phrase commits me to His holiness because the only thing God must do is exhibit His holy character.  What God does is holy.  Therefore, when I pray “Your will be done,” I am asking that He manifest Himself as holy regardless of my agenda or interpretation.  And, of course, this is exactly what God already does.  So, my petition is really a declaration of His inscrutable righteousness.  Speaking blessings upon His will is, at the same time, my commitment to contentment.  I declare that I am content with His purposes.  I long for His holiness to be manifest.  I delight in seeing it.

Sounds good, doesn’t it?  And it is good, except that it immediately confronts us with our own resistance to His will.  How can we pray for God’s holiness to be manifest and for contentment with this manifestation and then immediately ask Him to explain what He requires of us.  You see, the will of God is not found in peaceful co-existence.  It is found in obedience!  God has already revealed His moral will.  It’s called the Torah.  To pray for His will to be the passionate delight of my life and, at the same time, refuse to be obedient to the manifestation of His instructions is not only self-contradiction, it is sin.  This has nothing to do with His freely given grace.  This has everything to do with delighting in Him.  The disciples knew exactly what Yeshua meant.  Do we?

One additional clarification must be made.  Contentment is not passive.  It is self-surrender in the active pursuit of the eschatological horizon of the coming government of God.  OK, maybe that’s a bit too theological.  What I’m saying is the when I am content with God’s purposes, I do not sit idly by and wait for Him to do everything.  My declaration is a statement of my active obedience and passionate decision to do whatever is required of me to fulfill me purposes within His Kingdom.  My will is subsumed in His will.  I do the Kingdom because I live the Kingdom.  And I never rest until I am fully content in Him.
Topical Index:  will, thelema, rason, contentment, Torah, Matthew 6:10
February 27  on earth, as it is in heaven  Matthew 6:10  

The Other Point of View

Earth/ Heaven – Startling!  Uncomfortable!  Of course, it isn’t for us because we are not saturated in the Hebrew Scriptures.  But the disciples were.  They would have expected “heaven and earth” not “earth and heaven.”  Glance through the Old Testament and you will find the phrase over and over, but not in the order that Yeshua suggests.  Why?

Don’t you find it a little uncomfortable that even in this so-familiar prayer there are many things that should have caused us to ask questions?  Isn’t it just a bit disturbing that we never really asked?  Maybe we have been so anesthetized by our own religious culture that we really don’t hear what Yeshua is saying.  We need to go back.  We need to pry and dig and question and wonder – all the time – in order to get out of the insulating shell of our religious training.  If we want to see the wonder of Jesus’ insight and education, we have to somehow ask deeper questions.

Heaven and earth is a pretty big question.  The reason that the Hebrew Scriptures use the words in this order (heaven, and then earth) is that the Hebrew Scriptures are about God, not about men.  All authority belongs to the Creator of the heavens and the earth.  The perspective of the divine revelation is from heaven.  Sure, God deals with those on earth, but His involvement has a cosmic point of view.  This isn’t the local fertility god we’re dealing with here.  This is El Shaddai – the Almighty.

Then Yeshua shifts the perspective.  Now we are praying, and that means we must recognize our footing, not God’s.  What we see is that Yeshua’s model prayer assumes that there is a disparity between earth and heaven.  This is not the viewpoint of the sovereign God.  His will is always done.  This is the viewpoint of the man who has just declared that the Father will be manifest in him.  From our point of view, God’s sovereignty must still become our reality.  It is earth and heaven until the Father’s rules and reigns over all.  Then we will return to the beginning, when God created the heavens and the earth.

But that does not mean that this petition is consumed in human effort or human vision.  No, it is still about the inscrutable will of God.  The creation is still His.  What we voice in this petition is our desire to see Him govern without opposition, in us and in all His creation.  In addition, this petition calls for the revelation of God’s active will in earth as it is in heaven.  No being in the heavenly realm has a single doubt about the power and majesty of God, nor do they lack visible demonstrations of His might and glory.  But we do!  “The will of God in both past and present goes almost in secrecy through the world” (Lohmeyer).  And that’s the problem.  We must pray that His will becomes paramount here on earth; that the hidden hand of the Almighty be uncovered in us and revealed to the world.  That is what it means to be salt and light.  

Say these words with me.  “Your will be done, on earth, in me, in my house, in my neighborhood, in my city, in my culture – that You be manifest and that I be Your light – as it is in heaven.”

Topical Index:  heaven, earth, will, hidden, Matthew 6:10
February 28  Give us this day our daily bread.  Matthew 6:11

Shifting Gears

Bread – You can’t see it in English, but in Greek the emphasis on this part of the model prayer is not on the verb.  It is on the noun – bread.  In Greek, emphasis is determined by position in the sentence since there is no punctuation.  “The bread of us the daily give to us today,” is the literal rendering.  The focus comes first, and in this case, it is about our sustenance.  That isn’t so unusual. What is unusual is that this is the only place in the gospels where such a request is addressed to God.  You would think otherwise.  With all of our contemporary emphasis on God meeting our every need, don’t you find it a little strange that this is the only place in the gospels where we request God to give us daily sufficiency?  Does that make you question, just a little, whether we have the right perspective toward our needs?

If we looked at the Old Testament, we would find this kind of request quite frequently, so obviously, Yeshua assumes that His disciples know this.  That’s because the Old Testament perspective on all of our provisions and assets is very different than our contemporary view.  Everything is a gift from God!  Remember Job?  “The Lord gives and the Lord takes away.  Blessed be the name of the Lord.”  Maybe we need to contemplate Job’s attitude before we utter this part of the prayer.  Maybe we need some adjustment before we start asking (demanding?) that God take care of our every need.  Do we see “take away” as a gift too?

There is something else quite unusual about this phrase.  Lohmeyer suggests that the use of the personal pronoun “our” has special significance.  It doesn’t mean “Give us what we need.”  By comparing this phrase with Old Testament parallels, we discover that it probably means, “bread that we need because, without it, we will go hungry.”  In other words, we are not praying for the fat of the land.  We are praying for the necessities.  We are praying as the poor pray.  “Today I will not eat without Your provision, O Lord.”  To turn this prayer into a request for goods and services that enhance life is to ignore its simplicity.  This is prayer cut to the bone.  Most of us don’t even qualify to mention this.

This simple necessity is underscored by the use of the word “daily.”  In Jesus’ cultural setting, there were plenty of people who had no expectation of tomorrow’s provision.  They lived day-to-day because that is all they could do.  They were day-laborers and beggars and orphans and widows.  This is really their prayer.  It is a prayer to the God of compassion who has a special place in His heart for those who have nothing but Him to sustain them.  This is an extension of “blessed are the poor in spirit.”  These people know what it means to have emptiness.  They know what it means to beg.  Pride is not a word in their vocabulary.  These people have cast their cares on Him.  They have no other choice.

So, I wonder if our rote repetition of the Lord’s Prayer disqualifies us.  There are very few among us who live so close to the edge.  If Yeshua’s model prayer includes a plea for these people, what does it say about us?  Actually, the Old Testament gives us the answer.  Almost everywhere that the Hebrew Scriptures speak about bread, they speak about sharing what we have even when we do not have enough.  Maybe that’s the thought we need to take away from this.  I may not live close enough to the edge to qualify to speak this phrase, but I do qualify to give according to this phrase.  If the man next to me can legitimately pray, “Give us this day,” and I have the ability to give to him this day, the very presence to this prayer confronts me with God’s will.  If I do not respond to his need from God’s gift to me, I not only harm one of the least of these, I also insult the giving God.

Topical Index:  bread, daily, gift, Matthew 6:11
March 1  “Our bread, our daily bread, give us today.”  Martin Luther’s translation of Matthew 6:11

Bridging the Gap

Daily – I am indebted to Ernst Lohmeyer for his magnificent work The Lord’s Prayer.  Much of his thought underscores our look at this model prayer.  His untimely death robbed the world of a man of insight and scholarship.  The book, long out of print, is a monumental exposition of the thought of Jesus on prayer.  It is worth quoting his summary of the prayer in the discussion of this verse.

“This petition also explains the plan of the whole prayer.  The children of God, together, so to speak, sharing a meal at their Father’s table, are those who in the first half of the Lord’s Prayer pray for what belongs solely to their God and Father in heaven; they can and may do this, because like the angels of God they are in his service.  And they are the sons of men hungering after food, who pray for freedom from hunger and debt, from temptation and enmity; they must and should do this, because they are needy and debtors upon earth.  In this twofold character they belong to both realms, to the former, in which God’s name and kingdom and will prevail, and to the latter, in which guilt and temptation and suffering are all around.  They are the link between God and the world, between tomorrow and today.” (p. 138)

Read this again, please.  Slowly.  Those who qualify to pray “in this manner” are His children.  Praying like this is not for everyone.  It is certainly not for those who merely speak the words as liturgy.  Only those invited to the banquet table of the Most High God may speak like this to the Father.  They begin by extolling Him.  They end by acknowledging Him.  They exist to do His will – to stand between heaven and earth as examples of His character.  And they do this daily.

The key to this part of the model prayer is the very strange Greek word epiousios (daily).  It has caused plenty of debate among translators, primarily because it is never used anywhere else.  Lohmeyer argues, convincingly, that this word looks to the past and to the future at the same time.  We experience God’s provision in life as a daily occurrence of grace.  That is certainly the perspective of the Old Testament.  God is good.  He provides.  We are grateful for our history of His provisions.  But Yeshua says something more.  God is going to continue to be good.  His purposes will come to pass.  His grace will flourish more and more until, one day, we will experience His fullness for us.  That is the coming Kingdom.  It has already arrived.  We can see it by looking back over God’s remarkable benevolence toward us.  But it is still on its way.  Our hope is secure because He has shown Himself full of grace and mercy, but it is nevertheless still hope.  It anticipates God’s full reign and rule where daily turns into eternally.

Today, as a child of His grace, come to eat at the table . . . at God’s Table.  Enjoy what He has done and is doing – and rejoice at what He is still going to do.

Topical Index:  epiousios, daily, bread, Matthew 6:11

March 2  "Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors."  Matthew 6:12

The Price To Pay

Debts – There are only two critical terms in a debt:  who and what.  Without those two terms, the debt means nothing.  So, let's ask the obvious questions.  In the Lord's Prayer, whom do I owe and what do I owe?  Since the prayer is addressed to God the Father, the answer to the first question is obvious.  I owe my debt to God.  I am petitioning Him to forgive something that I owe Him.  But the answer to the second question requires a bit more thinking.

What debt do I owe to God?  

A debt implies that something has been given to me that I am under obligation to return.  If you loan me money, I must repay the funds.  If I borrow your car, you expect it back.  If I borrow your pen, the obligation is not diminished.  I need to give you a pen.  What I receive, I must return.  In Hebrew, this is called “measure for measure.”  It applied to legal and moral circumstances.  An eye for an eye is the same principle as dollar for dollar.

So, then, what have I received from God?

Suddenly the curtain is pulled back.  The answer is: everything!  I am in debt for my breath, my health, my sight, my arms, my protection, my provision, my job, my wife, my home, my children, my mind, my talents, my hopes and dreams.  Everything I have is on loan from the Father.  Without His benevolence, I do not exist.  I owe Him all that I am.  That is a very difficult debt to repay!  Life for life, says that Old Testament.  It dawns on me.  To repay this debt will require my life.  I must give back what He has given.  In order to pay this one, I will have to die.

"Forgive me this debt" is my plea to my Creator to let me live without demanding my life in repayment.  My status as His debtor will never go away.  I have no way to repay this debt without dying.  If I am to live, He will have to forgive what I owe.  And He is willing to do this.  That's amazing.  Can you imagine what it would be like to forgive someone such a debt?  The debtor would be forever grateful, forever humble, forever your voluntary servant in thanksgiving.  

Of course, there is a little twist to this story.  Forgiveness requires substitution.  You see, the record can’t be simply erased.  I can’t take it off the books.  If I did, the balance sheet wouldn’t balance.  The needed capital will have to come from someplace else.  It does.  God Himself repays.  He dies for me.

Is this what you have in mind when you repeat these words?  Did you think it was only about "sins"?

Topical Index:  forgive, debts, repayment, Matthew 6:12

March 3  “and forgive us our debts as we also forgive our debtors”  Matthew 6:12

Who Pays the Bill?

As We Also – It’s such a famous phrase that we don’t really pay close attention to its implications.  It just runs off our lips like drinking from a hose.  But there is something very important here; important because it is right at the heart of justice; important because it is almost humanly impossible to do.  Unless you see it, this part of the prayer will never belong to you.

Jesus tells us that unless we forgive, we will not be forgiven (Matthew 6:14-15).  That is very uncomfortable, especially when we realize that forgiveness is not reluctant acceptance of a wrong suffered, nor easy dismissal of hurts received.  Forgiveness is about debts – real ones owed to you – emotional, physical and financial.  Forgiveness opens the accounting books and looks right at the debit and credit lines.  It’s hard numbers.  Forgiveness is anything but easy.

The Greek phrase hos kai hemeis (as also we) draws a direct relationship between God’s mercy and our mercy.  The implication here is that someone owes.  We owe God because we have abused and ignored and presumed on His holiness.  He justifiably demands payment.  We owe Him life itself, but we beg for mercy and are given forgiveness – not because we don’t owe, but because Jesus pays the debt for us.  The debt is real.  The demand is legitimate, but the resolution is unique.

Timothy Sanford suggests a revealing way of applying this divine grace principle to those who really do owe us.  His suggestion illuminates the meaning of “as we also.”  He says, “When you forgive, you willingly transfer the debt into God’s hands for Him to collect. . . You are no longer responsible for making the other person pay.”  “Once you give the debts on your list to God, the people who wronged you – although still accountable to God – owe you nothing, not even an ‘I’m sorry.’”  

Ouch!  Sanford is right.  God forgives me and marks my account “Paid In Full.”  He doesn’t continue to treat me like a debtor.  He recognizes that my debt has been absorbed by His Son and I owe nothing more.  If I am going to forgive like that, then I need to do exactly what Sanford suggests.  Make my “who owes me” list, mail it to God for collection, and let it go . . .  completely!  Those on my list no longer owe me anything, just as God no longer demands payment from me.  When we forgive like this, we reflect the heart of the Creator – and we exercise the full authority of the Son.  Then, says Jesus, we will understand real forgiveness – and God will smile upon us in grace.

Do you carry a list of those who owe you?  It might be a decade old, something never resolved from your past.  It might be last week.  An insult?  An unpaid “loan?”  Whatever it is, it’s time to send it to the bill collector.  Are you willing to forgive like that?
Topical Index:  forgive, debt, collector, paid in full, Matthew 6:12, hos kai hemeis
March 4  And do not lead us into temptation  Matthew 6:13
Street Signs

Lead Us – How are we supposed to understand this strange phrase?  God doesn’t tempt anyone.  The Bible is clear about that.  God is holy.  All that He does is holy.  There is no possibility that He would ever entice anyone to sin.  So, what can this phrase possibly mean?  It looks like this phrase implies that God might lead us to temptation and we are praying that He won’t.

In order to straighten out our thinking, we need to remember what it’s like to be lost.  

Suppose you’re driving in a strange city.  You know where you want to go, but half the street signs are missing, there are detours you didn’t expect and it’s getting dark.  You don’t have a GPS (too bad) and the map you’re using isn’t up to date.  So, you stop at the curb and ask one of the locals, “How do I get to Elm Street?”  Since he lives in this city, you assume that he will know the right way to travel to your destination.  He tells you to go down to the McDonald’s on the corner, turn left, go three blocks to the traffic light and turn right and you will be on Elm Street.  It sounds good to you, but just to make sure you say, “Now, don’t lead to Temptation Avenue.”  He smiles.  

“Of course not.  Just follow my directions and you’ll get where you want to go.  I’ll make sure not to lead you to Temptation.”

That’s what this part of the model prayer is all about.  It’s a prayer to God that He will guide us away from temptation.  We pray for Him to give us the right directions so that we never arrive there.  “Don’t lead us that way,” implies that God will faithfully lead us another way.  

The Greek verb eisphero always refers to movement from one place to another.  It is the combination of eis (into) and phero (to bring or bear).  Coupled with the negative me, we could read this as “do not bring us to temptation.”  In other words, steer us clear.  

This is not a prayer about the mythological picture of an angel on one shoulder and a devil on the other.  We are not caught between two equally compelling forces.  We are directed to obey, to follow the correct path.  The choice of going astray is not open to us because we are first and foremost His children.  There is no devil whispering in my ear.  But there is my desire to ignore God’s instruction.  Every man who has ever been lost while driving knows what this means.  Instead of asking for directions, we have the tendency to simply figure it out on our own.  We plow ahead.  Pride interferes with accuracy.  This is exactly what we wish to avoid.  So, we pray, “Don’t let us wander off, Lord.”  This is not testing or strengthening the faithful.  This is simply an appeal for clear direction.  In other words, from Yeshua’s perspective, this is an affirmation of my need for obedience to Torah – God’s instruction book of life.

“Don’t let me go the wrong way, Lord.  Lead me in the paths of righteousness, for Your name’s sake.”

Oh, yes.  Just one more thing.  Did you notice that it’s about us, not me?  We pray for community guidance because we have community responsibility.
Topical Index:  temptation, direction, eisphero, Matthew 6:13
March 5   but deliver us from evil   Matthew 6:13
The God of War
Deliver - But do we really want to be delivered?  Delivered means facing reality as it is, no fantasies, no band-aids, no idol protection.  Maybe we aren’t so quick to be delivered because it’s so frightening.  Isn't that exactly what happens when we turn back to the idols that we have intended to forsake?  We look to the very things that kept us apart from God.  We turn from the Lord of hosts and retreat to the land of slavery.  Why?  For protection, of course.  
But, protection from what?  What is it that frightens us so much that we run back to those old patterns? My suspicion is that we are scared to death of ourselves.   The reason we don't want to look for protection from God is that God won't protect our delusions.  God's protection is reality-protection.  It is protection in the wilderness.  And the last place we want to be is in the wilderness.  The wilderness exposes who we really are.

I heard a preacher say that we need to have the courage to change, but that misses the point.  I realize that I need to change (at least some part of my being acknowledges that I do not want to continue like this); but if I am perfectly honest, I find that some part of me prefers my idols.  I like the house of delusion.  It's comforting.  I don't have to face myself in the mirror.  The possibility of losing these delusions confronts me with great psychological dangers (identity, emotional coping, etc).  I want change without hurt.  I don't think that I can really bear what it will take to truly clean up my act.  I know that my current idols do not bring me real peace, rest or comfort.  But I know them.  They are familiar.  They have lulled me into a false sense of escape many times.  It's a big temptation to stay there.

There is a reason why God lead the Israelites away from Canaan into the wilderness.  There is a reason why He kept them there for forty years.  He had to drive out the desire to return to the delusions of Egyptian slavery.  He had to remove that false sense of security that comes from the familiar.  

Idol worship doesn't satisfy.  It will anesthetize, but it won't cure.  So I want to change.  But it's not a matter of courage.  The simple fact is this:  I can't change!  I not only do not know how, I am also incapable of executing any real change in my behavior, because my will has been corrupted by the idol.  I'm lost in the house of mirrors.  Every direction looks the same.  I don't need courage.  I need a guide.

Consider the images of Isaiah 26:3-6.  

"The steadfast of mind You will keep in perfect peace, because he trusts in You.  Trust in the Lord forever, for in God the Lord, we have an everlasting Rock.  For He has brought low those who dwell on high, the unassailable city; He lays it low, He lays it low to the ground, He casts it to the dust.  The foot will trample it, the feet of the afflicted, the steps of the helpless."

The business card said, "Reflection Technician", so I couldn't help but ask.  "What is a reflection technician?"  "Oh,” he said, grinning.  "I just put up mirrors."  That's about the size of it.  I just put up mirrors.  That's why I can't find my way out.  I don’t see anything but my own image and that image has been distorted by the idols of my choices.  

Isaiah comes to me, bearing the voice of God.  He says that those high places, the grand illusions that have dominated my life as I strolled the unassailable fortresses of my own mind, are being laid to waste.  God will bring them to dust.  And who will walk over their remains?  The afflicted and the helpless.  That's the real me.  Those images that I used to prop up my false sense of identity and security, the things I ran to when I felt I needed escape, are going to fall.  Not because I can knock them down.  No, God is going to bring them to ruin.  And He is going to do that so that the afflicted and the helpless can tread on those false images.  I don’t need courage.  I need to realize that I am the afflicted and the helpless.  I need to let God destroy my false sense of reality because I am powerless to do it myself.  

Did you know it's OK to be scared in the wilderness?  The wilderness is a dangerous place.  It is the place of death for those who are not under the care of a guide.  But the wilderness is reality.  We would prefer to run to the false security of the city, just like Cain.  God sent Cain into the wilderness.  God marked Cain to protect him.  God wanted Cain to face himself and see who his real guardian was and what responsibilities guardianship had.  But Cain built a city.  So do most of us.  And God has to come along and tear down our cities to drive us back into the wilderness where we must confront our helpless condition and run to Him.  I don't need courage.  Courage in the wilderness is sheer folly.  I need a steadfast mind; a mind that is clear enough to recognize that unless God protects me, I am lost.

So God tears down the high and protected places in our lives to reveal our affliction and helplessness.  And all the while He says, "Trust me."  I don't need courage to change.  All I need is time to trust.  God moves me out of my false security so that I will have the time to learn trust.

"Deliver us from evil" means destroy all those high and unassailable places in my life where I am not confronted with my affliction and helplessness.  That's the part I am most likely to want to hang on to.  But it is an evil far worse than my outward actions.  It is the evil that prevents me from entering into God's care.  

When you pray, "Deliver us from evil", are you really asking God to tear down your false images, smash your addictive mirrors and trample under your hidden fortresses?  When you pray, "Deliver us from evil" you ask God to go to war for you.  Be ready.  He will.

Topical Index:  deliver, evil, temptation, idols, Matthew 6:13

March 6  for Yours is the Kingdom, and the power, and the glory forever.  Amen.  Matthew 6:13

Prayer and Praise

Is – Life is a struggle, isn’t it?  Things don’t always go the way they should.  Tragedy and trials are a part of our daily existence.  In spite of prayers for bread, guidance and deliverance, bad things happen.  Maybe God isn’t in charge after all.  Maybe He’s letting ha satan, the Accuser, have run of the place.  If you ever doubted God’s sovereignty, this part of the prayer is for you.  The Kingdom is God’s!
We can’t appreciate the end of Yeshua’s prayer unless we understand the impact of its stark contrast.  We have just recognized that evil is present in this world.  It is concomitant with temptation.  All of this cosmic battleground might lead us to believe that God is in a tough fight and that the end is undecided.  Yeshua’s prayer shouts, “No!”  “Yours is the Kingdom.”  In spite of everything we observe, God is fully in charge.  The Kingdom is not evil.  Ha satan is not the victor.  The Accuser cannot wrest the world from God’s hand.  No matter what contortions our Enemy brings into life, he will not prevail.  God is King.  His Kingdom is evidenced wherever He reigns and rules – and, in the biggest picture, this means everywhere.  

With the introduction of this declaration of victory and vindication, we enter the doxology.  Immediately we are confronted with the congregational aspect of Yeshua’s prayer.  This doxology is for us.  It is not the praise of an individual hidden in the prayer closet.  It is the joyous shout of the community, celebrating the majesty and power of God.  This is sheer, unadulterated praise.  Nowhere is there room for “I” or “mine.”  There is no solitary relationship with the Father here.  This is prayer spoken while holding hands, joined in the pursuit of holiness through the veil of tears.  But it is not the prayer of a particular church or group of believers.  It is the prayer of all His children.  He is their King and His shield defends and protects them.  It is His Kingdom that reigns forever and all those called who embrace His rule will join Him in its consummation.

Notice that the Kingdom is His alone.  “Yours is the Kingdom.”  It is not shared, not loaned and not divided.  God is its only Lord.  While we are invited to participate, we are not co-engineers of the Kingdom.  The Kingdom is His doing, His design and for His glory.  Just as Moses was only able to see the passing of God’s glory, so we stand in the same cleft in the rock and observe where He has been.  That is enough for us.  Our hope in the ownership of the Kingdom is secured in the character of the King.  We need only look where His glory has been to see that He is rock-solid reliable.  And that’s what it means to have faith.  Faith for us (the community of His saints) is not bottled emotional longing.  Faith is as real as our history with Him.  Do you want to see the Kingdom’s King?  Look back!  See His handiwork through the ages, back and back, until at last you are there, peering into the beginning.  This Kingdom is His!  Celebrate that.

Topical Index:  kingdom, doxology, Matthew 6:13

March 7  All flesh is grass, and all its grace as the flower of the field.   Isaiah 40:6

Truth or Fiction

Grass – “The difference between truth and fiction is that fiction has to make sense.”  So said the ex-Communist colonel in the recent film, The International.  This is great script writing.  We do expect our novels to make sense.  There has to be resolution.  Of course, life isn’t fiction.

In life, it’s all grass.  The Hebrew idiom simply underscores our self-assured preoccupation with significance.  It’s the rage these days.  Once we have achieved success (let’s see, how do we measure that now?), then we are told to move on to significance.  That usually means going out with a finale, not a whimpering gasp.  But life isn’t fiction, and many, many times what we thought we were doing just turns out to be wrong.  The biblical view is a bit more confrontational.  You really won’t know the significance of your life until after you’re dead.  Why?  Because only God knows how it all fits together.  From this side of the grave, it’s all grass.  It comes and goes, and a thousand years from now, no one will even know you existed.  So much for significance!
But wait!  There’s more (as the advertisement says).  We might not see anything but the flowering and fading grass, but God does.  He sees just how each one of His children fit into His majestic plans.  He sees the eternal significance of every choice we make.  Just because our eyes are unable to look above the level of the dirt doesn’t mean that He can’t see the heavenly horizon.  We do have significance.  We just don’t usually have any idea what it really is.  And that’s why, when it’s all said and done, we have to trust that He knows how it all goes together.  We have to learn to simply be obedient and stop insisting that it all makes sense.  After all, we are not characters in a novel.

Grass (khatsir) has two important characteristics in the biblical world.  The first is food for animals.  Why is this so important?  Because it is God who provides the hay, the grass and the reeds that sustain animals – and ultimately sustain us.  He is the creator of the seed.  He brings the rain.  He provides the soil.  Grass is His goodness in green carpet display.   Next time you mow the lawn, you can think about your close encounter with common grace.

The second important characteristic is the fragility of the grass.  Here today – gone tomorrow.  As a metaphor for life, it is a constant reminder of our existential contingency.  Just look at the grass and let it speak.  “You are not gods.  You only walk on God’s carpet.  Be careful how you tread.”

Life isn’t fiction.  It’s OK that it doesn’t always make sense.  But that doesn’t mean that I don’t know what to do next.  Obedience comes before understanding, right?

Topical Index:  grass, fiction, obedience, significance, Isaiah 40:6, khatsir
March 8  The heavens declare the glory of God  Psalm 19:2 (Hebrew text)

Speaking Without Words

Declare – One of the faithful members of our worldwide community sent me this intriguing quote:

“The Mystery of Dark Matter

Something strange is afoot in modern cosmology. Scientists insist that 96% of the universe's mass is actually invisible, detectable only through its gravitational influence on ordinary visible matter. So what is this mysterious "dark matter" and "dark energy"? While all kinds of theories abound, Deno Kazanis, author of The Reintegration of Science and Spirituality, believes that scientists may actually be stumbling upon the subtle energy bodies that mystics have spoken of for millennia:

Our ability to see, touch, taste, smell, and hear the world is really only due to atoms' electric charge. And because objects on the atomic level interact through electric forces, if there's no such force present, then objects can literally pass right through each other.... What intrigues me is that dark matter, being invisible and not able to produce light or any type of electromagnetic waves, means that this is a substance that is not composed of any electric charge. That's what the invisibility tells you about it—it has no charge whatsoever. Its presence is determined by its gravity, which is an enormous amount, yet the material itself is totally invisible. So it occurred to me that when the mystics were talking about subtle bodies interpenetrating with our visible body, the only way that could be possible would be if these bodies were made up of something other than charged matter. And dark matter would fit that category quite well.”
Do you suppose the there is a connection between what can’t be seen but affects everything that is – and what can’t be heard but declares the God who made it?  It wouldn’t surprise me.  The deeper we are able to look into the physics of the cosmos, the stranger it becomes.  But that doesn’t surprise me either.  God does things in ways we could never imagine.  In fact, even our words fail us when it comes to elucidating His complex simplicity.  Maybe we need to be much more like the psalmist – and just look at it!

The Hebrew phrase is hashamayim mesaprim (the heavens declare).  But the verb sofer means more than verbalize.  Actually, this verb is used to describe taking a census, numbering objects, relating important information, recounting steps in the walk of life and communicating dreams.  Think for a moment about the visible but unspoken aspects of these actions.  All the faces of millions of people.  The intensity and animation of the messenger.  The passion accompanying the Lord’s intervention and guidance in life.  The mystery of dreams.  Wrap all that up and you might start to see some of the “dark matter” of God; the gravity of greatness surrounding all that is.  Invisibly wonderful.

The heavens declare in ways that we cannot speak – but we can certainly know.

Topical Index:  declare, sofer, heavens, Psalm 19:1, Psalm 19:2
March 9  I, therefore, the prisoner of the Lord, entreat you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling with which you have been called,  Ephesians 4:1

The Way of the Rabbi (1)
Walk – Paul was a Rabbi.  He thought like a Rabbi.  He taught like a Rabbi.  He wrote like a Rabbi.  He lived his life like a Rabbi.  No one doubts this.  No scholar claims that Paul’s conversion to the Lord suddenly altered his way of thinking so that Paul became a Greek philosopher or theologian.  No, Paul was a Jewish Rabbi through and through.  He was a Rabbi who believed that Yeshua was the Messiah.

This fact is immensely important when it comes to understanding what Paul writes in his letters.  If we ignore his Rabbinic background, we are like to make assumptions about his words that do not fit the context of a teaching Rabbi.  Let me give you just one small example and then you can see for yourself what this might imply.

Abraham Cohen wrote a book called Everyman’s Talmid.  It is a collection of topics from the vast literature of the Talmid, the written rabbinic discussion of the Torah and other Jewish literature.  In his introduction, Cohen makes the following point about the way that rabbis taught (please pardon the rather long quotation, but you need to realize what’s happening here).

“The miscellaneous material which constitutes the subject-matter of the Talmid is divisible into two main categories known as Halachah and Haggadah.  The former denotes ‘walking,’ and indicates the way of life to tread in conformity with the precepts of the Torah.”  This is essentially “practical religion, the doing of right actions for the service of God and man.”  

“But it is impossible to separate the Halachah from the other main constituent, the Haggadah, without creating a distorted picture of Rabbinic teaching.  The Haggadah was the concern of the same teachers who pondered over the technicalities of the Halachah.”

“Haggadah (Narration), therefore, signifies the non-legal sections of Rabbinic literature, and is equally important as the other for a correct understanding of the world of thought which generations of teachers lovingly evolved.”

“Whereas the Halachah remained the law to be observed in practice until it was abrogated by a competent authority, Haggadah was always held to be nothing more than the personal opinion of the teacher.  It possesses no binding force upon the community as a whole or any part of it.”

Did you get that?  Since Paul taught in Rabbinic fashion, and his audience was quite used to Rabbinic teaching, that means that Paul undoubtedly used the same Rabbinic techniques:  Halachah and Haggadah.  Some of his teaching was the explanation of practical religion based on Torah and some of it was simply his personal opinion, not binding on the community.  We know that Paul used these two techniques because in some places he actually says that he does.  But what we have not generally appreciated is that he is doing this all the time, moving back and forth between instructions based on Torah commentary and personal opinion and suggestion.  His audience would not have been shocked at all.  This is exactly what they expected of a Rabbi.  

In this verse you see Paul using Halachah.  “I entreat you to walk,” he says.  That’s a clear indicator that he is explaining practical steps in relation to Torah living.  That’s exactly what follows in the next verse.  Every one of the next five actions comes right from Torah.  But not all of Paul’s writings are Halachah.  Some are Haggadah.  The difference is absolutely crucial, because if we start thinking that everything Paul says is binding, we make the mistake of not understanding him as a Rabbi.

Now, go read those passages about marriage, women, submission and humility again.  Sorry about complicating your life (.  

Topical Index:  Halachah, Haggadah, entreat, Ephesians 4:1, Rabbi, Paul, walk

March 10  Therefore it says, “When He ascended on high, He led captive a host of captives, and He gave gifts to men.”  Ephesians 4:8 

The Way of the Rabbi (2)

It Says – Yesterday we learned that it was common practice among rabbis to employ both halachah and haggadah, the first for explanation of the way of life and the second for speculating on the details of the Scripture.  Wouldn’t it be nice if there were some clues about when Paul is speaking halachah and when he is merely opining with haggadah?  After all, if every rabbi knew that haggadah was opinion (not binding), then it’s important that we are able to tell the difference.  This verse helps give us a common framework for halachah.  Halachah is always application of the Scripture, so when Paul provides halachah he usually quotes his source.  Whenever he expects his teaching to be binding on the community, he cites the Scriptural reference.  In this verse, “It,” of course, is the Hebrew Scripture.  That’s the only Bible Paul had, and it was always the final authority on any life issue.  That means whenever you find Paul quoting the Old Testament text, you can be pretty sure that he is employing halachah.  

Of course, that also means when Paul does not use an Old Testament reference there is the possibility that he is employing haggadah and offering his opinion on the matter.  Consequently, it becomes far more important to follow Paul’s arguments from beginning to end and not simply grab a verse out of context.  A verse taken outside of the context of the full argument could easily lead us to think that haggadah is really halachah and then we would believe that Paul is enforcing what was really only suggestion.

Of course, the way that Paul quotes Scripture is also very rabbinic.  It’s not the same way that we would use Scripture today.  We are so influenced by the Greek idea of education, truth and accuracy that we commonly expect references and citations to be directly connected with the subject matter.  We wouldn’t quote statistics about car accidents in order to make an argument about retirement planning unless we could draw a direct connection between the two.  But that’s not the way a rabbi thinks.  No one ever accused a rabbi of contextual accuracy in quotations.  It is quite common in rabbinic argument to take a single word or phrase, even just a few letters of a word, to demonstrate a point.  This often seems to us to be nothing more than sophistry, but in rabbinic thought, this is genius.  That’s why Paul’s quotations sometimes seem to come out of left field.  This verse is a perfect example.  

Paul’s quotation comes from Psalm 68:18.  The Psalm is not about the Messiah at all.  At least it doesn’t appear to be about Yeshua.  It is about God’s deliverance of the people of Israel.  It is a song of praise to the Lord.  It is about the majesty of God over all the earth.  The one verse that Paul picks for his argument doesn’t even say that God gives gifts.  It says that God receives gifts.  That’s right!  Paul changes the Greek verb from “receive” (elabes) to “give” (edoken).  Why does he do that?  Because the verse in its altered form fits his rabbinic argument.  As long as the principle is correct, the citation can be altered to fit the application.  By the way, the New Testament authors all do this.  Makes you wonder if we really understand them, doesn’t it?  Makes you wonder if our strict insistence about taking everything as if it were halachah makes any sense at all.

So, it’s back to the drawing board.  Now you’ll have to work a little harder to get at the meaning of Paul’s remarks.  It’s not quite as easy as just reading the words and interpreting them according to our culture.  After all, Paul didn’t write to us yesterday, did he?

Topical Index:  Halachah, Haggadah, Psalm 68:18, Ephesians 4:8, elabes, edoken, rabbinic argument, citations

March 11  Treasures of wickedness profit nothing; but righteousness delivers from death.  Proverbs 10:2

The Treasure Principle

Nothing – How’s your portfolio doing?  Of course, for most of us that’s a pointless question.  We don’t have a “portfolio.”  We don’t have treasures stored up here on earth.  We live paycheck to paycheck.  In these times, there are a few more of us who find the “portfolio” question a bit misapplied.  But don’t worry.  Be happy.  Treasure isn’t what you think it is.

The Hebrew verse arranges the words a bit differently than what we find in English.  The emphasis of the proverb comes right at the beginning.  NO PROFIT!  “Not do profit treasures of wickedness.”  The literal meaning helps us see something lost in translation.  The emphasis is not on “treasures.”  The verse does not say “the treasures that result from wickedness.”  It says the treasures that have the quality of wickedness.  What are the treasures of wickedness?  Well, they aren’t money.  The wicked don’t value money any more than the righteous.  What the wicked value is what gets them what they want.  Their treasures are the means of possession, not the possessions themselves.  The Hebrew word (‘otsar) carries a pictograph of “the first to destroy a person.”  No wonder the Messiah tied the heart to the treasury of our desires.  

So, what are those means of possession?  We might be a bit more familiar with them than we are with portfolios.  It seems that the treasures of wickedness are independent of tax brackets.  Where would we look for a summary of these gems?  Well, we could start with the rabbinic commentary on Proverbs found in Galatians.  Paul gives us a list.  You might notice that the “treasures” are not things, but rather actions.  Things are just the result of our actions.  It’s the verbs that count in this treasury.

Paul mentions immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, disputes, factions, envy, drunkenness and uncontrolled behavior.   There are no deposit slips for these “treasures,” but they certainly can be stored up in a person’s life.  Erase those images of exotic automobiles, vacation homes and fat bank accounts.  That’s not what matters in this general ledger.  What matters is the walk of your life.  You can be poor as dirt and still have a vault full of the treasures of wickedness.  Of course, having a big portfolio doesn’t protect you against these gems either.  The only substitute that really counts is righteousness.  Righteousness delivers.  You see, in the end the only real measure of success is not the collection of toys or the means by which the toys came into your possession.  In the end, the only real measure is deliverance from death.  Without that, you might as well read Ecclesiastes and buy a bullet for your Glock.  Nothing that inhibits deliverance has any value at all!  Everything that encourages deliverance is of inestimable value!

Next time someone says that the rich are wicked because they are rich (a very common political mantra these days), remind them that the treasury of life contains verbs, not nouns.  Do a behavior inventory before you consider the assets.  

Topical Index:  treasures, ‘otsar, Proverbs 10:2, behavior, wealth, success, Galatians 5:19
March 12  You shall surely give to him, and your heart shall not be grieved when you give to him, because YHWH your God will bless you for this thing, in all your work, and in all that you put your hand to.   Deuteronomy 15:10

Giving
Surely Give – God is very practical.  He knows that we are not always motivated by the right kind of action, so He makes sure that we are reminded to be obedient even when we would be inclined otherwise.  This verse talks about the behavior required by the Torah just prior to the Year of Jubilee.  You know, of course, that in Jubilee all personal debts were to be forgiven.  So, as the Year of Jubilee approached, those who were able to make loans were less inclined to do so since they would soon need to forgive the debtor.  God says, “No you don’t.”  The Torah instructs the lender to follow through with the required action regardless of the impending forgiveness.  Furthermore, the Torah tells us to make the loan without regret or hesitation.  Why?  Because it is God’s desire for us to model His character, and God will not forget the act of unselfish obedience.  

Just how important is this generous attitude among His people?  Well, we get a clue by the use of the Hebrew verb nathan.   The verb is used more than 2000 times.  It generally means “to give, to place or to put.”  The opening words of this verse in Hebrew are naton titen lo.  You might not see it, but naton and titen are both derivations of the same word, nathan.   Literally, the translation is “You shall givingly give to him.”  The common way to put emphasis on an important thought in Hebrew is to double the word.  That’s what happens here.  God doesn’t say, “Give him the loan.”  He says, “I am imploring you to give him the loan.  Do it regardless of your feelings or concerns.”  This is giving squared!

Today is a good day to hear this instruction.  Our economic uncertainty is not beyond God’s hand.  We are not to shirk our responsibility to care for others simply because it might not be expedient to do so.  If our Year of Jubilee were just around the corner, God’s attitude toward generosity would not change.  His compassion does not waiver according to the economic outlook.  We encounter needy brothers and sisters and we have no excuse not to help them.  After all, our well-being does not rest in the hands of the Department of Health and Welfare.  It rests in the hands of the Almighty.  

Does this mean that we should drain our bank accounts in the care of others?  Are we to give until it hurts?  Two things must be said.  First, the Torah makes a careful distinction between ordinary business transactions (loans) and personal generosity on behalf of those in need.  Business transactions always carry an expectation of obligation.  Secondly, the purpose of personal generosity is not welfare!  It is communal restoration.  It is the deliberate effort on behalf of the ones who have assets to assist those who do not have assets in order that the one in need will be restored to a fully functional, participating, working member of the community.  What the Torah prevents is the possibility that personal generosity will decline in years when the forgiveness of debt looms on the horizon.  The emphasis is not on the obligation created by the debt.  It is on the need to restore the deprived, not enable their condition.  

Maybe God knows how to handle tough times better than we do.  Maybe the solution we need to adopt is to do it His way each time.  What do you think?

Topical Index:  welfare, generosity, nathan, Year of Jubilee, Deuteronomy 15:10
March 13  But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control;  Galatians 5:22-23

Phantom Grapes
Fruit – If you’ve been a Christian for any reasonable time, you’ve heard this verse.  We usually put the emphasis on the personal character qualities listed here.  We strive to be loving, joyful, peaceful and patient.  That’s good, but it might miss the real impact of useable fruitfulness.  Paul’s choice of the Greek word karpon is deliberate because it implies more than a storehouse of virtues.

Some time ago we looked at the word karpon (fruit).  We noted that the vine that produces the fruit is never nourished by its own production.  Fruit is always for the benefit of another.  In other words, the fruit of the Spirit, listed by Paul, is not for your personal well-being.  It is designed to be enjoyed by someone else.

Now this has an immediate and important implication.  My claim to produce the fruit of the Spirit is unwarranted unless other people experience the results.  Don’t tell me that you are loving unless those people around you verify the fact.  Don’t list patience on your spiritual resume unless the people who know you best vouch for the claim.  You get the idea.  The measure of your spiritual production is not how it affects you.  It’s how it affects those around you.  This is what it means to love your neighbor as yourself.   It is the Spirit in useable form, manifest in me.

Oh, by the way, you might reconsider the parable of the two sons.  Remember that story?  Jesus tells us about two sons, one who said he would do what the father asked, but didn’t, and the other who said he would not be obedient, but later did what the father asked.  Which one was the true son?  The one who obeyed in spite of his words otherwise.  So it is with the fruit of the Spirit.  Obedience brings results that show up in the lives of others.  The believer who says she has no self-control, but others see the characteristic in her life, is like the son who said “No,” but did the job anyway.  

There is one other point that we need to comprehend before we look at the list of virtues.  The verb is in the present tense.  This fruit isn’t going to show up some day.  The vine is not dormant in winter.  This fruit is the vine production right now.  It’s what the vine is producing today.  No one can enjoy an expectation vintage.  You either have grapes to make wine or you have nothing at all.  You can’t drink a future bottle of wine.  So, the test of your spiritual production is what’s happening today, not where you hope to be tomorrow.  

Perhaps we all need some further self-examination.  Do those closest to us enjoy the fruit of the Spirit manifested in us?  Would they list these characteristics on our evaluation form?  Unless they see the Spirit through us, any claims for fruit bearing are probably no better than phantom grapes.

Topical Index:  fruit, karpon, virtues, useable, Galatians 5:22, character
March 14  For Ezra had set his heart to seek the law of YHWH, and to do it, and to teach in Israel statutes and ordinances   Ezra 7:10
Biblical Deductive Logic

To Seek – “Does this salad dressing have bacon in it?”  “Yes,” he replied.  “Then I’ll have to skip it, please.”  

The other men at the table looked up.  “Hey, what’s the matter with you?  This tastes great.”  “I’m sure it does,” I replied, “but I can’t eat it.  It’s pork.”  

“Are you Jewish or something?”  “No, I’m not, but God asks me to live differently than the rest of the world.  This is just one of those differences.”  The opportunity to express God’s goodness presented itself simply because I asked for vinegar and oil.  What would have happened if I hadn’t made that choice?

It’s time to reflect on our unspoken evangelism.  What we say is far less important than how we live.  That’s the point of Torah obedience.  Let me offer a little explanation.

Torah obedience covers nearly every aspect of life.  God gives us His instructions about how to live a life that will accomplish His purposes.  It doesn’t always seem to make sense to us, but that really doesn’t matter.  After all, I am not smart enough or wise enough to see God’s eternal purposes in His daily requests.  I just know that He asks – and that’s enough.  So, living according to Torah becomes a way for me to demonstrate that my life is under His control, even when I don’t talk about it.  The intention of Torah obedience is to be different!  After all, what message can I send to the world that desperately needs a Savior if my behaviors are the same as those who are lost?  By being Torah-observant, I stand out.  And when I stand out, people ask why.  Then I am given the natural opportunity to express my trust in my Lord.  Even salad dressing can become an evangelistic tool.

Of course, silent evangelism is not the only reason for Torah obedience.  I also decide to follow God’s instructions about living because He is God.  Unlike the Greek mindset, I do not get the right to ask God to explain Himself to me before I consent to His request.  I obey first.  If He decides to explain why, that’s just an added benefit.  Ezra understood how important this principle is.  He determined to seek God’s will and to live it.  The Hebrew word is darash.  It is primarily a word about deduction.  Ezra deduces what God wants from our lives by intense, careful study of God’s Word.  Judaism has a term for this kind of study.  It’s called midrash – the systematic approach to Scripture that allows the words to be applied in contemporary life.  For example, not eating pork becomes a means of evangelism, a way to honor God and a health benefit.  Abstaining from pork is not about “working my way to righteousness.”  It’s not legalism.  It is simply obedience, born from gratitude and the desire to honor Him.  There’s nothing more to it – except, of course, all those interesting conversation that come at the dinner table.  

Ultimately, Torah-observance is about trust.  Do I trust that God really knows what He is asking me to do even if I don’t get it?  Do I trust who He is even if I can’t always understand His ways?  Am I willing to trust Him enough to be different just for His sake?

Unreflective Christian theology often attempts to draw a hard line between grace and works, claiming that observing Torah instructions is a “works-based” salvation.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  Living Torah is honoring the God who saved me by grace.  I do it so that I please Him and He uses me for His purposes.  I do it in order to make a difference.

So, no more ham and cheese, please.

Topical Index:  Torah, dietary laws, darash, midrash, pork, evangelism, Ezra 7:10
March 15  and proclaimed, “YHWH, YHWH God, compassionate, gracious, long-suffering and great in goodness  Exodus 34:6

Super-superlative 

YHWH, YHWH – Do you remember doubled giving (nathan used twice – March 12)?  Did you know that Isaiah uses shalom shalom to speak of “perfect” peace?  In Hebrew, doubling the word calls attention to the superlative form.  So, what happens when God Himself doubles His name – Yahweh Yahweh.  Well, for one thing it means that we better pay very close attention to this very unusual verse.  When YHWH decides to give Moses a personal introduction to His character, He starts by proclaiming His absolute and total superiority over every other existing thing in the entire universe.  He is not simply God.  He is THE ONLY GOD, the Mighty One, the Highest of all, the Unsurpassed, the Magnificent, the Holy One of Israel.  There is none who can compare to Him.  Not one!

For the children of Israel, even for Moses, this declaration is extremely important.  These people were being re-educated.  They just spent more than 200 years in a culture of multiple deities.  They were saturated with Egyptian thinking.  God needed to brainwash them clean.  He started with a demonstration of His superiority over every one of the Egyptian gods (that’s what the plagues are all about).  Then He exhibited His power and majesty at Sinai.  Now He provides Moses with a personal announcement of His character.  It is starts in BOLD type.  This is the Lord of Lords, the King of Kings, the One and Only God of all creation.  This is proclaimed, not deduced.  This is direct confrontation, not inner feelings.  This is overwhelming holiness.

Are you trembling yet?  Are you struck numb?  Are you on your face before Him?  Are you afraid for your life?  The sheer audacity of Moses’ request to see God’s glory is mind-boggling.  Moses must have had an unconscious death wish.  He had no idea what he was asking, and it was only through YHWH’s gracious protection that Moses didn’t die on the spot.  But that gives us a clue about the insensitivity that 200 years of wrong-thinking produces.  Even Moses didn’t really understand the terrifying nature of God’s holiness.  And if Moses didn’t get it, how much less aware are we?

Take a moment out of your oh-so-important life to put yourself in Moses’ place on that day.  Reflect for just a second (you have that much time, right?) what it was like to have the glory of God pass by.  Imagine the power of that voice proclaiming His utter uniqueness.  Push aside the seeker-friendly, “God is my best friend,” white-beard Santa Claus caricature we have come to embrace and let your soul (not your mind) tremble before His awesome majesty.  Let Him invade your carefully constructed chronos calendar.  You will experience nuclear soul-fission.  Your world will be blown apart, demolished, devastated.  You will suddenly see your own total insignificance.  It’s all about Him.  It has always been all about Him.  It will always be all about Him.

OK, one moment is enough.  Any more would kill us.  But one moment is all we need to re-set the compass of our lives.  Forget the 200 years of seductive preoccupation with our plans and purposes.  Listen to Him proclaim, “YHWH, YHWH” – and tremble.

Topical Index:  YHWH, glory, Exodus 34:6, doubled, superlative
March 16  and proclaimed, “YHWH, YHWH God, compassionate, gracious, long-suffering and great in goodness  Exodus 34:6
What Lies Beneath
Long-Suffering – Every word matters.  That’s the approach taken by the rabbis, and it’s the same approach that we must take if we want to truly mine the Scriptures.  That’s why it just isn’t adequate to stick with an English translation.  There is so much more to discover in the Hebrew or Greek text if we take the time to look.  This verse is another example of something that lies beneath the surface, never seen in translation.

The Hebrew for “long-suffering” is an idiomatic expression that literally means “long of nose.”  The idea is simple.  If God takes a long breath, His anger is delayed.  The longer His nose, the longer it takes for Him to come to judgment rather than mercy.  And God has a very long nose!

But that’s not all.  The normal Hebrew expression would be erech af  (singular).  God has only one nose (anthropomorphically) so we would expect a singular noun af.  But that’s not what the Scripture says.  It says erech apayim – literally “long noses.”  Is this a mistake?  Absolutely not!  The rabbis explain this apparent error by noting that God is equally long-suffering with the righteous and with the wicked.  He is long-nosed toward both.  His long-suffering has a dual character reflecting His personal forbearance toward both.  I will venture to guess that not a single translation of this verse in any other language expresses what we find in Hebrew.  It’s a shame, because this is part of God’s own declaration of His character.  We need to know that God is gracious toward the righteous and the wicked.  His attribute of mercy is not limited to those who have accepted His covenant.  It extends to all.  

Living in covenant relationship has but one goal – to imitate the character of God in life.  His character is our standard.  We are to emulate His compassion, His graciousness, His goodness, His mercy and His long-suffering.  Jesus says the same thing.  Paul declares imitation as a primary motivation.  So, unless we understand the depth of God’s own character, how are we going to set the course of our lives in the right direction?  Here, in this mixed-up word, we have another hidden exhortation toward holiness.  We are to exhibit double-breathing.  Our forbearance must extend to the righteous and the wicked in equal measure.  If God can breath twice, so must we.

Who do you tolerate?  Who do you put up with?  How do you act toward those who drive you crazy or who are morally repugnant?  Now you get to reconsider all of those short-breath reactions.  Now you must compare the length of God’s nose with your own.  Chances are there is work to be done – and confession to be made.

Topical Index:  long-suffering, erech apayim, Exodus 34:6, character, God’s nose

March 17  They shall not appear before the LORD empty-handed, but each with his own gift, according to the blessing that the LORD your God has bestowed upon you.  Deuteronomy 16:16-17

Tithes and Offerings

According To – “What does God expect concerning the tithe?”  This seems to be a perennial question once we determine to be more obedient to God’s instructions about living.  Those of us who have come from Christian backgrounds often struggle with the idea that the tithe is intended for the local church, especially when we find that our money goes to servicing debt instead of helping the needy in our own community family.  Does God really ask us to support the bricks and mortar, or does He expect something else?  

The Torah provides some of the needed direction.  In this verse we find a basic principle of giving.  That principle comes from an attitude toward all provision.  In other words, God asks for a portion of the blessing He has already given.  The assumption is that God has already blessed you, and now you decide, voluntarily, how much to give back in honor of His goodness.  Each male head of household comes before the Lord three times a year bearing a gift to be determined solely on the basis of blessings received.  No one could come empty-handed since everyone has received some blessing from God.  But the amount given was determined by individual assessment.  To whom much was given, much was expected, and how much was determined by the individual’s willingness to give, not by legislation.  After all, God loves a cheerful giver.

If we compare this verse with verse 10 in the same chapter, we see that the amount is a freewill offering.  It is our determination of generosity.  It is not governed by rule or regulation.  The only requirement is to bring something that represents your thankfulness.

This isn’t the final word on tithing, but it helps us to get the right perspective.  There are very few regulated tithes.  After all, God is interested in acts of devotion, not acts of servitude.  As the King of the Universe, He could demand our contribution.  Nearly every earthly King has done so.  But God is not a man and is not subject to the power-hungry greediness of men.  God owns it all.  Therefore, He has a right to all of it.   Instead of demanding what is really due Him, He allows us to demonstrate our thankfulness in an act of self-determination.  You decide how much God has done for you and what is an appropriate gift to bring.

This principle is extremely dangerous, for two reasons.   On the one hand, it leaves room for the legalist.  Those who don’t truly understand the magnitude of God’s blessings will use this principle to shortchange what is due.  They will bring something because some thing is required, but they won’t see that their offering is wasted and demeaning.  Nevertheless, God allows them to determine their own evaluation.  

On the other hand, the principle is equally dangerous for the righteous.  It places the burden for determining the value of God’s blessings squarely on our shoulders.  And if we really understand what God has done for us, we know that even 100% of what we have can never repay Him.  So, we bring a gift that is always far less than what we would desire, thankful for His grace but aware of our inadequate recognition.  This is the road to humility, and it is a self-determined one.  

Tithing may ultimately be a matter of some percentage, but the motivation begins here.  This is the place to start before any calculations enter the picture.

Topical Index:  tithe, offering, according to, principle, Deuteronomy 16:17

March 18  Finally, brothers, whatever things are true, whatever things are honest, whatever things are just, whatever things are pure, whatever things are lovely, whatever things are of good reputation  Philippians 4:8

Competitive Advantage

Whatever – In the end, it’s the little things that count.  That’s particularly true when it comes to character.  Character is the focus of Paul’s comments about the occupations of our thoughts.  Paul knows that “character is much easier to retain than it is to recover.”  He knows that the competitive advantage in spiritual development goes to the ones who spend their time and energy dwelling on these things:  what is true, honest, just, pure, lovely and reputable.  

Paul introduces all these character qualities with a tiny Greek word, hosa.  It is a development word.  In this case, it extends an idea from one context to another.  In other words, it acts like a casting line.  I stand on the bank of the stream and cast the line far out into the water.  My thought moves from the edge of the bank to the end of the line in the midst of the stream.  In just this way, the energy I put into character needs a focal point, and that point, says Paul, is the line cast far out into the waters of truth, honesty, justice, purity, beauty and good reputation.  My attention moves along the line, looking for the signs it gives me from a distance.  In the same way, once I have cast my vision far into the realms of these character qualities, I will be drawn toward that point and encouraged to watch carefully what happens at the end of the line.

Notice, if you will, that the purpose of casting is to focus attention.  It does no good to throw the line anywhere and then ignore it.  I must aim, act and watch if my cast is going to produce results.  I must turn away from the distractions, ignore the dangers and dismiss the alternatives if I am to aim at the best place in the deep water.  My competitive advantage is lost if I do not concentrate on the cast.  In the same way, my character is damaged, and possibly lost, if I do not focus on the target.  Paul tells us to put aside all those things that could diminish character.  He warns us that once lost, character is seldom recovered without agony.  He exhorts us to guard against damage simply by concentrating on the direction of our thoughts.  Hosa is the connector that moves me from here to there.  “Whatever” I see in that deep water will be enough to guide my aim.  In fact, anything that is true, good and beautiful will lead me to more truth, goodness and beauty.  But for Paul, and for followers of the Way, the final cast sends the line right into the center of God’s character.  His character is the ultimate example of what is true, honest, pure, good, and worthy.  There is no better place to cast my attention than into the stream that reveals who He is.

This is important because it helps us remember that what really matters is who God is, not what God does.  We may not understand His actions.  We may puzzle over His decisions.  But we will be secure if we concentrate on His character.  When we can’t make sense of life, our confusion will be wiped away if we but look at who God is.  Character remains after everything else is put to rest.  Cast your line deep into Him and you will be drawn toward His eternal values.

Topical Index:  hosa, Philippians 4:8, character, cast, true, good, beautiful
March 19  Finally, brothers, whatever things are true, whatever things are honest, whatever things are just, whatever things are pure, whatever things are lovely, whatever things are of good reputation  Philippians 4:8
Firm Footing

True – True is not correct.  I don’t mean that this isn’t the right translation.  It is.  The Greek word, alethia, means “true.”  But the Greek idea of true is not what Paul has in mind.  The Greek idea of true is about being correct.  True for the Greek culture meant having the right answer, being without error, thinking correctly.  Alethia is ultimately a cognitive term.  It’s about what happens in your mind.  Paul might be using this Greek word, but he is not telling us to think correctly.  Paul is Jewish.  His background for thought formation is Hebrew and in Hebrew, the word for true is not about being correct.  It’s about being reliable.  The word in Hebrew is ‘emeth.  It means faithful, trustworthy and reliable.  God is true in this sense.  I can count on Him.  He never lies.  He never does what is unfaithful or unreliable.  What God says He will do, He does.  Paul encourages me to pursue faithfulness, reliability and fidelity.  These characteristics emulate God Himself.  They last!

It’s a very good thing that God views truth as ‘emeth, not alethia.  Of course, God is also correct.  Unlike us, He always thinks accurately.  But thoughts are not actions, and God is a God who acts.  His truthfulness is demonstrated in His actions.  He is utterly reliable.  What this means is that I must never doubt what God says.  I am quite sure we all agree on this.  But we may not have reflected on the implications.

When God says that He does not desire that any should perish, we can count on that.  God will do everything possible to bring all His creation (including us) back into harmony with Him.  Of course, sometimes that means that God will chastise us.  Sometimes He is make life extremely difficult in order to turn our attention to Him.  We can count on that too.  We can also count on God’s warning about the wrath to come for those who continually resist Him.  God’s statements about punishment are also true.  They will reliably come to pass.  It might not be comforting to consider this implication of the Hebrew idea of truth, but the discomfort is important.  There is very good reason the fear Him.  This too is true.

When God says that He will restrain temptation in our lives so that whatever we face will always provide a way of escape, He means it.  When He says that He will never abandon us, He speaks the truth.  When He says that our sins are forgiven and cast far from us, we can count on this.  When He says that His love for us exceeds all of our imagination about its depth, we can stand on that promise.  God’s Word is true.  It is firm footing.  It is rock under our feet.  There is no better place to stand than on His revelation.  It too will last.

So, think about these things.  You can count on them – forever.

Topical Index:  true, alethia, ‘emeth, reliable, faithful, trustworthy, Philippians 4:8
March 20  Let your women be silent in the churches, for it is not allowed to them to speak, but let them be submissive, as also the law says.  1 Corinthians 14:34
Schizophrenia

The Law – Some weeks ago, one reader wrote, “Perhaps at some point you could give a clear explanation as to what the thorough explanation of “let the women keep silence in the church” is. I do believe it was a cultural statement to women who, realizing their new freedom in CHRIST, were interrupting the preacher/teacher at church. However, I’d like the verification of a “scholar” like yourself. I had a ‘good’ Baptist tell me today that it wasn’t proper for a woman to lead in prayer in a public service, because that was tantamount to her ‘teaching’ men. He didn’t appreciate my comment that prayer was not teaching, but rather communication directly to and with GOD.”

There’s hardly a more controversial Pauline verse (except perhaps 1 Timothy 2:12).  So, let’s see if we can sort out some of the issues.  By the way, I am so glad that this reader put “scholar” in quotation marks since it would take someone far more gifted than I am to provide the final answer on this problem.  Nevertheless, we can at least make a few comments that might help.

Right off the top, we must admit that there is no scholarly agreement on Paul’s motivation or meaning.  Even the best Greek scholars in the world can’t come to unified understanding of this verse.  That should tell you something.  Anyone who says, “This is what Paul means,” must have a direct, divine revelation because the best Pauline exegetes still can’t come to a solid conclusion.  This is one of those verses that you dare not build a doctrine on.  There are a lot of things in Paul’s letters that are crystal clear and unambiguous.  This is not one of them.  Caution is the proper approach.

Secondly, we know that Paul was a superior student of Scripture.  As a Pharisee of the Pharisees, he undoubtedly memorized huge portions of Scripture, perhaps the entire Old Testament.  One thing is for sure.  He knew the Law.  He had no problem citing Scripture as the final authority on matters of faith and practice.  His letters are full of Scriptural quotations.  In fact, when he really wants to make a point, his usual practice is to say, “As it is written,” followed by the Old Testament passage.  But in this most crucial verse, Paul makes a huge “mistake”.  You see, there is no Scripture at all that says women must be silent in the synagogue.  Not one verse of the Law says anything like this.  Furthermore, it is completely out of character for Paul to say, “as the Law says,” and then not give us the reference.  Whatever is happening here, it is not anything like Paul’s normal writing.  On this basis, Bilezikian suggests that this statement is not from Paul at all.  How could it be?  It doesn’t sound like him.  It doesn’t read like him, and it has a serious flaw about the claim of Scripture.  Bilezikian believes that Paul is actually quoting the claim of his opposition.  They are telling the churches that women should be silent, and Paul is reminding his readers of their bogus claim before he attacks their error.  Bilezikian offers further proof of this reading in the details of the Greek text.  He makes a powerful argument, but even if you reject it, you must admit that this passage doesn’t look anything like Paul’s usual writing.  Once again, caution is the watchword.

Finally, for now, if we think that Paul actually issued this command, then we are faced with another serious problem.  If Paul really said this, then he must have experienced a schizophrenic episode, because just a few verses before this edict, Paul exhorts everyone (men and women) to speak in tongues, prophesy, and participate in the edification of the whole congregation.  How can he enthusiastically endorse the verbal activity of tongues and prophecy with one breath and then tell women to shut up in the next?  If there is anything we believe about God’s Word, it is that it is not self-contradictory.  If God inspired Paul to say that the whole church comes together and all speak in tongues (verse 23), then that same God cannot inspire the same author to tell half the congregation that they cannot open their mouths.  It’s a problem, isn’t it?  Caution, my friends, caution.

Of course, there is a lot more.  There is the Jewish background where women openly participated in the synagogue (and Paul certainly knew that).  There is the issue with the cultural concerns of Corinth.  There is the fact that a woman is the one who reported these difficulties to Paul (see 1:11).  There is the teaching of Jesus that there is no discrimination in the Kingdom.  And finally, there is the overwhelming evidence of Genesis and the role of the ‘ezer.  But those are for another day.

Your church may have handled this controversy differently.  I am not here to change your mind.  I am here to point to the text and remind all of us that it isn’t quite as clear as we would like it to be.  There are a lot of issues with this one.  In the end, something is happening here that we aren’t sure about, and for that reason alone, we must be very careful.  For what it’s worth, this “scholar” doesn’t see any way that we could build a hard case on this verse.  This one has to fit into much bigger concerns before it can make sense.

Now it’s your turn.  Think about it.

Topical Index:  women, silence, 1 Corinthians 14:34, law, church, nomos
March 21  Let a woman learn in silence, in all subjection.  But I do not allow a woman to teach, nor to exercise authority over a man, but to be in silence.  1 Timothy 2:11-12
Context, Context, Context

A Woman – The universal law of real estate is simple:  location, location, location.  There is a comparable universal law in biblical exegesis:  context, context, context.  Lift a verse from its context and you can make it say anything you want.  It’s the equivalent of buying land without seeing it.

So, when we approach the second of Paul’s most controversial verses, we need to fill in a lot of context before we start making universal pronouncements.  The context is what is happening to Timothy in Ephesus.  This is a personal letter of advice and counsel.  It addresses issues in Timothy’s ministry.  It is not like the general letters Paul wrote to churches.  In this letter, Paul tries to help Timothy deal with disruptions to his work.  This means that if we are going to understand what Paul says and why he says it, we must first understand what is happening in Timothy’s life.  From everything that we can gather (since we only have half of the conversation), we discover that Timothy was dealing with several heretical teachings that were cropping up in his congregation.

First, Paul tells Timothy to combat those who propose “endless genealogies and myths” as a way of spiritual enlightenment.  He instructs Timothy to stick with the pure gospel.  We should notice that in this emphasis Paul states, “The Law is good.”  Stick with the basics.  Remain faithful to God’s revealed instructions.  Don’t get carried away in speculations.  Remember the teaching of Torah.

Next, Paul recounts his own woeful past, emphasizing that the gospel of grace which saved him is completely adequate as a means of salvation for all who adopt it.  The Messiah Yeshua brings grace beyond measure, just as God’s Word proclaims.  The mark of a believer is faith and good conscience.  Those who depart from this foundation are shipwrecked.  Paul has addressed the theological heresies.  He points to grace, the Word and the heart.  Without these, nothing else matters.

Now Paul turns his attention to practical matters.  The first is prayer.  Pray for everyone, he says to Timothy.  Why?  Because God desires all to be redeemed through the one and only mediator, Yeshua.  How is this to be done?  In proper order, with circumspect behavior, showing honor to God.  This becomes the basis for Paul’s commentary on activities in the church.  He exhorts men to pray earnestly everywhere they have opportunity.  He exhorts women to do the same, dressed in appropriate attire.  What does he mean?  He means that neither men nor women should call attention to themselves but rather act and dress in such a way that honor God.  Notice the word, “likewise” in verse 9.  Paul wants men to pray without anger or doubt.  Then he says he wants women to do “likewise.”  The Greek word means “in the same manner.”  What does this mean?  The only similarity here is the demonstration of attitude in prayer.  This implies that women are to pray with a similar outward demonstration, adorning themselves to fit that attitude.  And this implies that they are speaking prayers just as the men are.  Paul’s emphasis is not on what they wear.  It is on who they bring to the spotlight.  Men must be careful not to let anger or doubt take center stage.  Women must be careful not to let pride and appearance take center stage.  But both men and women are called to pray.
Now we  come to the next problem of order in the church.  Only this time Paul uses the singular Greek word gune, not the plural gunaikas.  This leaves us with two interpretations.  In English, this could mean “a woman” is a singular class noun, that is, a reference to all people in the class “woman.”  But it could also mean a particular woman.  In other words, Paul may be saying, “Let this woman,” a particular woman whose name is withheld, not be allowed to teach.  Since Timothy knew exactly who Paul meant, Paul does not need to spell it out.  A woman in the congregation was teaching heretical views.  She is to be forbidden to do so.  It is significant that Paul shifts from the plural in verse 9 to the singular in verse 11.  If he wanted to speak about all women, why wouldn’t he simply continue to say “Women must learn in silence,” or “Women are not permitted to teach.”  Once again we see that the clear meaning of the text isn’t quite a clear as we have been taught.  

Finally, we need to look at another passage addressed to Timothy.  In his second letter to Timothy, Paul says, “And what you heard from me through many witnesses, commit these things to faithful people, such as will be competent also to teach others.”  Here is the same context.  Paul wants only certain people to teach the gospel.  We might have expected Paul to say, “faithful men” if he is going to be consistent with that interpretation of his advice in his first letter.  But that is not what Paul says.  He uses the Greek word anthropos, a word for all Men, that is, the class of everyone who is human – both men and women, instead of the Greek word aner which means only males.  Anthropos is the same Greek word used in the translation of “Let us make man in our own image,” and no one claims that God only created males.

What a tragedy it is that the influence of the Greek early church fathers and the general opinion of the Catholic church for a thousand years led us to read these verses without looking deeper into the text.  Maybe we need to backup.  Things are always what they seem.  If you don’t believe me, I have 40 acres for sale in Arizona.

Topical Index:  teach, women, gune, gunaikas, aner, anthropos, 1 Timothy 2:11-12, 2 Timothy 2:2, context
March 22  No one serving as a soldier tangles with the affairs of this life, so that he might please the one enlisting him.  2 Timothy 2:4
A Different Cloth
Tangles – You’re in the army now!  If you’re committed to following the Messiah, you made a voluntary decision to join His ranks.  That decision has some very big implications.  One of those is entanglement.  Paul uses a great word to get his picture across to us.  It is empleko.  You can think of our word “implicate,” but the root meaning is about weaving in connections.  Paul says that if you are in the army of the Most High, you are not woven into the affairs of the world.  You are a man or woman of a different cloth.

The synonyms of this Greek word help us fill in the picture.  They are words for ensnare, put into bondage, seduce, deceive or entrap.  Isn’t that exactly what it feels like when the world gets its teeth into you?  You’re going along, just enjoying the blessings of living in God’s world, and suddenly something goes bump in the night.  You make a choice and then you see that you’ve been seduced.  You shout, “Entrapment!”, but it’s too late.  You’ve been deceived.  Something is trying to put you back into bondage.  That something is the world’s systems under the authority of the enemy of our God.  He runs this planet (temporarily) and he is doing all he can to coax you back into his fiefdom.  He just wants you to put on his clothes, the ones cut from the cloth that gets tighter and tighter with every step you take.

Paul has some friendly advice.  Don’t get entangled.  Don’t get implicated.  Remember who you serve and keep your focus on Him.  Of course, Paul is not telling you to retreat to your closet or run away from life.  There’s a difference between entangled and engaged.  We are supposed to be in the world.  That’s the plan.  But we don’t live according to the world.  We are not part of its warp and woof.  Thinking that you can put on a suit made with the world’s finest material and still serve the living God is a big mistake.  After all, our Champion’s life was notable for His lack of possessions and His humility.  What’s good for the Captain is good for me too.

This particular Greek word in this verse is a special tense, not found in English.  This is about self​-entanglement.  It’s not about those circumstances in life that come upon you, unanticipated and unwarranted.  It’s about deliberate choices to get connected to the world’s ways.  There is no trickery here, except for the deception that the ways of the world will lead to happiness.  This kind of entanglement doesn’t sneak up on you and grab you from behind.  You see it coming, but you don’t turn aside.  You let it happen to you.  Looking back, you wonder why?  Actually, there is no rational explanation.  Sin is insane.  It’s a deliberate choice to destroy yourself over time.  No one in his right mind would make such a choice, but then, sinners aren’t in their right minds, are they?  And each time you are confronted with the possibility of self-entanglement, you must remember this.  You can choose to go insane, or you can look to the God of order.  You can implicate yourself, or you can dress in a different cloth.

Topical Index:  cloth, implicate, entangle, insane, empleko, sin, character, 2 Timothy 2:4

March 23  YHWH, in Your strength the king rejoices and in Your deliverance how he rejoices greatly!  Psalm 21:2 (Hebrew text, my translation)

Double Down

Strength / Deliverance – It’s Oz, but there’s no wizard.  It’s deliverance but there’s no background music.  Of course, you have to be “old” to understand these allusions.  I won’t apologize for that.  Age is the grist of insight.  It takes a certain amount of hindsight to be able to see the forest from the trees.

The Hebrew word for strength is ‘oz.  The word be.az.kha converts the root to “in Your strength.”  You can see the root in the middle to the word.  It’s not just anyone’s strength.  It’s not the strength of weapons, wisdom or wealth.  It’s God’s strength.  That implies, of course, that it is my weakness.  I don’t need God’s strength if I am doing just fine, thank you.  Of course, that is the claim of the fool.  The only strength capable of rescue (our next word) is the strength of the Lord Himself.  The letter to the Hebrews (a nice commentary on the Psalms) reminds us of this fundamental truth.  “that He might render powerless him who had the power of death, that is, the devil and might deliver those who through fear of death were subject to slavery all their lives” (Hebrews 2:14-15).  That’s us!  We were subject to slavery all our lives because no power on earth can overcome the terror and threat of death.  Deliverance from death takes a power from outside this world.  It takes az.kha (Your strength).  The king rejoices in that truth.  So do we.  We’ll have something to say about rejoicing as we look deeper into this psalm.

What is the purpose of God’s strength.  Once again, we are reminded of the Hebrews commentary.  Deliverance!  Rescue!  Salvation!  That’s how God uses His strength on our behalf.  The Hebrew word here is yeshu’ah.  Surprise, surprise!  The very name of the purpose of God’s strength is the name of our Messiah.  No wonder the king rejoices greatly.  

Notice, if you will, that this word (and this name) is translated not only as salvation but also as deliverance and rescue.  This is important.  In the Christian world, we have nearly obliterated the nuances of this word.  We think only in terms of guilt and forgiveness.  But that is not the “home” of this word.  The word is at home in the throes of battle.  The word finds its first application where a man needs reinforcements.  The word comes to life when life itself is threatened.  This is first and foremost a word about rescue.  

Rabbi Bob Gorelik often says that if you ask a Jew if he is saved, he will respond, “Was I in trouble?”  His first interpretation of your question will be in regard to the need to be rescued.  Deliverance, salvation and rescue mean nothing unless I first realize that I need help, and the most obvious way that I realize my need for deliverance is when I perceive a threat.  Christians have shifted the meaning of the term so that it is no longer understood as reinforcements arriving to save me.  It’s too bad.  Jesus understood the word in its Jewish context.  His deliverance is much more than dealing with our guilt.  Perhaps we need to reconsider the fuller implications of “strength” and “salvation.”  Maybe the God who is a Rock and a Fortress is also a God who shows up when the battle is almost lost.  He is ‘oz without a wizard, yeshu’ah without a halo.

Topical Index:  Strength, ‘oz, salvation, rescue, deliverance, yeshu’ah, Psalm 21:2, Psalm 21:1

March 24  YHWH, in Your strength the king rejoices and in Your deliverance how he rejoices greatly!  Psalm 21:2 (Hebrew text, my translation)
Two For The Money

Rejoices – English just doesn’t cut it.  English is a language focused on things.  So, we have dozens of words to distinguish slight variables in things.  Just think about the many different words we have that all point to an automobile.  Every year the industry introduces us to more car vocabulary.  Hebrew doesn’t seem to be in love with these kinds of subtleties, but it often makes distinctions where we use only a single word.  This is one of those cases.  Here, David uses two different words for rejoice.  The first is gyl, the second is samach.  The puzzle is why there are two words and what the difference is between them.

First, let’s connect gyl to something more familiar.  Abigail is a name that means “my father is joy.”  You can see it in Hebrew – ab for father coupled with gyl for joy.  This might not be a popular name in our culture, but it certainly has a wonderful meaning in Hebrew.  Who wouldn’t want a daughter with a name like this?

Thirty-six times in Scripture, gyl and samach are found in the same sentence.  Twenty-five of those times, samach comes first.  Scholars believe that this indicates that samach covers a wider range of joyful expression than gyl.  It is also significant that gyl is not found in the Torah.  Almost all of its occurrences are in the prophets and in Psalms.  Finally, while gyl has a secular use, when it is used theologically, it is usually about God.  It describes rejoicing in God’s deliverance, loving-kindness (hesed), judgment and glory.  

Samach occurs in almost all the Old Testament books.  Although you might find this odd, samach occurs quite often in Ecclesiastes.  In the consummate book on the vanity of life, joy seems to play a rather significant role.  Like gyl, samach is a typical Hebrew verb that describes actions that result from emotions.  Nearly two-thirds of its uses are theological.  

Now we’re ready to note the difference between gyl and samach, and why the psalmist uses both so often.  Samach is a word that implies external motion as a result of internal emotion.  It is about clapping, dancing, shouting and singing.  It is joy out loud.  Gyl seems to express a more limited, and more internal experience, often associated with reflection on the character of God.  Gyl is never used “to express individual, isolated events in the past.” It is a present tense, existential experience of overflowing emotion, often resulting in physical action.

Here’s what we can learn.  First, our language doesn’t capture all that Hebrew teaches us about rejoicing.  Second, the Hebrew concept of rejoicing covers both internal experience and external action.  Third, rejoicing is ultimately tied to a recognition of the character of God.  When David says that the king rejoices, in both samach and gyl, he says that the king finds the character of God and God’s benevolence so wonderful that his soul is thrilled and his body moved.  He just can’t help clapping and singing, dancing and shouting because what’s happening inside him is more than he can contain.  

Is that how you feel about God?  Are you so filled with His wonder that you just can’t stand still?  Is your rejoicing unbound?  Or are you a mental giant of Greek cognition who can't quite make your feet move?
Topical Index:  rejoicing, samach, gyl, Abigail, joy, Psalm 21:2, Psalm 21:1
March 25  Observe them faithfully, for that will be proof of your wisdom and discernment to other peoples, who on hearing all these laws will say, “Surely, that great nation is a wise and discerning people.”  Deuteronomy 4:6

The Real Purpose-Driven Life

Surely – The nations will be amazed.  That’s what Moses says about an obedient Israel.  “Surely,” is the Hebrew raq.  In this context, it announces the wonderful surprise that this tiny nation of Israel has such a close relationship with God that everything it does just seems to be blessed.  Now you know the goal of the real purpose-driven live.  Moses exhorts the people to keep all the instructions for God’s way of living in order that God may use Israel to attract all the nations of the earth to Him.  The purpose-driven life is not about how blessed I will be.  It’s about how blessed others will be through me.  It’s the lesson of the fruit on a national scale.

There are 613 commandments in the Torah, but if you really inspect them, you will find that a great number of them do not apply to you.  Of those that do apply, the majority are clear, moral imperatives required for the existence of any society (for example, not murdering others).  Then there are a handful that might not seem to make sense to us today (like diet and clothing) but are still important because God asks us to be His magnets in the world.  As Paul says, we who believe in the Messiah are grafted into the commonwealth of Israel.  That means we take on the same obligations as any other citizen of God’s government.  We live under His constitution and His constitution is the Torah.

So, let’s leave behind that worn-out idea that the reason I serve God is so I will be blessed.  Blessings in my life are an accident of on-purpose living and on-purpose living is about reaching the world through God’s involvement with me and my community.  Will I be blessed?  Of course.  That’s the consequence of obedience.  Why?  Because it is through this blessing that God attracts others.  Of course, blessings do not always come in the form that we would like, but they always come in a form God can use.  If we focus our attention on the purpose of His blessing instead of the results, then we can understand why sometimes a blind man must be born blind, why a child must die and why a man must hang on the cross.  Just like the lesson of the fruit, blessings are designed to pass through you to attract and nourish others.

Why do we keep Torah?  First, because God asks us to.  He is the King of this kingdom and His will is the law of the land.  But secondly, we keep Torah because God promises that our obedience will become the vehicle that brings the lost to Him.  We keep Torah for the sake of the lost.  It is our guaranteed means of evangelism in the everyday walk of life.  It is the basis of the Great Commission – “as you are going, disciple”.  As you are walking according to God’s instructions, He will bring you into contact with those who will look at your life and say, “Something wonderful is happening here.  Tell me about it.”

Topical Index:  Torah, commandments, purpose, Deuteronomy 4:6, evangelism, raq
March 26  He who turns away his ear from listening to the law, even his prayer is an abomination.  Proverbs 28:9
Stinks To High Heaven
Abomination – The Hebrew principle of measure for measure applies to a lot more than eyes and teeth.  Waltke points out that “if a man, on his part, is deaf to instruction, then God, on His part, is deaf to prayer.”  This is measure for measure applied to disobedience and prayer.  We could translate this verse as follows:  If a man rejects hearing and obeying Torah, then God considers that man’s prayer to’evah.  On the one hand, mishmoa torah  (turns from hearing torah).  On the other hand, tefillato to’evah (prayer is abomination).  Even the alliteration is memorable.

There aren’t many things that God considers abominable.   Proverbs uses the word only twenty-one times.  Eleven of those are connected with what is repulsive to God.  It might be worthwhile to consider the other eleven in order to provide context for the severity of this verse.   From God’s perspective, abominations include devious actions with intent to harm, stealing, evil acts, evil thoughts, lying, pride and idolatry.  What characterizes all these actions is their connection with harmful, hurtful and hostile consequences.  Every one of them is a violation of God’s moral character.

The implications are stark.  Those who turn away from the Torah, who neither listen to it nor seek to live according to it, are going to find that their prayers repulse God.  That’s right.  Torah disobedience contains its own reciprocal consequence.  Their prayers stink to high heaven.  

We can probably see why this is applied to the wicked.  After all, their lives are a total contradiction to God’s grace and goodness.  How can they expect God to listen to them when they are in trouble if they have spent their lives dismissing His claims on them and His instructions about living?  Too often we act as if God will suddenly reverse His moral principles and rescue those who have never offered themselves to Him.  Perhaps we need to rethink our stance that God responds to all prayers.  Of course, God may respond to even the prayer of the wicked because His grace outweighs His wrath, but He is under no obligation to do so, and He tells us pretty plainly that these kinds of prayers smell like their originators.

There is another implication that might not be so acceptable.  What about those of us who believe, who have signed up for the Kingdom life, but who don’t follow the Torah?  This verse should scare us.  God is gracious, patient and long-suffering, but this verse clearly says that Torah obedience is near and dear to God’s heart and the deliberate refusal to adopt His way of life has some potentially terrible consequences.  It did for Israel.  Do we somehow think that we are the exceptions to the rule?

There’s a lot at stake here, isn’t there?

Topical Index:  Torah, prayer, abomination, Proverbs 28:9, to’evah
March 27  “Watch and pray that you do not enter into temptation”  Matthew 26:41

Guarding the Gates

Watch – Jesus knows that we are weak, but willing.  We want to serve and be of service, but we struggle mightily with disciplining the body.  We are often our own worst enemies, relinquishing ground to those appetites that we so enthusiastically fed when we were without godly direction and purpose.  The disciples, who are no different than us mere mortals, are just as vulnerable to their own weaknesses.  So, Jesus tells them to watch and pray.  Now, what do you imagine He meant by such an odd statement?  Watch what?  They are sitting in the middle of an olive tree grove in the dead of the night.  How are they supposed to watch anything?  They can’t see.  It’s black.  There are no handy light switches or flashlights.  What is Jesus talking about?

We’ll have a much better appreciation for this word if we recognize that Jesus is using the Hebrew verb shamar.  With that in mind, we discover some rather amazing context.  Adam and Havvah were to watch over the garden. Laban was instructed to watch over Jacob.  The priests were to watch over the implements of the Tabernacle. Moses tells Israel to watch and obey the Torah.  Eli watched Hannah’s lips while she prayed. God watches over the hearts of men.  But perhaps Jesus had one particular passage in mind – 1 Samuel 26:15-16.  The phrase is nearly identical and the circumstances are contextually the same.

David confronts Abner with the accusation, “Why have you not watched over your lord the king?”  Abner has failed in his duty to protect the king in a time of threat.  What we should notice are David’s next words.  “This thing that you have done is not good.  As YHWH lives, you also are the sons of death because you have not watched over your lord, over the anointed of YHWH.”  An assignment to watch over the anointed of YHWH is a weighty one.  Those who are asked to carry out a task like this carry a special responsibility.  Failure to perform their duty leaves God’s anointed at great risk.  In the moment of crisis, the watchmen must be vigilant.

Certainly Jesus saw Himself as the Lord’s anointed, the future King of all the earth.  His request to the chosen three is not spur of the moment.  The words themselves point back to another king and a history of crucial mistakes.  Perhaps Peter, James and John didn’t remember the same circumstances and the same vocabulary from the prophet Samuel.  Perhaps.  But Jesus certainly must have.  He was a remarkable Biblical scholar, demonstrating full command of the Scriptures time and time again.  “Watch and pray” are not randomly chosen words in this most-difficult time.  The anointed of the Lord confronts His greatest threat and He calls His companions to stand with Him.  But they are unable.

We may be called to watch and pray in a dark hour.  The story of David and Abner, and of Peter, James and John should warn us.  Let us not be lax when that moment arrives.

Topical Index:  watch, shamar, David, Abner, Matthew 26:41, anointed, King
March 28  And we the strong ought to bear the weaknesses of those not strong and not please ourselves.  Romans 15:1

The Ethical Imperative

Ought – We have been persuaded.  We are convinced.  We understand.  We realize that there is room for both Torah and grace.  We see that the two paths converge in the purposes of God.  We know what it means to live righteously.  We see the Way.

But not everyone of our brothers and sisters have clear sight.  Paul has some instructions for us, the strong.  Go gently into the world!  This is not a matter of argument and confrontation.  This is a matter of bearing another’s burden, and completely the royal law of love.

Paul puts the emphasis on the imperative.  The first word in the Greek sentence is opheilomen.  The root word, opheilo, means to be bound to a duty, to perform a required act.  Derivatives include the idea of a debt or obligation.  You can see that this is not optional.  Paul is providing halachah.  This is instruction based in the understanding of the Torah that is binding on the congregation.  We need to hear this because far too often we use our new-found liberty and understanding as a hammer against those who have yet to step on to this path.  We have been set free from the legalist.  We know that Torah observance is the means of usefulness.  But many are still bound by tradition, struggling with their concept of rules and regulations, afraid to succumb once again to the oppression of purchased righteousness.  Paul points to the proper action.  Carry them!

No man gains superiority over any other man, lost or found, by claiming greater insight or deeper knowledge.  Our Savior exemplified the only proper path to godliness.  He humbled Himself and took on the form of a slave.  He washed the feet of those who did not understand.  He gave up His eternal majesty in order to lift those who could not see the truth.  Never did He chastise the ignorance of the destitute or depressed.  Never did He prove His points in order to gain status.  If the Son of the Most High God can stretch across the gap between the eternal mysteries of Being and the fragile incomprehension of our human frame, are we not called to do the same with the tiny bit of clarity that we have been given?

Paul exhorts us.  “Yes.  God has favored you with understanding.  This did not come from your intellect or your achievements.  Knowledge of His Way is a gift.  And you must use it as a gentle means of enriching others.  It is no different than any other fruit of the true Vine.  It is not for you.  It is to equip you to carry the load of those who seek Him.

It’s time to put aside the arguments and the proof-texts.  The truth of the Way is found in the love we have for one another.  It is a responsibility and a privilege.  It is a call to action.  Who will you carry today?
Topical Index:  Romans 5:1, opheilo, carry, humble, liberty, love

March 29  For whatever things were written before were written for our instruction, that through patience and encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.  Romans 15:4
New Testament Commentary

Whatever – First word emphasis.  Once again we see Paul rearrange the vocabulary in order to highlight a thought.  Here the first word is “whatever” (hosa), a word that we have encountered before (March 18).  You’ll remember that this is an extension word.  It is used to extend our thought from one place to another.  Here, of course, it is about extending the range of God’s instructions about life across the whole of Scripture, from the Torah to the Prophets to the Wisdom literature.  All of it was written to instruct us.

Paul’s sentiment is an interesting one, especially so given the usual interpretation that the Old Covenant has been supplanted by the New Covenant and the church had temporarily replaced Israel.  If there were ever a man who was in a position to set aside the writings of the Hebrew Scriptures, Paul would be the man.  He knew the Scriptures better than any other follower of Yeshua.  He vigorously upheld the doctrine that salvation comes by faith.  He was the apostle of grace.  Yet, here Paul extends the worthiness of the Hebrew Scriptures beyond the first five books (the Torah).  He claims that it was all written for our instruction.  In fact, his reference in the same sentence to “Scripture” leaves no doubt about what he means.  Paul, the “New Testament” apostle, claims that his “Old Testament” Bible is the source of our hope. 

Of course, Paul would never have put it quite that way.  The designation “New Testament” and “Old Testament” happened hundreds of years after Paul was dead.  For Paul, there was only one Scripture, the Hebrew Bible.

Some might argue that this only means the Old Testament Scriptures are background.  They inform the New Testament but they are no longer applicable, in much the same way that early Greek science had an effect on the modern scientific method, but is only of historical interest.   That could be the case, except for Paul’s use of the word “Scriptures.”  Paul considers these writings sacred, inspired and fully fit for instruction in righteousness.  They are not left-overs.  They are the only source of real hope in the day that he wrote this verse to the Roman believers.  The Old Testament was the source of encouragement, hope and direction for these believers.  How could they look anywhere else?  Nothing of the New Testament was canonized and much of it wasn’t even written.  The first-century believers didn’t make up their code of behavior as they went along.  They joined an already-existing stream of devoted followers who happened to be of the house of Israel.  They were grafted into a culture and a standard that had been part of God’s community for 2000 years.  Do we really think that Paul tossed it all out and started over?  That’s not what Paul says.

Maybe we’re the ones who threw out the Scriptures and started over.

Topical Index: Scriptures, grace, law, instructions, Romans 15:4

March 30   He shall not be afraid of evil news, his heart is fixed, trusting in YHWH.  Psalm 112:7

Taking A Stand

Fixed – Who among us will not fear bad news?  That’s a pretty important question these days.  Of course, it’s all relative, isn’t it?  Our version of bad news doesn’t come close to the bad news in places like Somalia or Haiti.  Many people there would gladly trade any of their days for our worst nightmares.  But, relative or not, bad news is still bad news – and a lot of people shudder to even think about it.  The Psalmist has an answer.  Stand straight up!  

That’s the sense of the word kun.  It’s used in all kinds of descriptions about standing upright, from setting up an idol  to preparing weapons.  There are a dozen metaphorical uses from establishing a kingdom or city to appointing someone to a position or creating the natural order.  Here it is about standing on the promises of God.  The Psalmist’s heart is certain that God will not fail.  

Notice that the rationale for taking this stand is provided with the second verb, to trust.  This is the verb batach, a verb that is used only one time in a positive sense for trust between human beings (Proverbs 31:11).  In every other case, the only positive use of this verb is about trust in God.  The verb is another example of the Hebrew connection between emotion and motion.  It describes the sense of security and reliability that comes when a follower of the Way behaves according to God’s word in spite of circumstances.  In other words, the reason that we can trust God is found in who God is.  It does not depend on what God does.  We have no fear in the face of calamity because we know the character of the sovereign Lord.  So, three men can face certain death in the furnace of Nebuchadnezzar and exhibit complete reliance on the Most High God even if their lives are lost.  This is standing upright because you know the God you serve.

There are a lot of fearful things in the world today.  The news constantly reminds us to be afraid.  Fear motivates and paralyzes at the same time.  Fear drives us to self-protection and self-glorification (the fear of rejection, for example).  If you really wanted to make a list of all the things that you might fear, your imagination could certainly get a workout.  You could just leave the lights on, but that won’t make the monsters go away.  How much better to be fixed on the love and compassion of God.  How reassuring it is to know that His purposes wrap care around us like a robe of light.  There is a reason that the sons of the righteous are not found begging bread.  God is in charge.

Maybe today things seem out of control.  Maybe today life is a little too close to the edge and a whiff of fear is in the air.  Don’t be anxious.  The One who made you, loves you.  Take your stand on His side of the Jordan.  Rejoice – and do not fear.

Topical Index:  fear, afraid, kun, batach, Psalm 112:7
March 31  Having thus a fond affection for you, we were well pleased to impart to you not only the gospel but also our own lives, because you had become very dear to us.  1 Thessalonians 2:8 (NASB)
Giving Good News 
A Fond Affection – While most readers of the Bible don’t know it, there are often minor differences in the various Greek texts that underlie our translations.  The original text is no longer available to us, so we rely on copies.  There are literally thousands of fragments of these copies, and they don’t always agree.  So, if you picked up the latest Greek text of the New Testament (the Nestle Arland, 27th edition from the United Bible Society, usually abbreviated as NA27), you would find footnotes on nearly every page showing you which of the extant manuscripts agree and which do not.  The King James Bible is based on a Greek text called the Textus Receptus, which is outdated, thanks to major archeological finds since the translation in 1611.  

What does all this mean?  Well, in this verse, the TR (Textus Receptus) uses the Greek word himeiromenoi but the NA27 uses the Greek word homeiromenoi.  Doesn’t look like much of a difference, does it?  The TR Greek means “to yearn after, to long for,” while the NA27 Greek means  “to have a kindly feeling.”  Perhaps it is only a small change in intensity.  The Greek word is found as the translation of the Hebrew hakah, but only in Job 3:21 (“waiting for death”).  This certainly cannot mean “fond affection,” since no one has a fond affection for death.  The translators of the TR recognized that the LXX took the word to mean “longing for,” and on that basis translated Paul’s phrase as “Longing over you.”  But things have changed since the King James translation.  This is complicated by the fact that this Greek word appears only once in the New Testament and is used only once in the LXX.  Hunting this one down is great detective work.

Now you’ll probably say, “What’s the point?  Who cares about such a tiny change?  If both words mean sort of the same thing, we can understand that idea without all these nit-picky details.”  You would be right.  We can understand the idea.  Translating the text so that we get the idea is the basis of a lot of current Bible translations.  These translations are not so concerned with the actual words.  They just want to communicate the message.  While this is a noble pursuit, it raises a serious issue.  Is the meaning of the text found in the text or is it found in the understanding of the reader?  Do I read the Bible in order to understand what the author of the passage had to say or do I read the Bible for what it means to me?  Is it OK to just get the idea or do I really need to know the exact details of the author’s statement?

These are very important questions principally because if I think that the reader is the focus of the translation, then I am free to change the language so that it has meaning for the reader.  I can ignore the details and even the vocabulary of the original author if the author’s choices don’t communicate to the reader.  I end up with a translation that doesn’t look like the original words at all.  Take The Message as an example.  While it is easy to read in contemporary vocabulary and ideas, it is impossible to work from The Message back to the original language.  The Message is Eugene Peterson’s personal vocabulary choices.  

Here’s the point.  Every translation has to deal with the details.  Every translation adopts some method for dealing with them.  But not every translation takes the same approach.  If you read the Bible in any language except Greek and Hebrew, you need to know how your translation approaches these issues.  Otherwise, you will be subject to the whims of the translator.  So, pick up your Bible and, perhaps for the first time, read the Introduction or the explanation of how the translation was done.  You just might be surprised.

Topical Index:  translations, Textus Receptus, Nestle-Arland 27, longing, affection, 1 Thessalonians 2:8

April 1  Having thus a fond affection for you, we were well pleased to impart to you not only the gospel but also our own lives, because you had become very dear to us.  1 Thessalonians 2:8 (NASB)
St. Francis of Assisi

Our Own Lives – “Preach the gospel at all times, and when necessary use words.”  St. Francis got it right.  This is just what Paul said to the Thessalonians.  “We imparted to you the good news along with our own lives.  You saw everything we wanted to say in action because you were witnesses to how we lived.”  The first principle of evangelism is not what we say but how we live.

Paul uses the Greek word psyche, sometimes translated “soul.”  But Paul means a lot more than intellectual knowledge or spiritual apprehension.  He means more than religious education or a code of conduct.  When Paul uses the Greek word psyche, he is trying to capture the Hebrew word nephesh.  The Greek concept of Man was the combination of body-mind-soul, but the Hebrew concept was a single, organic and spirit-filled unity.  Nephesh was all of me, all at once, my embodiment in the world.  That’s why the NASB does not translate this verse as “our very souls.”  That translation would be too Greek.  Paul is expressing a Hebrew idea.  He gives his life to this cause.

Sometimes we wonder why the power of the gospel seems to have such a small effect on the great number of people who claim allegiance to the Christ.  We read the writings of the Apostles.  We see amazing things happening.  We see incredible changes in those people in the first century, and we wonder what’s missing today.  Why did the early church have such a dramatic impact when we seem to do nothing more than add another building to the community every few years?  Perhaps the answer is right here, in this translated phrase.  Too often Christianity has become a Greek-based mental acknowledgement.  We assert that we believe the propositions, the doctrines of the Church.  We agree with the right cognitive conclusions.  But we haven’t embodied them.  They haven’t become our lives.  We have separated saying the gospel from living the gospel.

There’s a simple little test that you can apply to see where you are in all this.  Just ask yourself if anyone around you would know that you are a follower of the Messiah by just watching you.  Would they know that you love God and are obedient to His will without a single word?  Are you a walking sign post for righteousness?  Perhaps this little test gives us another reason why Torah observance becomes important.  God’s purpose is to make you into His billboards.  Of course, you won’t have big letters stamped across your forehead, but how you live should proclaim Him to the world.  That’s why Torah living is different.  If your behavior is the same as the best examples of decent, moral living by non-believers, how can you be a billboard of good news?  God’s plan does not adopt the world’s point of view.  Where we look just like the world, we have nothing further to say.

Topical Index:  evangelism, lives, Torah, psyche, nephesh, 1 Thessalonians 2:8
April 2  for we do not know how to pray as we should, but the Spirit Himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words;  Romans 8:26 
Now What?
How To Pray – Is this really the problem?  Does Paul mean to say that we don’t know how to pray?  It doesn’t seem so.  Prayer is ultimately about commune with God.  It is about all of the emotional, volitional, cognitive and embodied elements that bridge the gap between who I am and who God is.  I don’t think I really have any serious concerns about how I pray.  I know that the Hebrew words cover the range from growling to weeping, from shouting to dancing and from pleading to praising.  The real problem is that I don’t know what to pray.  I don’t really know what God is doing in the circumstances of my life, so I don’t really know what to say that will align my heart  with His purposes.  I am stuck with the finite version of the eternal plans of God.  More often than not, I am at a loss for true perspective.  

Someone is sick.  What should I pray?  Should I pray for healing?  What if that is not what God is doing with these circumstances?  Someone lost a job.  Do I pray for another, or is God teaching something else?  At every hand I am confronted with confusion.  How can I pray rightly if I do not know the mind of God first?  Do I just toss up words and add the “if it is Your will” catch-all at the end?  Paul seems to say something else.

First, the Greek phrase does not include the word pos (how).  Therefore, any translation that adds this thought doesn’t seem to be correct.  There is also no justification for adding  the “for” in a translation such as “what to pray for.”  Paul literally says, “because what we may pray as we ought, we do not know.”  Leon Morris comments:  “But we cannot hide behind a plea of ignorance and give up on prayer.  Prayer is part of the Christian life. . .  We must pray aright, and since we cannot do that, the Spirit comes to our aid.”  Paul’s comment is not an excuse for incapacity.  It is a description of our finitude.  We don’t know what to pray because in our brokenness in a broken world we cannot know what to pray.  Unless God shows up in our prayers, we are simply guessing.

The Greek verb here is proseuchomai, the standard New Testament word for praying.  It is a general category word, covering all the elements of prayer.  Paul isn’t saying that we lack insight when it comes to intercession or supplication.  He is saying that the human condition leaves us deficient in all aspects of prayer.  If you have ever struggled in conversation with God, you know that Paul speaks the truth.  Prayer is very difficult.  Without the Spirit, there is always an awareness of inadequacy in the experience.

A lot of us recognize this problem, but now what?  Perhaps it helps to recognize that the Hebrew approach to prayer almost always focuses on praise and blessing for God.  In fact, most prayers in the Siddur (the Hebrew prayer book) are filled with blessing and praising God’s name, His works and His faithfulness.  There seems to be a lot less concern about human needs and supplications.  What comes to the forefront is the magnificence and majesty of God.  Maybe these prayers don’t struggle so much with the issue of incapacity because they start by acknowledging the impossibly wide gap.  Furthermore, when the prayers of the Siddur do bring needs before the King of the Universe, the attitude is always focused on the transformation of the supplicant’s heart in order to be content with the sovereign will of the King.  In other words, the prayer is not so much about what we want God to do as it is about becoming pliable and accepting His purposes.  Prayer is real petition, but it focuses on the degree of my contentment.  God’s sovereignty always trumps my desires and I need to absorb that.

Finally, it might be helpful to see that prayer is a duty, not simply a desire.  We are commanded to pray.  That means we must pray in spite of our feelings about the situation.  How easy it is to shed the discipline of prayer when we are discouraged or downtrodden.  But prayer is not emotionally based.  Prayer is the requirement to talk to Him about it.  “Why didn’t you come to me sooner,” is God’s answer to our hesitancy.  We need to make prayer a discipline of life.  Once again, this is demonstrated in the Siddur which begins prayer at the very moment we wake and has prescribed prayers for nearly every activity in the day.  Maybe the rabbis knew how quickly we lose sight of God in the hustle and bustle of life, so they built into the training process the constant reminders of Creator conversation.  Paul concurs with his exhortation, “Pray without ceasing.”  

In personal confession, I recognize that I do not know what to pray.  That often leads me to not pray, since I can see no way out of the circumstances I face.  I don’t know what to do, so I don’t know what to ask.  Not knowing what to ask, I ask nothing at all.  But this is a terrible and debilitating mistake and an awful display of arrogance.  Who am I to know?   The solution to the problem is not asking God to assist me with my solutions.  I don’t have a solution.  Therefore, I am left with pouring out my heart-felt struggle without an answer.  That opens the door for the Spirit.  All I have really done is come to the Father with these words on my lips:  “I do not know what to pray, Father, but I know who You are.  Let my heart be molded to Your purposes.  That is enough for me.”

This isn’t the end of the story, but it is a beginning.

Topical Index:  prayer, proseuchomai, Siddur, contentment, Romans 8:26

April 3  for we do not know how to pray as we should, but the Spirit Himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words;  Romans 8:26 

Hurting Prayer

Groanings Too Deep – Sometimes prayer is simply silent agony.  Sometimes the heart is so hurt that there just aren’t any words left to say.  Sometime there are only tears.  

But God hears tears as though the sky is crying.

When our prayers reach into the depths of our souls, we often find ourselves in waste places.  In those places, there are only howls, groans and floods of emotion.  Perhaps this is really the essence of prayer for creatures in a broken world.  Once, when Man conversed with God in the Garden, prayer might have been sweet, uninhibited relationship.  Once, a long time ago, prayer was without shame.  But the world has changed.  Atsav not only characterizes our toil with the earth and the trials of procreation, atsav has become a characteristic of our conversation with the Great Lover of our souls.  Sorrow is the watchword of the broken universe.  And sometimes there are no words for breathing atsav.

Does it help to know that God knows?  Sometimes, yes, it does.  But there are those deep experiences of loneliness that push us to the edge of even God’s gracious favor.  Of course, we know that God cares.  We aren’t pushed out of His love, but sometimes we are nearly overwhelmed in our loneliness.  In those moments, groaning may be all that’s left.  God hears and feels that terror.  We must sit silently and listen for there is nothing for us to say.  This is the realm of the Spirit.

Paul uses two Greek words, stenagmos and alaletos : emotional overload that cannot be uttered.  If the true meaning of agape is found not among friends but among enemies, then this may be a comparable analogy.  The true arena of prayer in a broken world is a place where words fail us.  This is why the rabbis consider the wordless prayer of Hannah to be the epitome of prayer.  When we are in the deepest possible connection with our inner insufficiency, we may come into contact with the God who moves silently exercising His will in the world of atsav.  

I struggle with this idea.  I see it in Scripture.  I even understand it as an idea, but I find it extremely difficult to encounter.  Every time I get close to that place where there is nothing but silence and feelings, I pull back.  I try to return to my controlled cognition, the world in my mind that runs according to my desires.  A place where all control is gone, where my landscape is filled with inhospitable wilderness, is a place that is terrifying to me.  I am so desperate to gather in my emotions and control my life that I avoid the God of the wilderness – until the broken world forces me to acknowledge my foolish deception and admit that if I really want to see the face of God I must go where no man can live.  Perhaps I am just weak – or afraid.  I believe.  Now, help my unbelief.  

How many of us fail to find the God who loves us beyond measure simply because we are afraid to be in an immeasurable place?

Topical Index:  prayer, stenagmos, alaletos, groanings, fear, wilderness, Romans 8:26
April 4  But He searching the hearts knows what is the mind of the Spirit  Romans 8:27
Wild At Heart

But – There is no more important word in prayer vocabulary than this one: alla.  “But” God knows.  How we need to dwell on this word!  Lost in the wilderness, terrified by our loneliness, we can only answer one of the two great questions that the Lord asked Hagar.  We only know where we have been.  We do not know where we are going.  Just like Hagar, our pain has driven us into the wilderness.  Left there, we will die.  Our lives will shrink from lack of spiritual refreshment and our bodies will decay from lack of nourishment.  We may still exist, but we will be the walking dead, wandering a wilderness that we carry with us in a world afraid to trust.  How we need to hear the voice of God saying just this single word: alla, but.  There is hope.  It comes from outside us.  We know that the emptiness within has no answer.  That road is long, dark and deep.  But God knows.  He stands on the mountain in the heart of the wilderness and calls us.  The amazing event of His presence is found there, where no man can live.  And there we must go if we are to have the life only He can give.

“Let the dead bury the dead,” He said.  “Follow me.”  Jesus knows these paths too.  He spent a great part of His life in the wilderness.  He knows that God who lives there, and He is willing to take us to Him.  He wants to replace numbing emptiness with terrifying goodness.  Will we let Him?

The wilderness is a very important part of the gospel story.  We would rather hear about the triumphal entry, the healings or even the cross than the accounts of the wilderness.  The wilderness frightens us.  First, the wilderness is the place of wild beasts.  Men are not masters of the world in the wilderness.  In the wilderness, men confront the reality of their insufficiency.  Second, the wilderness is the place of demons.  Temptation is most terrifying in the wilderness because it is palpably real.  The devil is in your face, pointing our just how fragile your life really is.  Third, the wilderness is the place of tragic disobedience.  Most of us have lost our way among those thorns and thistles.  Most of us have tested God or disregarded His warnings.  Most of us carry our shame in the wilderness and like Cain, we know that the punishment of isolation is more than we can bear.  Like Cain, we build a city around us to keep the monsters out.  But city walls were never thick enough or high enough to dispel the monsters within.  Finally, without the grace of God, the wilderness is the harbinger of death.  It is not a quick and painless demise.  It is death by moral and spiritual starvation.  Without manna, without water from the rock, anyone left in the wilderness is without hope.

But  . . . 

God searches the hearts of those who cry out to Him.  He finds those who know their terrible desperation.  He listens to those who have given themselves into His hands.  In the wilderness, where no delusion or distraction can seduce us with the ploy of power, we can encounter His glory.  Israel went into the wilderness to escape destruction, but in the wilderness encountered the God of salvation.  Jesus went into the wilderness to confront the enemy.  He went into the wilderness to converse with the Father.  He reclaimed that place for us.  Now it is safe to go there.  You have His word on it.

Prayer seems to drive me toward the wilderness.  Perhaps that’s why prayer is such a frightening prospect.  It strips me of my false security and my pretentious control.  It won’t let me avoid my shame or my disobedience.  It drives me to the edge of myself.  And as much as I know that this is where I must be to see Him, I am still afraid.  So, He searches my heart and leads me by still waters through the Spirit.  I can do nothing else but follow.

Topical Index:  Romans 8:27, wilderness, prayer, alla, but
April 5  Do not become wise with yourselves.  Romans 12:16

Decision-Making

Wise – If your biblical orientation is Greek, you will have quite a struggle with this verse.  Does it mean that you need to stop thinking, learning, questioning and reflecting?  Does it mean that you must strive for the “simple” faith, accepting uncritically whatever is taught?  Most people reject this interpretation, but they don’t stop thinking like Greeks.  They decide that the verse is about pride.  They proclaim that Paul warns us about arrogance and an attitude of self-sufficiency.  But the verse doesn’t say, “Do not become proud.”  If Paul wished to say that, there was a very nice Greek word available, hubris.  No, this verse uses the word phronimos, a word that focuses on how we think.  In Greek, it’s about practical sensibility.  Negatively, it means self-complacency.  In other words, you think you have all the answers.

But Paul isn’t Greek.  What do we discover when we think of his statement from a Hebrew perspective?  We end up in the Garden.

“And the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was pleasant to the eyes, and the tree was desirable to make one wise.”  Wisdom has very little to do with intelligence.  From a biblical perspective, from the Hebrew point of view, wisdom is about decision-making.  Wisdom (sakal in Hebrew) is a word from moral vocabulary, not intellectual extension.  It is about alignment with God’s point of view.  It is about what it right, righteous, good and holy.  It has nothing to do with IQ, grades or degrees.  One can be the world’s greatest scholar, even in the Bible, and still be an utter fool.  Wisdom is about who decides what is good and what is evil in your life.  What Paul tells us is really pretty simple.  Don’t become your own standard of right behavior.

Every man did what was right in his own eyes.  This is the biblical equivalent of being a fool.  Only God knows what is right.  I can listen and obey, or I can decide that the fruit will make me wise and I will be like a god, determining what is good by myself.  The world is full of those who have become wise in themselves.  They have stopped listening to the outside voice of reason and righteousness.  They have turned God off.  Now they are following the pathway of the serpent.  They will eventually become animals, guided only by their own inner voices.  When the metamorphosis is complete, God gives them up.  They are no longer human by any biblical standard.  In case you didn’t realize it, you should know that the world is de-volving, not evolving.  It is slipping inevitably toward animal consciousness and away from being human.  Why?  Because from a biblical perspective, I am human only insofar as I am in alignment and in conversation with my Creator.  I am born to become human.  But becoming human is a choice.  It is the same choice that the woman faced long ago.  It takes wisdom, not intelligence, to make the right choice.  It is the choice to be dependent, insufficient and submissive.  Wisdom is the choice not to be wise in your own eyes.  How are you doing today?  Feeling wise?

Topical Index:  wisdom, sakal, phronimos, Hebrew worldview, human, Romans 12:16
April 6  But take the utmost care and watch yourselves scrupulously, so that you do not forget the things that you saw with your own eyes and so that they do not fade from your heart as long as you live.  Deuteronomy 4:9
The Crucial Difference

Eyes – Abraham Herschel said it.  “The essence of Jewish religious thinking does not lie in entertaining a concept of God but in the ability to articulate a memory of moments of illumination by His presence.  Israel is not a people of definers but a people of witnesses.”  Read it again, please.  There is no greater difference between the Greek-Western worldview and the Hebrew-Eastern Semitic worldview than Herschel’s insightful summary.  The West is the world of the mind.  We have a God of the mind; a God of concepts like omnipotence, omniscience and salvation.  Our theologies are systematic, rational exercises which attempt to catalog, categorize and define God within the blueprints of our mental constructs.  We are people of the book, in the worst sense of the term, waiting for rational explanation through more and more detail.  The Greek world knows only one unlimited entity in the universe – thought.  What exists is only what we can ultimately understand.

Herschel points to the West’s intellectual bankruptcy.  God does not come to us in nicely defined, rationally explained, thought categories.  God does not fit Himself into our theological text books.  The Hebrew God breaks all the rules.  He is near, yet transcendent; clothed in human form, yet holy; more terrifying than can be imagined, yet compassionate; invisible, yet revealed; judging, yet merciful, sovereign, yet humble.  No matter where you look, God breaks the molds.  The incarnation is only the paradigm example of an indefinable God.  

Herschel notes that the Jews are a people of witnesses.  That means that their history is the history of God’s selective choice, using Israel for His purposes through a long line of divine-human encounters.  The theology of Judaism is the story, not the definitions.  It is the story of God revealing Himself to a people, chosen by Him.  In this story, the most important thing is the accurate retelling from one generation to the next because this is the story of who God is and it is the only story that we have.  Doctrine is not nearly as important as encounter.  In Jewish thought, the encounter of God with His people is not something that resides only in the past.  It is anchored there, but it extends itself to everyone who comes after the encounter who is also a part of the called people.  We, as Christians, share in this story – the story of all creation.  We are grafted into the community and the continuity of Israel.  This is critically important because it means that God’s personal illumination in His presence with Israel is also our personal illumination.  The story belongs to us.  Therefore, we also take on the necessity of accurately remembering and transmitting this unique encounter to the next generation.  

God’s encounter with Israel is the whole of the Scriptures.  It includes both the Old and the New Testaments.  When Peter proclaimed that the prophecy of Joel was being fulfilled, he drew us into the circle of the story-tellers.  So, the history of Israel is now our history.  

That raises a question for every one of us who claims to follow the Messiah.  Do we know the story?  I don’t mean, “Are we familiar with it?”  I don’t mean, “Do you recognize some of the parts from our childhood Sunday school days?”  I mean, “Do we know the story?”  And, of course, in Hebrew “to know” is to absorb it into the actions of my life.  

So, do you know the story?  Or is your God just a conglomerate of definitions?

Topical Index:  Judaism, Greek worldview, story, witnesses, definitions, eyes, Deuteronomy 4:9

April 7  The man named his wife Eve, because she was the mother of all living.  Genesis 3:20

The B. B King Bible

Eve – We need a new bible translation.  I suggest we call it the “B. B. King Bible.”  Why?  Because “the thrill is gone.”  The relationship between Adam and “Eve” after the Fall is the epitome of B. B. King’s famous song.  Not only is the thrill gone, but “you’ll be sorry someday.”

Do you know this story?  Be careful how you answer.  Remember yesterday?  Knowing the story is absorbing its details and implications and making them a living part of your reality.  So, let’s take a look at some of the amazing depth in this part of the story.  Maybe you’ll discover that the story has a lot more to it than you thought.

First, we must notice, carefully, that Adam names his wife after the Fall.  Why is this important?  Because naming is not simply providing a descriptive term to an object.  To name something is to have power over it.  Adam names the animals as a sign of dominion over them.  God allows such naming for it is God’s intention that Adam (Man) has dominion.  But the woman does not belong in the animal kingdom.  She comes from Adam himself.  Adam is more than aware of this for he exclaims, “This one is bone of my bone, flesh of my flesh.”  At the moment of her creation, Adam knows that she is not like the rest of the creatures of the earth.  She is perfect for him because she is just like him.  Before the Fall, the woman does not carry this name.  She is described by only two words, woman (ishshah – a word that also means female and wife) and ‘ezer (the word that God uses to describe her).  There is no sign of dominion in the relationship, not even by naming.  If anything, God is the one who designates her status – ‘ezer – a status that has enormous implications for her intended role.

But something happened.  The thrill of Adam’s initial exclamation is gone.  After the Fall, Adam no longer trusts his ishshah as an ‘ezer.  In fact, God simply acknowledges that the trust relationship has been broken.  The ‘ezer will continue to desire to fulfill her role, but now dominion enters the picture.  Her ish (man, male, husband) will resist her natural proclivity and divinely-ordained function by suppressing her desire.  Just as the land resists him, he will resist her.  The thrill is gone indeed.

Now that the thrill is gone, dominion rears its ugly head.  And the first act of dominion is naming.  So, as a sign of power, inequality and resistance, Adam names her.  Adam places her beneath him.  In the broken world, such has been the case ever since.  Furthermore, Adam names her havvah.  There are two possible explanations for this unusual name.  The first is that the word itself comes from the root hayyah, the verb “to be.”  On this ground, Havvah is named for her role as the human conduit of life.  Every one born in this world must pass through her.  Every bloodline of every person every born finds its way eventually back to this woman, Havvah, the mother of all living.  So, just as Adam names the animals according to their essential character, now he names the woman according to her future essential role.  Please notice that Adam has removed her from the role of ‘ezer in this naming.  There is not a hint of her divinely-ordained role as his protector, provider, nourisher and spiritual confidant.  Now she is reduced to a birth-machine.  She is on par with the animals, good for propagation.
But there is another possibility, equally illuminating.  The Targum Genesis Rabba (20:11 and 22:2) indicates that the word of havvah is involved in a word play with the Aramaic hivya, and hivya is a word that means “snake.”  The thrill is really gone, isn’t it?  What would it be like to be named according to the biggest mistake of your life?  What would your relationship be like to your husband if he called you by a name that reminded you of your failure?  Some husbands probably do that even today.  It’s tragic.  It terrible.  But it’s part of the fallen, broken world.

The woman failed to be an ‘ezer.  Adam failed to forgive.  Both failed God.  And both “will be sorry some day.”

Topical Index: Havvah, havya, ‘ezer,  Genesis 3:20, snake, mother
April 8  And the man knew Havvah his wife and she conceived and bore Cain and said, “I have gotten a man (with the help of) YHWH.”  Genesis 4:1

Once More

et YHWH – Some time ago we examined this verse in the context of the verb qanah.  Havvah will not be denied her role as ‘ezer.  In spite of her husband’s attempt to resist her spiritual DNA, she finds an outlet for her design.  It is her son, Cain.  This is, of course, a further disastrous consequence of failure and lack of forgiveness.  We looked at the verb qanah in order to see that Havvah negotiates a purchase of a new relationship for her role as ‘ezer.  Her child takes the place of her husband.  That message is underscored by the fact that she does not say, “I have a child with the help of the Lord.”  Instead, the text uses the word ish, a word for an adult male, a man or a husband.  Cain replaces Adam in her quest to be fulfilled.  This is further emphasized by the verb qanah, used here for acquire, barter or negotiate.  This is no gift from God.  This is Havvah determining her own destiny.  Sin compounded in the broken world.  In English translations, all of the words “with the help of” or the equivalent are added to the text.  In Hebrew, the impact is much more dramatic.  Havvah literally says, “I have purchased a man et YHWH.”  This strange sentence needs explanation.  What we discover is that it is at the heart of the problem with broken relationships, between men and women and between human beings and God.

Let’s go back to the verb.  The verb qanah seems to have two separate branches of meaning.  In the first branch, qanah has at least four senses: to purchase, to acquire, to buy and to possess.  One of those senses is extended when it is used to describe the acts of God.  In Exodus 15:16, qanah is the verb used to tell us that God redeems (that is, buys back) His people.  This is the verb used for ransoming a slave.  It is undoubtedly the Hebrew equivalent of Paul’s Greek concept of ransom from sin.  Clearly, the verb has some very powerful implications.

The second branch of qanah means to create or to bring forth.  God creates the heavens and the earth with qanah.  The womb brings forth a child (Psalm 139:13).  God creates Israel (Deuteronomy 32:6).  So, it’s possible that Havvah’s use of the verb is simply an expression of the production of her womb (branch 2).  But other linguistic clues suggest that this is not the case.  The deliberate use of ish, the failure to even mention the name of her husband, and this very strange et YHWH tell us that something else is happening here.  

The particle et, as you know, is a linguistic signal that the next word is the direct object of the sentence.  In this case, the sacred name, YHWH, is the direct object.  This in itself is remarkable.  The very first time in Scripture that the sacred name is uttered by a human being, it is uttered by a woman!  This is God’s personal name.  It is used by those who know Him.  Havvah uses the Name, but in a very odd way.  All of the context that enables us to understand what she means must be supplied, added, to the text.  All that that text actually says is this:  “I have bought back, purchased, a man YHWH.”  But this is very strange because the direct object of the verb qanah (to buy back) is not YHWH.  It is ish, Cain.  Yet the textual marker, et, clearly tells us that YHWH, not Cain, should be the direct object of the sentence.  Therefore, the added prepositional phrase “with the help of” isn’t correct.  Those words do not appear in the original text.  What can this mean?

Consider the role of the direct object in a sentence.  The direct object is the thing acted upon.  The direct object receives the action of the verb.  In Havvah’s statement, she acts upon YHWH in order to obtain a substitute man.  But is this even possible?  Does a woman barter her children from God?  Is a child the result of payment?  Clearly not.  Children are God’s gifts.  We parents receive His blessing with the birth of a child.  We do not act upon God to get a child.  We are the direct objects of His gracious benevolence.

But not for the injured, unforgiven and shamed Havvah.  Her man fulfilled his part of God’s prescriptive announcement.  He took charge.  He exercised dominion.  In doing so, he shoved her face in it.  So, she went around him.  She used him to get what she really needed, a new object for her built-in function.  Only this time, her “man” did not come as a gift from God.  He came as part of a deal.  Havvah thinks that she has bartered with God to get what she needs.  Sin spins another layer of consequences.  Her son attempts the same kind of et YHWH bartering later in life, and the results are also tragic.

So, what does all this have to do with us?  Isn’t it all ancient history?  Nope.  Each of us still finds resistance to our God-given roles.  The world is still broken.  Dominion is still an issue.  But what we learn from Havvah is this:  when we try to manage our way around the consequences rather than seeking the face of the Lord and healing the broken relationships, we end up worse than before.  God will not be manipulated.  He has provided a way of escape and that way usually runs directly through confession and repentance.  Neither Adam nor Havvah seem to have taken that step – and life just got progressively worse.

How are you doing at managing broken-world tragedies?  Are you buying your way back to the Garden?

Topical Index:  havvah, qanah, et YHWH, barter, direct object, ‘ezer, Genesis 4:1

April 9  And YHWH God fashioned the dust-man from the dust and blew into his nostrils the breath of life  Genesis 2:7
Of Both Worlds

Fashioned – Everything important happens in the first three chapters of Genesis.  That is no joke.  If you want to understand life, your place in it, God’s design for it and how to live it, you could not find a better source book than Genesis one to three.  The study of these eighty verses could take you a life time.  Why?  Because they are very, very deep.  Let’s look at just one tiny example.  I owe this illustration to Dr. Ismael Gonzales-Silva of Puerto Rico, a member of our community and a careful reader of the text.  He shared some work by Dr. Gerald Schroeder in The Science of God.  I will quote it to you as I believe it is very important.

“The Bible explicitly states that the body of mankind was formed from the dust of the ground.  The Hebrew word for man, adam, derives directly from the Hebrew word adamah, meaning ground or soil: “and the Lord God formed the adam dust from the adamah . . .” (Gen. 2:19).  The Bible also explicitly states that the bodies of animals were formed from the same material as Adam, the ground: “And the Lord God formed from the adamah all the animals  . . .” (Gen. 2:19).  There is, however, a crucial difference in the original Hebrew between these two verses.  The Hebrew word for formed, ya-tsar, when used for the forming of mankind, is spelled with two Hebrew letters yud.  Although the structure and grammar are the same in verses 7 and 19, when used for the formation of the animals, ya-tsar is spelled with one yud.  Every Torah scroll, whether from Yemen, Jerusalem, or Venice, California, is written this way.

Yud is the abbreviation of God’s explicit name, best translated as the Eternal.  As the ancient commentators, Rashi, Maimonides, and Nahmanides explain this verse, by doubling the yud for mankind, the Bible is telling us that although mankind and animals may share a common physical origin, there is an extra spiritual input in humanity.  The neshama, the spiritual soul of humankind, is the factor distinguishing man from beast.” 

Don’t you find this fascinating?  There is no grammatical or linguistic reason to spell ya-tsar with a double consonant, but the Hebrew text does.  The rabbis believe that every letter is inspired.  That means that this miss-spelled word is no mistake.  And so, we have a purposeful change in the similarity in creation language that puts to rest any notion of evolution, centuries before Darwin ever came up with the theory.

Oh, this doesn’t mean that you will be able to use this interesting piece of linguistics to combat Darwinians.  They have their religion and sacred texts too.  This is not ammunition for debate.  It is simply confirmation that God knows what He is doing.  Those of us who have embraced the truth of Scripture will find it confirming.  Those who have not encountered the living God may dismiss it as scribal error.  I just thought you might like to see how deep these words really are.  If you want to know a lot more, maybe I’ll see you in the Genesis class.

Topical Index:  Genesis 2:7, Genesis 2:17, ya-tsar, double yud, yod, adam, adamah 

April 10  There you will serve man-made gods of wood and stone, that cannot see or hear or eat or smell.  Deuteronomy 4:28
The Worship Curse

You Will Serve – Israel’s occupation of the Promised Land is completely conditional.  Their election as God’s people is completely unconditional.  God chooses and obligates Himself in the election of Israel, but Israel must obey if they are to occupy the land.  Keeping these two covenant arrangements separate is the key to understanding the difference between Law and Grace.  Disobedience brings exile, not replacement.

Moses warns the people as strenuously as he can that obedience is absolutely essential for blessing.  In the middle of his warning, he suggests some of the consequences of disobedience.  One of those consequences seems quite strange to our ears.  Moses says that if God’s people disobey Him, they will be cursed into worshipping false gods.  In other words, idolatry is not only the cause of curses.  It is also the punishment for disobedience.  Idolatry is a two-edged disaster.  It removes us from God and it guarantees that we will be cursed into serving gods that can do nothing.

The Hebrew verb avad covers both work and worship.  It describes toilsome labor, joyous activity, service to others and service to God.  When work is done in alignment with the King, it is the wonderful fulfillment of honoring God with one’s unique design.  But the same word is also used to recount the frustrating toil that accompanies being out of alignment with God in both work and service to Him.  In this verse, Moses says that as a result of disobedience, God’s children will be forced to toil on behalf on idols.  They will find nothing but frustration when they pray to and serve gods of wood and stone. We all know this is true, don’t we?  But did you know that God causes idolatry among those disobedient to Him?  Why would He do such an apparently counter-productive thing?

The answer is found in the act of parenting.  Does your child have an uncontrollable appetite for cookies?  If instruction and warnings do not curb his hunger, perhaps a forced feeding frenzy will.  I have friends who will never touch Tequila again.  Why?  Because at one point in their lives, they had too much.  The results were sickening (literally).  They were cured through their over-indulgence.  If God wants His people to see the utter stupidity of idolatry, is there any better way than forcing them to serve gods who can’t do a single thing for them?  It won’t be long before the people recognize their foolishness and abandon the practice.  For Israel, it only took about 1000 years to learn this lesson.  Not too long at all, considering the eternity that God was preparing for them.

Hopefully, you and I will learn this lesson before we die.  It’s not as easy as it appears.  Disobedience is both individual and communal.  It is certainly obvious that on a national scale we no longer serve the living God.  We worship idols of paper and possessions.  When times get bad, we cry out to them.  In fact, we go on feeding frenzies, offering them more and more in hopes that they will be appeased and grant us prosperity.  But they do not hear.  Perhaps God has decided to make us serve these empty, man-made objects so that we will, at last, see our foolishness and return to Him.  Perhaps.  Of course, it could be that we just need to drink too much of the world’s version of Tequila and get really sick in order to realize that money, power and possessions are gods we can do without.

Topical Index:  idolatry, avad, curse, Deuteronomy 4:28

April 11  for he was looking for the city which has foundations, whose architect and builder is God  Hebrew 11:10

Direction Signals

Looking For – You could say that Abraham was a man without direction.  He spent most of his life following a God toward a place he never arrived.  He demonstrated his faith by obedience in spite of his lack of a map because he learned to operate according to today’s immediate instructions.  But he never stopped looking.  That’s the point of this passage.  Abraham never arrived at the city built by God, but he was always on his way there.

The Greek word here is oregomai, a verb that means “to reach for,” or “to strive for.”  It is used only four times in the New Testament, but it is not used in the way that Classical Greek thinking uses this word.  For the Greeks, oregomai was the key attitude that propelled a man toward enlightenment through reason (striving for the Good, the True and the Beautiful) or took a man toward corruption through the passions (desires).  For the Greeks, if a man devoted himself to the primacy of reason, he would progress up the scale of Logos toward divinity.  This is the same philosophical approach that we find in 
New Age thinking.  It’s very, very old.  On the other hand, a man who let his passions control his striving would slip into debasing actions like lust, greed and avarice.  For the Greeks, striving could go either way.  The critical factor is the priority given to rational control.  A lot of our thinking about moral training finds its home in this idea.  Our culture advocates Greek-based decision-making when it promotes a “rational” ethics.

The author of Hebrews has a very different point of view.  Striving is a function of faith, not rational primacy.  We learn two very important lessons here.  First, we learn that faith is not emotional excitement or passion.  I don’t build up my faith by singing more stanzas of “How Great Is Our God.”  I may be passionate about the music, the words or the atmosphere, but that is not faith.  Faith is striving for something not yet a present reality.  In other words, faith is work.  It might be enjoyable (or not) but it is not emotional highs (or lows).  

Secondly, we learn that faith is a life-direction in obedience.  In other words, faith characterizes my entire orientation in life.  It isn’t just a part of my human experience.  It is the complete expression of my whole life.  Faith is how I see things in the world, not just how I relate to my religion.  I cannot have faith in church and act unfaithfully in the world.  Faith is the summary of my whole life’s direction, even if I have not yet arrived at the city build by God.  As Eugene Peterson said, it is “a long obedience in the same direction.”  

Now we see why Abraham is the example.  Faith characterized his entire life orientation.  He was always on the way to the city of God, even when he stumbled.  His faith did not depend on his feelings.  It depended only on his obedience.  He demonstrated his life orientation over and over and that is why he is our example.  Even though he never arrived at God’s city, he knew where he was going and he acted accordingly.

Please don’t imagine that this implies any form of legalism (work to gain merit) or earned salvation.  We are talking about demonstrating our faith, not about God’s demonstration of faithfulness toward us.  Grace is the result of God’s faithfulness.  Our faith is the response to His grace and the way that we show our faith is through striving for the city He builds.  We work, act, think, walk, speak and live with His Kingdom in mind.  That is faith for even though we have not yet seen it, we know it is real and we live “in” it without having its full reality visible.

So, that just leaves us with one question for today:  Is your life direction in pursuit of the Kingdom?

Topical Index:  faith, oregomai, striving, obedience, city of God, Hebrews 11:10
 April 12  Now on the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread the disciples came to Jesus, saying, “Where do You want us to prepare for You to eat the Passover.?”   Matthew 26:17
Easter Exposed

Feast of Unleavened Bread - Today Christianity celebrates Easter as the day of the resurrection.  Undoubtedly, you will too, or have done so in the past.  You might even realize that Easter is a pagan festival imported into the Christian church very early, sometime around the fourth century.  Of course, the pagan festival of Easter is much older, dating back to pre-Babylonian times.  It has always been a celebration of a false god or goddess – until the Church brought this pagan festival inside the cathedral.  If you want to see some of the background on this, click here.

Perhaps you’ve read the story dozens of times in Scripture, but you never noticed that all of the circumstances surrounding the death and resurrection of Yeshua are Jewish.  In this verse in Matthew, we are specifically told that the beginning of these events was on the first day of the Feast of Unleavened Bread.  That reminds us of the prescribed feasts of the Lord.  They’re not our holidays.  They are His.  We would do well to pay attention to the plan behind them.  

It might seem as if this verse causes a problem with the prescribed sequence in Exodus 12 because the first day of the Feast is the day immediately following Passover, but we must understand that by the first century, the entire event – Passover and the Feast – was commonly referred to by a single name.  Moreover, the details of preparation, the meal content and the time of the meal all fit the Jewish requirements of strangers in Jerusalem in the first century.  A detailed explanation of this in relation to the Synoptics can be found in R. T. France’s, Matthew, in the NICNT series if you are really interested in the relationship between the New Testament accounts and actual Jewish practices.  But this is all theological background.

So, what does this mean to us?  Well, the first thing we confront is that Easter is thoroughly pagan.  Proclaiming it as Christian does not make it so.  The event of the death and resurrection occurs according to God’s calendar (the Jewish one), not our Roman calendar.  Consequently, God’s timing for the death and resurrection follow and fulfill a pattern that was put in place with Moses.  When we depart from this pattern, we do violence to God’s eternal plan.  We simply cannot declare another day to be God’s sacred day of atonement.  In spite of all that you have probably been told, celebrating the resurrection on Easter means that you are technically worshipping a false god. (Ouch!)

Secondly, we learn that God’s plan developed over centuries and centuries so that the events of the Passion all have deep meaning within the life of the community that practiced these symbols from generation to generation.  When we cut ourselves free of this pattern, we fail to see how connected it all is.  We rob ourselves of its deeper magnificence in the way it honors the sovereignty of God.

Finally, because we have adopted pagan practices within Christian worship, we become victims of our own syncretism.  Without realizing it, we slip away from God’s prescribed way of living, worshipping and celebrating.  We become another version of the world’s system, conformed to the patterns of this world.  Paul would turn over in his grave.  Easter eggs, bunny rabbits and gift cards might be acceptable for fertility cult worshippers, but they hardly have any place in Christian worship.  How can we make a difference if there is no difference?

I’m not trying to rain on your Easter parade . . . at least, not a lot.  But I am concerned how blindly we follow the traditions without ever asking for the Biblical truth.  When Matthew tells us that all of this happened during the Feast of Unleavened Bread, and we have no idea what he is talking about, we are the losers here.  In spite of what you might have been told, the Christian practice of worshipping on Sunday has nothing to do with the resurrection (I know, I know – all of this is really difficult). 

Now an apology.  None of this is intended to cause you grief.  The most important thing in re-education is not new doctrines.  It is unity in the Body.  Anyone who worships the true and living God is part of that Body.  The Body cuts across all denominational lines, doctrinal differences and worldviews.  So, we speak about the background of Easter, not to cause dissension but simply to inform the Body.  If you worship the true and living God in the Easter celebration from a Christian perspective, I am not here to tell you to do otherwise.  All I want is your experience of God to be deeper.  You get to decide how that will happen.  That’s true for everything we explore.  The goal is to know God more and more, not to proclaim superiority or cause headaches.
But it’s time to go back to God’s way – in everything, including our calendars.  By the way, this year Passover was April 9, so the resurrection actually falls on April 12.  We are aligned with God’s feast, this year.  But next year, Easter will be determined once more without regard to God’s plan.  Next year you’ll have to decide which pattern you choose to follow.

Topical Index:  Passover, Feasts, Unleavened Bread, calendar, Matthew 26:17, Easter, pagan 

April 13  I have been young and am old, yet I have not seen the righteous forsaken or his seed begging bread.  Psalm 37:25

A Blind Old Man

Begging – Do you think David might have been blind when he made this statement?  I don’t know about you, but I have seen God’s people suffering, begging for food for the day.  Maybe David was sheltered from destitution because he was the king?  Is this just poetic license, or is David saying something that we don’t quite understand?  

Some of the answer is found in the context of this psalm.  What is the psalm about?  It’s actually a contrast between the wicked and the righteous.  The psalm instructs us not to envy the apparent success of the wicked.  Yes, those who oppose God’s instructions often appear to prosper.  They have worldly success.  They may be “rock stars” from the world’s perspective.  They might seem to have glamour, fame, power and money.  But they lose it all in the end.  The perspective of this psalm is not on the day-to-day observable reality but rather on the final result of life in this world.  Don’t envy the wicked because the end of their game is being cut off from God.  Depart from evil.  Stick with God’s ways, even if it appears that you will suffer.  Why?  Because the end of life is not found here.  What good is it to have all your success and pleasure now, and spend eternity regretting it?  The wicked will perish.  Don’t go down with them.

Now we come to this verse.  The Hebrew verb here is baqash.  It doesn’t mean just begging.  In fact, it really means “to seek, to try to obtain or to require.”  You’ll find it in Genesis 31:39 (seeking something stolen), Exodus 4:19 (seeking to take someone’s life) and Nehemiah 2:10 (seeking what is good).  It is often used for seeking the Lord’s will, God’s Word and God’s face.  Context tells us how to interpret the verb.  

What about this verse?  First, we need to understand its eschatological perspective.  Yes, there may be times when God’s children suffer.  That is the inevitable result of living in a broken world.  In fact, in some respects, followers of the Way are called to suffering.  But from a final perspective, no child of God will ever be left begging for nourishment.  This psalm is about justice, and in the end, even if the child of God is knocked down seven times, yet he or she will rise again (Proverbs 24:16).  By the way, being knocked down seven times is an idiom for being killed.  Yet the righteous will still rise.  It is the final condition that is in view.  

Secondly, once we understand that we are to look for justice in the end, then we clearly know that none of the righteous will ever beg for bread.  They will be fed because God guarantees their deliverance.  That does not mean that life on this planet will always be full.  It means that God will bring justice to the earth.  The wicked will perish.  The righteous will be redeemed.  The followers of the Way will come into the all-sufficient presence of the Lord.

Biblical perspective is often not the same as the seductive appeal of this world.  The Bible treats this present life as practice for eternity.  Oh, it’s real, all right.  But it’s not the end of the story.  We need to keep that in mind – always.  The reason that we can count the present danger and suffering as minor is that we have a hope that is greater than this entire world.  We see where we are going and that direction takes us toward a God of justice.  The righteous, and the seed of the righteous, will never be left begging.  They will attend the bridal feast of the Lamb – and be filled.

Topical Index:  begging, righteous, wicked, Psalm 37:25, baqash, seek, eschatological
April 14  Paul, an apostle (not from men nor through man, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father who raised Him from the dead)  Galatians 1:1
You’re Invited

Apostle – Who are the Apostles?  Well, if you translate the word, the question reads a little differently.  Now it becomes, “Who are those send as emissaries of Yeshua the Messiah?”   Translating the Greek word instead of treating it like an exclusive category of adult Jewish males helps us to see that in one sense a lot of us are apostoloi.  We are chosen by Jesus to act as His representatives in the world.  We might not be in that group usually titled “Apostles,” but we are none the less commissioned as His “sent out ones.”  In this way, we are like Paul.  We were not there during Yeshua’s earthly ministry.  We did not join Him after His baptism.  We were not eye-witnesses to the death and resurrection.  We are late-arrivals, just like Paul.  Of course, Paul did meet the risen Christ and on that score he is qualified for the select group, but I don’t think Jesus is counting.  Paul had a role to play, just like Peter and James and John – and just like you and me, equally commissioned, called and sent.  Barnabas didn’t meet the requirements of the original twelve, but he too was sent.

Now this has some absolutely wonderful implications.  First, and foremost, it means that our Lord and Savior sees something in us that we don’t see.  He saw the great missionary Paul in the person of the persecutor Saul.  He saw the great church leader Peter in the person of the brash and arrogant Simon.  And He sees something in you and in me that we carry hidden within our broken and unworthy frames.  He sees what we will be for Him!  We might have some glimpse of it now, as we learn to be obedient and useful to Him, but there is much more.  Now we see ourselves through the glass darkly.  It will take refinement to bring forth all that we will be.  It is amazingly wonderful to know that in spite of our present evaluation of ourselves, He finds something so valuable in us that He is willing to give us new life to obtain it.  There are days when each one of us needs to know this – right down to the bottom of our souls (to use a Greek expression).  Those days when we feel that we have failed the calling, when we see how far we still have to go, when we are overwhelmed with the responsibility of being God’s representative – on those days we need to remember that He invited us because He sees where He is taking us.  Praise be to Him and blessed be His Name.

Secondly, this little translated word implies that each of us has a particular role to play in the body.  We are here for each other.  I can’t do what you can do.  You can’t do what I can do.  But together, we can do all that Jesus sees in us.  There are no second-class citizens among the called and commissioned.  We are all equally His emissaries.  Sometimes we need to reflect on this.  In this sense, we are just like Paul or any of the other great people of God.  The only difference between us is the job, not the status.  There is no hierarchy in the Kingdom.  There are only fellow-citizens, submitted to the King.  We can enjoy each other, encourage each other and praise each other because we are all in the same boat.

Apostolos – it has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?  Called, commissioned and sent.  That’s what I am.  So are you!  He calls and commissions and the church cooperates by sending.  So, a healthy church is always getting smaller because it is sending off those who have been equipped.  Kind of backwards from the way we think, isn’t it?

Topical Index:  apostle, apostolos, sent, commissioned, emissary, Galatians 1:1
April 15  The word of the Lord is tried  Psalm 18:30
Talmud Perspective
Tried - Christians have suffered for lack of knowledge.  Long ago, our faith was dislodged from its Hebraic roots and cut off from the history of interpretation that followed the Jewish path.  By the end of the third century, Christianity trod the road of Greek metaphysics, leaving behind it the insights of twenty centuries of exploration by believers in the one true God.  In these days, there seems to be a movement afoot to recapture some of those insights.  Christians are seeking the same experience that anchored the Jewish faith through millennia.  One place that they can go to uncover this treasure of the centuries is the Talmud, a collection of the thoughts of Jewish sages.

Step back a moment from the contemporary Christian preoccupation with an evangelical theology, a rather young participant in theological history, and remember that Yeshua was a Jew.  So were all of the disciples and nearly all of the authors of our New Testament canon.  These men did not think like we do.  We have twenty centuries of Greek logic at our backs.  They have thirty centuries of community experience of the Most High God.  Sometimes the two different approaches send us on such divergent paths that we get lost before we have traveled even a mile. 

Perhaps it is time to take just a peek at the way that a rabbi thinks.  After all, Yeshua was a rabbi.  So was Paul.  How can we expect to follow their arguments, illustrations and insights if we pull them out of their own contexts.  It is a tragedy of the greatest magnitude that Christians often treat the Scriptures as the only book in the world that comes to us without a cultural bias.  It is a tragedy because is removes us from the wonder of men who thought deeply about their history with God.  It is a tragedy because it ignores the fact that God comes to us clothed in human context.  Apparently, God preferred Hebrew.

If we look at just this one verse, we find something incredibly important about the perspective of the Talmud and the orientation of Jewish faith.  The rabbis taught that this verse implies that Torah was given for the refinement of human being.  In other words, man becomes human in the process of observing Torah.  Because we find our true humanity in the deepest possible relationship with God, and God has given us His instructions about living in this world in that deep relationship, we become the best human beings we can be as we align our lives with His eternal instructions.  We grow into our humanity in the process of obedience to Torah.

This thought has a powerful corollary.  Torah observance should be a joyful experience of discovering my humanity in the midst of my voluntary commitment.  Keeping Torah is never simply a matter of legislation.  Torah is not a collection of rules.  It is a way of life - in fact, it is the only way of real life because it makes me fully useful to my God and Creator.  From the rabbinic perspective, I am really only human in the joyful celebration of observing God's instructions.  Therefore, Torah is the most valuable possession I can own.  Nothing else is able to make me what I find most fulfilling, most satisfying and most aligned with my design.  Torah is joy to keep because it is exactly right for who I am.

How do the rabbis draw this conclusion?  They focus on the Hebrew word tsaraph (in this verse translated "tried").  It means "to test, to purify and to refine," as a silversmith would refine his metal.  From this practical application, they conclude that God's Word is the medium by which we are refined, and, of course, the way that His Word refines us is in the way that we are instructed to live by it.  Therefore, as we conform our lives to His Word, we ourselves are refined as human beings.  We emerge as pure silver.  That, my friends, is a joyful state of being.

Topical Index:  rabbinic perspective, Torah, becoming human, Psalm 18:30, tsaraph, Talmud
April 16  A miktam of David  Psalm 16:1 (Hebrew text)

Miktam - Only six psalms contain this Hebrew word, miktam.  No one is quite sure what it means, but all six of these psalms are psalms of lament.  All six are linked to David and four of the six have references to David's struggles with enemies.  One possibility is that this word introduces the theme of the psalm.  In this case, the theme is protection or covering.  Another possibility is that this word is about engraving the letters on a stone.  Thousands of years after David wrote this word, we are left guessing.  Check your Bible to see how the translators dealt with this. 

While the word itself is difficult, the text of this psalm is no better.  There are several passages where translation is guesswork.  But does it really matter?  Technically, yes.  We would like to know exactly what David was thinking when he wrote these poems.  The opening phrases that use miktam are part of the Hebrew text.  They are not additional explanatory phrases in spite of the fact that most English Bibles put the words is smaller print, making us think that they are not part of the original.  So, technically, we hope to one day understand what David meant.  Perhaps we will have to wait for him to explain it to us.

On the other hand, just because we know longer know what miktam means does not suggest that we can't hear God speaking through David's words.  We'll look at the rest of these words over the next few days, but the first thing to notice about this psalm is its personal cry for help.  This alone is unusual.  Why?  Because the Hebrew perspective is most often tied to the community.  Psalm after psalm describes the community interaction with the God of the people.  Individual pleas and individual affirmations are not the norm.  What God does with and through Israel is most often about the qahal, the congregation. 

Not here.  How important it is for us to see that God is more than the nation's King.  He is our individual sovereign, fully committed to our individual well-being.  For those of us who arrive at Scripture from a Greek background, this might not seem out of the ordinary.  We are saturated with the individual perspective.  But for a Semitic reader, this is very important.  God cares for me.  It's not just about my tribe, my nation or my lineage.  God is  my God.  "Preserve me, O God, for I take refuge in You."  If a miktam is a poem about personal deliverance in the face of danger, then we all need a miktam.

When life attacks us, we often deflect the blows by saying that the ways of our Lord are hidden from us in this life.  We know He is good, but there are times when we can't reconcile His goodness with our circumstances.  So, we defer the explanation by saying:  "God is doing something through me that is for the good of others.  It might not be what I want, but it will bless someone else."  A miktam helps us realize that even if God does use us as a vehicle for other purposes, He still is our individual protector and deliverer.  He is still my God.    When the horizon is dark and the storm is coming, God still saves me! 

David wrote this miktam to extol God's personal involvement.  You and I can take encouragement from his effort, and we can write our own miktam, because God loves each of us.  Perhaps that's the most important part about this strange little word.  Perhaps that's what we really need to hear.  So, say it with me:  "YHWH is my God and He cares for me."

Topical Index:  miktam, Psalm 16:1, personal, preserve, my God
April 17  Preserve me, O God, for I take refuge in You.  Psalm 16:1 (English text)

Chains
Preserve – The Hebrew verb shamar is used more than 300 times in the Scriptures.  It covers the ground from Genesis to Malachi.  It means “to keep, to obey, to observe, to preserve, to guard, to be careful, to watch” in both spiritual and physical settings.  Shamar is part of God’s intended plan for Man.  Adam and Havvah were instructed to watch over the Garden.  Priests are instructed to guard everything set apart as holy.  Israel is to protect, preserve and obey Torah.  Yeshua asks three disciples to watch over Him.  In most applications, shamar is something we do.  But David’s lament changes the subject-object relationship.  David asks God to be the agent of shamar.  Why does David make this request of God?  Because David takes refuge in the one true God.

Everyone needs a protector.  Everyone needs a faithful companion who will guard life.  In fact, God seems to have designed human existence with this requirement built into us.  Most of the time, parents provide protection and preserve our lives until we are ready to enter into a voluntary covenant with another person.  Then Genesis 2:24 replaces our childhood need.  The transition from childhood to spousal commitment is a model of the kind of transition that occurs when we enter into a voluntary covenant with God.  God assumes the role of the ‘ezer.  It’s worth noting that the Hebrew point of view does not support the Greek ideal of individual self-sufficiency.  We are always in a chain of relationships.  We guard someone while someone else guards us.  Even if there is no spousal covenant, we are not exempt.  God stands at the top of the shamar pyramid.  Everyone beneath Him has both need and responsibility.  Even David, the king, needs a Protector.

The modern Christian innovation of “accountability” groups only exists because we suffer from a dysfunctional model of community.  We need accountability partners because we no longer live within the built-in community relationships that God designed.  We pursue individual self-sufficiency, discover that it doesn’t give us any “air cover”, and end up creating a substitute for something God put in place at the beginning.  There is no humanity where there is no mutual relationship chain.  If shamar is so important that God Himself is willing to take on this role, how much more necessary is it for finite and fallible creatures like us?  If you aren’t providing shamar for someone and someone is not providing shamar for you, then something is amiss.

Finally, we must notice that David’s cry is not for spiritual air cover.  Yes, that is part of what God does.  But David recognizes that the kind of shamar he needs is not only found in the realm of the spirit.  It is practical, tangible, demonstrable preservation right here on planet Earth.  David needs to be rescued from his enemies.  He needs a helping hand, not merely a gate pass to heaven.  That’s also part of the Hebrew perspective.  There is really no distinction between the spiritual and the physical.  One affects the other – in both directions.  Both are woven into our existence.  James points out that faith without works is dead.  So is works without faith.  The goal is to do what lasts and to make lasting what we do.  Everything has an eternal consequence.

Do you provide air cover for someone?  Does someone keep the faith for you?  These names should come instantly to mind.  If you hesitate in your answer, maybe you’re more Greek than you think.  The chain gang is the right model.  Who are you chained to?
Topical Index:  chain, shamar, community, Psalm 16:1
April 18  Preserve me, O God, for I take refuge in You.  Psalm 16:1 (English text)
Apply Sunscreen

Take Refuge – Do you really want God to give you shelter?  Guess what?  Unless you are Jonah, you will have to do something in order for that to happen.  David doesn’t cry out and then sit around waiting for God to show up.  David takes refuge.  The verb is chasah.  If you look at Judges 9:15, you’ll get the idea.  On a hot summer day in Israel, it’s very nice to seek the shade of a tree, but you’ll never feel cool if you stand in the sun asking God to move the tree.  

David takes refuge.  How does he do that?  We skip right over this verb because we are so anxious to have God’s commitment for our rescue.  But preservation contains obligation.  God preserves because David takes action.  What does David do?  He does what any Hebrew would do.  He aligns his life with God’s instruction book.  Then God protects.  

David may be king, but he is still a citizen of God’s commonwealth.  The constitution of Israel is determined and revealed by God.  No parliament voted in the laws.  God gave them on Sinai.  God obligates Himself to provide, protect and secure Israel.  Israel obligates itself to keep (shamar) God’s instructions.  This covenant has mutual obligations.  Any citizen who seeks preservation and protection must demonstrate fidelity and loyalty to the Sovereign.  Chasah is the same verb used to illustrate this obligation in pagan worship (see Deuteronomy 32:37).  Why should the Lord offer preservation or protection to those who do not take refuge in Him?  They don’t belong to His kingdom.  He is not their Sovereign.  Their cries fall on deaf ears because there is no mutual obligation.  Crying out to God without submission to His constitution is useless and stupid.  It assumes that God is not a king but rather a customer service agent.

We have often made the point that God’s redemptive action on our behalf is completely independent of our effort.  God rescued Israel before He gave them the constitution of their government, in the same way that He rescues us before we align our behavior with His commandments.  We are carried out of bondage in Egypt prior to becoming citizens of His nation.  But once we agree to citizenship, our behavior choices must change.  He is our sovereign Lord and we are expected to act according to His will.  This is not legalism for legalism is always an attempt to earn the favor of the ruling authority.  John tells us that we love Him because he first loved us.  This is not legalism.  It is the recognition that my well-being is most fulfilled in His direction.  This is what it means to take refuge.  I get as close as I can to Him because I need to be preserved.  Amazingly, He is more than willing for me to get as close as I can.  He wants to preserve me.

What a privilege it is for us to draw close to God!  This is certainly not the case with the gods of myths.  They are offended by the human condition, by weakness and by placating behavior.  Imagine, if you can, that the God of all creation actually delights in you and desires your company.  Astounding!  No wonder David was overwhelmed at the thought that God treats us as His children in spite of our insignificance in such a very big universe.

Topical Index:  refuge, chasah, covenant, obedience, well-being, Psalm 16:1
April 19  You have said to YHWH, “You are my Lord, I have no goodness except in You.”  Psalm 16:2    
James in the Psalms

Said – The Hebrew verb amar is fairly common.  It is used in all kinds of situations where the next phrase is a quotation.  Since Hebrew has no punctuation, it’s a useful little verb, showing us who said what.  But that isn’t the only thing that amar does.  The second implication of amar is particularly important in this context.  Amar not only introduces a quotation, it also implies that the speaker’s words are followed by actions.  This is James’ letter found in the Psalms.  What you say is what you do.  If you claim to have faith, your life must demonstrate that claim in actions.  In Hebrew, the only people who say something but do not do it are liars.

“You are my Lord.”  Adonai atah.  The phrase is not simply a declaration of belief.  It is an obligation to action.  If YHWH is my Lord, I am obligated to follow His direction.  I do not live according to my own rules.  I do not make it up as I go along.  For YHWH to be my Lord, I must be His servant.  I wait on His instructions, follow His commands and live according to His decisions.  

While we don’t give it much thought today, in other ancient cultures such a declaration would have been considered repugnant, insulting and unconscionable.  Nothing was more humiliating than to be a servant (slave) of someone else.  Outside Israel, freedom from dominion by another was considered absolutely essential to human existence.  The Greeks would have vomited at the thought that the path to spirituality was through servitude.  If we really think about it, we probably find the same revulsion in our society.  When governments and politicians extol the virtues of freedom, they are not expressing the Hebrew point of view.  They are endorsing Greek values . . . freedom at any cost.  They do not realize or understand that freedom at any cost is destruction, both to society and individuals.  There is no freedom in this world.  Jesus’ insight into the necessity of serving one master or the other does not find much credence in contemporary worldviews, but He is right.  Believers are never called to freedom.  They are called to slavery – to acknowledge that “You are my Lord.”  Unless we preach slavery, we will never know comfort, security and fulfillment.  We will be like the false prophets who cried, “Peace, peace,” when there was no peace.  We cry “Freedom, forgiveness and fortune instead of “Adonai atah.”

David appeals to God for preservation.  He may do so only because YHWH is his Lord and Master.  A Master takes care of a slave.  No such obligation exists between a Master and an employee, much less a stranger.  The role the Master plays is contingent on the submission and fidelity of the slave.  Too many times we hear “Christians” cry “Lord, Lord,” but they do not do what the Lord says.  They are not His slaves.  They do not use the Hebrew verb amar because their words are not followed with actions.  And from a Hebrew point of view, they are not confused or carnal.  They are simply liars.

Topical Index:  amar, slave, freedom, Lord, Psalm 16:2
April 20  “therefore all that they tell you, do and observe, but do not do according to their deeds; for they say things, and do not do them.”  Matthew 23:3
The Logical Implication

All – David called YHWH Lord.  King David put himself under the rule of his God, proclaiming that he was the slave of his Master.  Because David obeyed the commands of his Sovereign, he was able to seek refuge in the household of the Most High.  Masters care for their slaves.  Slaves are known by their fidelity and obedience.  That seems pretty clear, doesn’t it?  So, what happens when we apply the same logic to Yeshua’s place in our lives?

Here is a statement by our Sovereign Lord.  “Listen to the teaching of the Pharisees.  Do what they tell you.  Just don’t be a hypocrite.  Actually practice what they preach.”  Here are some of the implications:

1. The Pharisees taught that both the written Torah and the oral Torah expressed God’s requirements for holy living.

2. The Pharisees passed the oral Torah from one generation to another through personal training.

3. Jesus tells his disciples to practice and observe all that the Pharisees teach.

4. Yeshua endorsed both the written and oral Torah – and he upheld both in His actions.

5. If we are servants (slaves) of our master Yeshua, we must follow His instructions.

6. Yeshua instructs us to observe the teaching of the Pharisees.

7. Therefore, we are to follow both the written and the oral Torah.

8. In this way, we will be recognized as “zealous” followers of our King.

Seems pretty straightforward, doesn’t it?  If there’s an error in the logic, please point it out.  Yeshua does not say that the teachings are set aside.  He says that the hypocrisy that characterized some of the Pharisees must be eradicated, but we are to observe and do everything they taught.  That means scrupulous adherence to the written Word of God and the body of traditions that accompany it.

Can this be right?  Do you think that Yeshua will say to us, “I never knew you,” when we protest that we did all kinds of wonderful things in His name, but simply didn’t follow His direction in this case because we decided that it wasn’t for us?  Who’s the slave and who’s the Master?

Do you even know what the Pharisees taught, or have you swallowed the Christian “tradition” that the Pharisees were the enemy?  It certainly doesn’t seem as though our Master thought that way, does it?

Oh, yes, and by the way, the Greek word here is panta, and it really does mean “all.”
Topical Index:  Matthew 23:3, all, panta, traditions, oral Torah, Torah, slave
April 21  You have said to YHWH, “You are my Lord, I have no good apart from You.”  Psalm 16:2
Merit Badges

No Goodness – It helps if we see the literal rendering of this verse.  “My goodness is not apart from You.”  Why is this important?  Because the difference in the word order shows us what is emphasized and what conclusions must be drawn.  

Notice that the first thought is my goodness.  The Hebrew is tovati.  The root is tovah (tov), means good, well-pleasing, proper, prosperous, convenient and morally correct.  That covers it, doesn’t it?  What else is there to goodness that isn’t captured in this word?  Nothing.  In other words, whatever claim I might have about being good, proper, prosperous, moral or beneficial – all of my goodness – is summarized under this word.  

But what does David says about my goodness?  None of it belongs to me!  In Hebrew, bal-aleika.  Apart from You, Lord, it means nothing!  Whatever I might claim as goodness depends entirely on You.  You are the source of my morality, my well-being, my proper actions and my prosperity.  My goodness is not separate from You.  I do not stand apart, claiming my own rights, proclaiming my own merit.  Unless you give me the merit badges, I have nothing at all.

This is a slave’s mentality in the mouth of a king.

Do we really think like this? When the most powerful human being in the land falls face down, expressing his worthlessness before the Sovereign Lord, we can hardly consider ourselves exempt from such humility.  The servant is not greater than the master.  And if the king is a servant, what does that make us?

It’s very hard to keep bal-aleika in the forefront of our thinking.  The world surrounds us with the seductive appeal of earned merit badges.  From the time we are able to walk, we are taught to stand on our own, make our own way and take life by the throat.  We give credit where credit is due.  We expect to be recognized for our goodness.  We pursue that recognition, extolling men and women of valor, integrity and virtue.  We are, above all else, self-made human beings.  To set aside all of this, to acknowledge our essential unloveliness and deep ego sin, is incredibly difficult.  Even when we say, bal-aleika, we have a tendency to take pride in our humility.  We might acknowledge that God really is the source of all goodness, but we want just a bit rubbed off on us so that we can hold our heads up, even if just for a split second.  We would settle for just a little goodness dust to fall on us.

But the Bible won’t allow it.  “There is none righteous, no, not one.”  How hard it is to come to terms with God’s judgment.

Let’s not be mistaken.  We have no goodness apart from Him, but He values us nevertheless.  In fact, He values us so much that John 3:16 is a reality.  My goodness is a myth, but His love is not.  It is His love that credits me with goodness, not my goodness that credits me with His love.  

Today, see if bal-aleika can sink just a little deeper into your thought.  Today, worship Him because He first loved us.

Topical Index:  goodness, tov, tovah, bal-aleika, apart, Psalm 16:2, humility, pride
April 22  As for the saints who are in the earth, they are the majestic ones in whom is all my delight.  Psalm 16:3

Who Counts?

Majestic Ones – Isn’t it nice to know that when we become His servants, God calls us majestic (or excellent).  The way up is down.  Down to the ground in humility and acknowledged unworthiness.  Then God lifts, up into His presence.  Push the button for the basement instead of the penthouse.  God resides at the bottom, not the top – out in the wilderness, not in the city.

So, who are these majestic ones that are the beneficiaries of His delight?  This He also explains.  The ve adirei (majestic ones) are the doshim (saints).  And who are these?  The root word of doshim is qadosh, the Hebrew word that means sacred or holy.  These are the ones who are set apart for God.  That’s what it means to be holy – to be put aside for God’s use.  But we all knew this, didn’t we?

Oh, yes.  God calls the ones who are set aside for His purposes saints.  Actually, He calls them the “set aside ones.”  You might find it interesting that the singular “saint” is never used in Scripture.  There is no Saint Paul or Saint Peter.  There are only all those who are set aside.  
So, how is someone set aside for God’s purposes?  Do you have to get a special calling or an anointing or a divine whisper?  No, all you need to do is follow His instructions.  Those who practice the Way, who follow God’s directions for living, are automatically set aside because they no longer subscribe to the patterns of this age.  Of course, there is another implication here.  If I am not set apart, if there is no difference between what I do and what the rest of the world does, then I am not one of the saints in the earth and God does not delight in me.

For Israel, this distinction was pretty clear.  Israel was called to follow the Torah.  That was the guide book for being set apart.  It covered a lot more than religious ceremony.  It covered business, family, community, morality and even how we think (the tenth commandment).  It included everything from punishment for theft to marital fidelity.  The reason that there is no apparent difference between civil and religious law in Torah is because there is no difference.  How we live is either set apart in all that we do, or it isn’t.  Israel was a nation established by God for His purposes and those purposes meant that it had to act very differently than other nations.

Why is this so difficult for us?  Is it because we don’t want to be “Jewish”?  Is it because we really do believe that there is a separation between the Old and the New Covenants?  Is it because we have hidden bias?  How do we as Christians pick and choose what “set apart” means for us?  We want nine of the commandments but we don’t want the diet.  We want the blessings but we don’t want scrupulous living.  Something doesn’t add up.  But, who’s counting?  Only God, I’m afraid.

Topical Index:  ve adirei, doshim, qadosh, holy, set apart, saints, Psalm 16:3, delight
April 23  The sorrows of those who have bartered for another god will be multiplied  Psalm 16:4

Turning Up The Volume

Multiplied – Life without the Lord is increasingly miserable.  That’s the biblical message.  It sometimes doesn’t appear that way.  After all, the systems of this world support rebellion against God, rewarding those who actively engage in disobedience.  But, as the Bible says, the wicked will not prevail.  Their end is assured, and it is assuredly terrible.  The psalmist warns us not to envy the wicked for they have no future.  In this verse, God speaks about judgment.  Serving false gods will result in turning up the volume.  Sorrows will be multiplied.

If you read this in Hebrew, you would quickly see that the first word in the phrase is ravah, a verb that means “to be many, to be abundant, to increase.”  This is the emphasis of the sentence.  “Many” more sorrows follow idolatry.  We might notice that absence of sorrow isn’t in the picture.  Everyone has sorrow.  That’s what it means to be in a broken world.  Atsav was introduced into this world with the original decision to determine life’s direction without God’s input (Genesis 3).  Sorrow is a part of our existence.  In this poem, the word is ‘atstsevet.  It isn’t about anxiety or toil.  It’s about anticipated pain!  Derived from atsav, this word is only found in Hebrew poetry.  It implies the grief that comes from fear of punishment.  It isn’t about the actual pain itself.  It’s about the emotional suffering and torment that comes from knowing you deserve to be disciplined.  The distinction is important.

In this world, both the wicked and the righteous struggle with atsav.  Life isn’t right.  In its broken state, bad things happen to everyone.  We all toil.  We all suffer.  We all fall under the grist mill of the enemy.  God does not promise that the righteous will somehow be exempt from life on this planet.  But He does promise redemption, reinforcements and deliverance.  And He promises justice.

Not so for the wicked.  Those who serve other gods can expect the sorrow that we all experience to be increased.  Why?  Does God say, “I’ll get you?”  No, God weeps over the lost and desires all to turn to Him.  The reason that sorrows are multiplied is built into the consequences of idolatry.  An idol cannot hear me.  An idol cannot respond to me.  An idol offers me nothing but mute frustration.  Being left to fend for myself is a natural and inevitable consequence of serving a dead god.  The living God does not have to take any steps to actively increase the emotional stress and fear of those who refuse to obey Him.  They do it to themselves.  

Notice that this verse does not say, “I will increase their sorrows.”  All that is required is that God withdraw His grace and mercy.  The broken world will do the rest.  Whenever men and women are out of alignment with God, the world has its way with them.  And in this world, fear holds all those captive who do not serve the living God.

Perhaps you know someone whose sorrows are being multiplied.  Perhaps a word from the psalmist is what they really need.  Life is broken, but God’s people are not.

Topical Index:  atsav, atstsevet, ravah, multiplied, broken, sorrow, Psalm 16:4
April 24  For the word of God is living and active and sharper than any two-edged sword, and piercing as far as the division of soul and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.  Hebrews 4:12
Embodiment

Living - Is the Bible a living Word for you?  This is not a trivial question.  The Bible is not like other books.  There are other books that inspire.  There are others books that challenge, encourage, command, discipline and exhort.  None of these factors are unique to Scripture.  What makes the Bible the living Word?  It communicates God’s will to us.  And since God’s will for us is life, His Word, in any form, brings life with it.  It is zoe (alive, living, life-filled).  

The Greeks did not usually use this word, zoe, when they spoke about ordinary life.  They used bios (our root for “biology”).  For the Greeks, bios was about life right here, the day-to-day activities that made up what we experience as being alive.  A recounting of present life is called a biographe (literally “life-writing”).  But the Greeks did have a use for zoe.  Unless we understand how they thought about zoe, we will not see the startling claim in this verse.

Greek metaphysics is built around the duality of the material and the spiritual.  OK, I know, that was a bit scholarly.  What it means is that the Greeks thought of existence in terms of two levels.  One was the level of the material world, where all the stuff we see and deal with exists.  The other was the spiritual world, where the divine resides with Truth, Beauty and Goodness.  This dual nature of reality has affected Western civilization for thousands of years.  In fact, it is the fundamental philosophical principle behind the Christian idea of getting to heaven.  Our proclamation of “escape” from this world, whether through divine intervention, rapture, other-worldly orientation or a heavenly gate pass, is really the affirmation that the “spiritual” world is the preferred existence and getting out of here is the real goal.  “Where will you go if you die tonight?” is an evangelistic approach that is rooted in Greek metaphysics.  The assumption is that getting to heaven is the goal of Christian belief.  It sounds nice.  Who wouldn’t want to leave all their problems behind?  But it’s not biblical.  Too bad!

So, the Greek term zoe refers to what we would call “the force.”  Zoe is the life-animating principle that comes from the realm of the divine, empowers existence in the material world, and at death, returns to the realm of the spirit.  Bios is where I have to struggle with my individual existence, but zoe is my true home, apart from this valley of tears, existing blissfully in the world of the divine.  Of course, in the realm of zoe, there are no particular individuals.  We all flow back into the life-force.  In this world, where bios reigns, we are intrinsically unfulfilled.  We can never reach our true state of oneness with the divine because we are “trapped” in a material body that belongs in a material world.  In order to reach fulfillment (and perfection), we must escape from this realm and leave the material world behind.  Its very presence constrains us.  In the realm of zoe we are freed from the material and can exist as pure spirit, operating under the banner of nous, reason alone.  For the Greeks, the world is an evil prison keeping us from being the truly rational beings we were meant to be.

This dualism is still with us.  Every time you hear someone speak about the evil world, the bliss of heaven, the desire to depart, the anticipation of the rapture or anything that suggests that our purpose is departure, you are probably treading on Greek philosophy.  It has been part of the church since the third century.  But it is not found in the Bible.

The author of Hebrews calls the Word of God “living.”  He uses zoe.  With all this Greek metaphysics in the background, why would he use such a loaded term?  The answer is that he uses the term as it is found in the Septuagint, where it is influenced by the Hebrew concept of nephesh.  But nephesh is not separate from physical life.  In fact, it is essentially linked to life as we know it in this world.  Why?  Because the world is the creation of God and it is good!  There is no dualism, no separation between spiritual and physical.  God created the world a wonderful, full, significant place where we are to discover His glory in our embodiment.  Getting to heaven is definitely not the goal!  Enjoying His Kingdom on earth, and seeing it manifest, is the goal.  That’s why Yeshua prays that we will not be taken out of this world.  We are to experience life in all its fullness right here.  Yes, it’s broken.  Sin has corrupted this place.  But it is not trashed.  It is not evil.  It is under the influence of evil, but it is to be redeemed.  Leaving is not an option if you want to be where God is active.

There is one more important step in recovering the meaning of this word in this verse.  Nephesh is all of me, all homogenized together.  I am not body-mind-soul.  I am the manifestation of God’s breath embodied.  And that means that I am entirely under His sovereignty.  Life does not belong to me.  It belongs to Him.  He gives it as a loan to me.  Unlike the Greek concept, I am not on a path to ascend to my true calling in the spirit world.  I am me right here, breathing the nephesh hayyah that God has given me, designed to do His will on this earth.

What does this tell us about zoe in Hebrews 4:12?  God’s Word is living (zoe) because it embodies God’s character in active declaration.  It is the manifestation of who He is.  It has the same quality as nephesh.  It is totally under His control.  It is His gift.  It is good.   And it is designed for this world.  God’s Word is God embodied in language.  When you read it, you are in the presence of God, filling your thoughts, words and deeds with His character clothed in human communication.

Topical Index: living Word, nephesh, zoe, bios, Greek metaphysics, Hebrews 4:12 
April 25  “Let us, then, go down and confound their speech there, so that they shall not understand one another’s speech.”  Genesis 11:7  (JPS)

Rearranging Bricks

Confound – God has a real sense of humor, even when it comes to terribly important events.  I would say that God has an Englishman’s sense of humor; that sort of dry wit that often uses word-plays and other linguistic devices to make subtle yet penetrating points.  Of course, without reading the text in Hebrew, it is nearly impossible to see just how clever God is.  So, let’s take a comment from Nahum Sarna’s treatment of this verse and just enjoy the marvelous God we serve.  Besides, yesterday’s discussion of Greek dualism was heavy and we need a good laugh. (
This story, so famous in its misapprehension, is filled with Mesopotamian imagery.  The construction of towers was a common practice in ancient Mesopotamia.  Rulers often built these as monuments to their names, not unlike our practice today of naming buildings after famous people.  Most of these towers, called ziggurats, carried religious implications because it was a common belief that one could enter into the realm of the gods by ascending to the heavens.  The Genesis text reflects all this, even in the description of the building materials – bricks – which were not common in ancient Israel.  In fact, this story is all about bricks because it is the human arrogance of brick-building that lies behind the description here.  In ancient Mesopotamia, the discovery of kiln-fired bricks was considered an act of the gods passed down to men.  So, in at least one sense, bricks were a direct tie between human beings and the gods.
The Hebrew verb for “confound” is navlah.  It comes from the verbal stem b-l-l (as you know, most Hebrew verbs are formed for stems of three consonants).  This is the basis of the humor.  Sarna comments:

“It can hardly be coincidental that navlah, a unique form of the Hebrew stem b-l-l, “to confuse,” is a disarrangement of levenah, “brick,” the order of the first three consonants being reversed.”  

What’s the joke?  God turns the bricks inside-out.  He rearranges Mesopotamian divine connections by disarranging the building material.  Now bricks no longer reach to the gods.  They simply act as God’s messengers to demonstrate the foolishness of human arrogance.  Following the flood, God instructed human beings to “fill the earth.”  The ziggurat was an attempt to do just the opposite.  It was a symbol of collection in one place, a tower that could be seen from miles away in order to call people to a single location.  The ziggurat was a human construction in direct disobedience to the will of God.  So, He undid it.

Now that you know the historical background and the linguistic artistry, you can enjoy the application.  The pride of Man will always result in the undoing of God, but more often than not, all that is needed to erase Man’s arrogance is a tiny rearrangement of the inside.  Right?

Topical Index:  ziggurat, confound, navlah, brick, Genesis 7:11, tower of Babel
April 26  and when there was a great hush, he spoke to them in the Hebrew dialect, saying,  Acts 21:40 (NASB)

Assumptive Theology

Hebrew Dialect – Sometimes I am simply amazed at the theological assumptions that are built into our translations.  Most of us never know that we are reading the bias of the translation committee.  You might think that just because “scholars” do the translation work, the results would be accurate and correct.  But everyone comes to the text with a particular point of view.  Everyone interprets the world through their own eyes.  A translator will always have a particular frame of reference.  The key is to tell the reader when a particular word is being translated according to the theological bias.  Otherwise, there is just no way to know unless we go back to the original.

Let’s use this verse as an example.  In the Greek, the phrase is ‘Ebraidi dialekto.  Even non-Greek readers can see that this means “Hebrew dialect.”  So, why does the NIV translate this phrase “he said to them in Aramaic”?  Yes, there is a footnote that says, “possibly Hebrew.”  Even in the NASB, the footnote says, “i.e. Jewish Aramaic.”  The assumption here is that the people of Israel in the time of the Messiah did not speak Hebrew, but rather spoke a dialect of Hebrew called Aramaic.  But if that were the case, why didn’t Luke simply say that Paul spoke to them in Aramaic?  Furthermore, the Greek word dialekto means nothing more than a language spoken by the people of the region.  It is translated “language,” not dialect, in Acts 1:19, 2:6 and 2:8, but every time the Greek phrase is used in connection with Yeshua or Paul, it is translated “dialect.”  Luke is the only writer that uses this word.  Do you suppose that he mean two different things by the same word?  

Paul has just been conversing with the Roman guard.  Obviously, the Romans did not speak Hebrew, so Paul was speaking to them in Latin.  Then Paul addresses the crowd in their own language.  What language was that?  Hebrew.  That’s what the text says, so why does the NIV alter the Greek and translate the word ‘Ebraidi as “Aramaic.”  Because the translators assumed  that Luke meant Aramaic when he wrote Hebrew.  That’s like a translator assuming that I mean Castilian when I write Spanish.  This is not translation.  It is interpretation.

OK, so why do we care?  What’s the big deal if the NIV or the NASB or some other Bible translation says Aramaic instead of Hebrew?  It’s not such a big mistake, is it?  In this case, maybe not.  It could be a really big mistake if the assumption that Yeshua spoke Aramaic and all the disciples spoke Aramaic leads us to conclude that Hebrew was no longer understood by the people of the first century.  That might push us to believe that Yeshua and Paul were moving away from the authority of the Hebrew Scriptures.  That might lead us to believe that there is a difference between the first century view of Torah and the view of Torah during the time of Moses.  That might lead us to believe that Christianity rests on some other foundation than Torah.  So, a tiny translation issue could lead to much bigger mistakes.  It might not take us there, if it is only one little error, but the problem is that it is not simply one little error.  This theological bias, that there is a gap between Jewish faith and Christianity, shows up over and over in our translations.  Frankly, it is disguised anti-Semitism, concealed in theological propaganda.

But unless you read Greek, you will never know.  Maybe it’s time to demand that translations be translations – and not theological interpretations.

Topical Index:  Aramaic, ‘Ebraidi dialekto,  theological bias, Acts 21:40

April 27  I shall not pour out their drink offerings of blood, nor will I take their names upon my lips.  Psalm 16:4

God Refuses

Not Pour – God says, “No!”  We don’t think of God as the one who refuses to accept our offerings and supplications, but that’s due to our arrogance.  God makes it very clear that He refuses to engage in any activity that smears His character.  You’ll say, “Of course.  Of course God wouldn’t listen to these worshippers of false gods.”  But don’t be quite so quick.  There is a bit more here than you might imagine (there usually is, isn’t there ().

The Hebrew phrase bal-asikh comes from the root nasak.  Instructions about the drink offering (which was usually wine) are found in Numbers 28.  There are two unusual characteristics of the drink offering.  First, it was not consumed.  It was simply poured out on the ground.  Most human beings would consider this a waste.  After all, the Hebrew text indicates that this is to be “old” wine, i.e. high quality.  Who would take a bottle of Chateau Lafite and empty it on the ground?  No one in his right mind!  Except, of course, someone who was willing to pour out the very best as a symbolic representation of the nature of God (hold on, you’ll see).  The second characteristic is that the drink offering was always made in conjunction with another offering.  It was never done on its own.   The drink offering demonstrated consecration to the Lord but it was always connected with sacrifice. 

With this in mind, we can look at the text.  The first thing that we notice is that the expression is backwards.  God says, “I shall not pour out.”  But the drink offering is not about God’s action.  It is about human beings pouring out their offering before God.  God accepts the offering.  He does not make it!  So, why does this statement reverse the actors?  Think about it.  Those who worship false gods offer themselves to their gods by presenting their best to the god.  They hope that their offering will appease the god and they will be granted favor.  In other words, they strike a bargain.  They make a deal.  “I’ll give you my best effort and you reward me.”  Their goal is to gain, not to empty.  They act in direct opposition to the character and attitude of the Lord (see Philippians 2:6-8, which is God’s ultimate model of the drink offering).  God accepts the proper drink offering as a symbol of His ultimate offering.  He will pour out Himself for His chosen.  He will empty Himself on our behalf.  Our drink offering only hints at a much greater drink offering – the offering of God Himself.  The instructions concerning the drink offering always connect it with another sacrifice, just as Yeshua’s voluntary emptying is connected with His sacrifice.  God does not pour Himself out for those who do not worship Him.  He will not accept their symbolic representation of dedication and consecration because they are not His children.  They serve other gods, therefore, they have refused the drink offering that God Himself makes. They want their version of a drink offering to substitute for God's drink offering.  In other words, they take on God's role and, in the process, deny His character.
This verse displays biblical reciprocity (measure for measure).  Those who worship false gods reject God’s offering.  In so doing, they separate themselves from any action taken by God on their behalf.  God says, “No!” because they have already said, “We do not acknowledge You.”  They are guilty of precisely what Paul describes in Romans 1:21.

God pours Himself out for everyone, but not everyone receives His gift.  Those who think that sacrifice is a means of gaining God’s favor have insulted the God who empties Himself.  They reject God’s gift because they come to God with bartering on their minds.  God will not accept such arrogance.

Perhaps we would do well to re-examine our own motives.  Do we come ready to empty ourselves, in accordance with the character of the God we serve?  Or are we expecting God to do something for us since we have done something for Him?

Topical Index:  drink offering, pour out, nasak, Psalm 16:4, Philippians 2:6-8
April 28  The tablets were the work of God, and the writing was the writing of God, graven upon the tablets.  Exodus 32:16

Changing Vowels

Graven – One of the reasons we read the sages is to discover the insights about God’s Word that come from centuries of exploration.  Often we find something that we would have passed by without noticing.  This verse is a good example.  A change in the vowels tells us something important about the attitude toward Torah, but unless a Hebrew sage pointed us toward this change, we would never have been blessed with the discovery.

The Hebrew root word here is charath.  It means “to engrave.”  Seems pretty simple, doesn’t it?  But once we realize the word is used only one time in Scripture, we are encouraged to look a little deeper.  Anything that appears only once has to have some special appeal since God decided that this word, and only this word, was the proper word for this idea.  Here’s what the rabbis tell us:

“Read not charuth (graven) but cheruth (freedom) for no man is free but he who labours in the Torah.”  (Everyman’s Talmud, p. 130)
Why can they make this change?  Because Hebrew is written without vowels.  The only way I know which vowels belong in the word is by remembering what I have been taught about the pronunciation of the word.  Yes, eventually the vowels were added with dots and dashes, but for centuries the proper pronunciation of the words was passed orally from one generation to the next.  So, when the consonants CH-R-TH appear in the text, I have to add the proper vowels to make the word.  What the rabbis saw was that a small change in a vowel revealed an enormous insight into the purpose of the Torah.  The reason a man embraces Torah is so that he will experience freedom.  Torah is not rules and regulations, legislation and constraints.  Torah is freedom.  It removes from me all of my doubts, worries and concerns about what to do, what is right and how I should live.  I do not have to struggle with which action to take.  I am not left to decide for myself what is good and what isn’t.  God has given me the game plan.  All I need to do is follow it.  I am free in a way that no one who tries to construct his own ethics will ever be.  There is freedom on these tablets.  And all that was needed to see this was a change in the vowel.

This vowel change speaks directly to us.  How many times have we struggled with the dilemma of knowing the right thing to do?  How many of us have felt the pangs of hoping that what we do will be good and pleasing to the Lord but not knowing for sure because we don’t have a guide?  How many times have we confronted ethical choices without clear direction – and had to make it up as we go along?  That isn’t freedom, my friends.  That is slavery to an internal ethical code, too easily subject to contemporary pressures and evaluations.  How much simpler would life be, and how much more enjoyable, if my choices were put in God’s hands by just doing what He says?  If the Son shall set you free, you will be free indeed.  All you need to do is follow the instructions.

Topical Index:  Torah, sages, vowels, freedom, Exodus 32:16, charath.
April 29  But the greatest among you shall be your servant.  Matthew 23:11

Buried By Desire
Greatest – Yeshua was a great rabbi; the greatest rabbi who ever lived.  But he wasn’t famous.  The difference is crucial if we are going to understand our role in the Kingdom.  The rabbis taught that “authority buries those who assume it.”  They exhorted disciples to “love work, hate lordship, and seek no intimacy with the ruling power.”  Just as Yeshua taught, they saw that the desire to assume control over others was a mark of ungodliness and a terrible danger to spiritual sensitivity.  God calls reluctant leaders; those men and women who are quite certain that they are not qualified and who would rather not have the job.  Why?  Because they know that their usefulness depends entirely on God’s grace.  Woe to the throng that follows the man who desires to lead.  His ego will bury them all.

Yeshua expanded the teaching of the rabbis with this simple statement.  The greatest will be a servant to all.  The Greek is megas.  The Mega-Man, the superhero of the Kingdom, is the least among us; the one at the bottom lifting others, the one in the shadow, not the limelight.  How hard it is for us to really hear this!  Standing in the pulpit, the center of attention or running the company or directing the program, we are constantly tempted to let just a little of the light fall on us.  Oh, we deflect the compliments with quick acknowledgments of God’s help, but deep inside there is always that little bit of interest in being recognized for how wonderful we are.  It is such a subtle trap.  Andy Warhol once commented that everyone wants fifteen minutes of fame.  He was, unfortunately, right.  Just tune into the latest “reality” TV show and you will see people clamoring for a moment of stardom.  A culture fixated on celebrities is a culture far, far away from the things of God.

Yeshua’s observation reveals something else about our popularized version of Christianity.  Servants are background people.  Even as a group, they do not command the spotlight.  They go quietly about the Kingdom’s work, seeking anonymity because they know that God’s grace is their only operating power.  Just as God’s hand proceeds secretly through human history in order to accomplish His purposes, so His children remain the hidden heralds of His power.  Once in awhile, God promotes a reluctant leader to a place of prominence, but that leader remains a servant, not a master, because he has spent forty years in the wilderness tending dumb sheep.  God doesn’t hire on the basis of a resume of accomplishments.  He chooses humility, demonstrated in a life of being unimportant.

One of the systems of this world that Paul pleads with us to avoid, is the desire for fame.  To seek fame is to accept the offer that Satan gave to Yeshua.  “Serve me and all these kingdoms I will give to you.”  He offers every follower of the Way a version of the same promise.  Of course, the offer is modified because we are not as worthy a catch as the Son would have been.  We settle for far less, don’t we?  Today is a good day to review your “fame” quotient, your desire to be someone, to be recognized, to move out of the shadows.  The path to greatness is to become invisible.  Is that your direction?

Topical Index:  character, servant, greatest, Matthew 23:11, megas, celebrity
April 30  “Of every tree in the garden you may surely eat, but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, not shall you eat from it.”  Genesis 2:16-17

The Fountain of Youth

Knowledge – Often the most important thing we learn from the Bible is what it does not say.  What I mean is that every biblical story, poem, letter or narrative is set in a particular context; an historical-cultural situation that governs the vocabulary, thought forms and implications of the passage.  Just as Paul’s letters to the believers in Corinth must be read against the backdrop of first century Corinth, so Moses’ retelling of the creation story must be set against the backdrop of the Mesopotamian cosmological myths.  What we discover (in both cases) is that what is not said is extremely important for understanding what is said.  You can’t read the Declaration of Independence without knowing the history of taxation under English rule.  You can’t read Genesis 1 and 2 without knowing the competing mythology of ancient Mesopotamia.

What does the Bible leave out of this historical-cultural background?  Well, one thing that is conspicuously absent is the concern with immortality.  You see, in all the other ancient myths, the focus would have been on the Tree of Life, not of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  All of the civilizations of Mesopotamia were preoccupied with death.  So, their mythology included ways to avoid dying by finding the secret to living forever.  Funny thing.  We seem to have the same cultural preoccupation, don’t we?  From Ponce De Leon to cryogenics, from Max Factor to the movies, we are all trying to at least pretend that we can live forever.  The Bible doesn’t even bother with this nonsense.  Why?  Because the focus of the Bible is not death, but life.  And for life, the issue is not immortality but morality!  That’s why the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil is at the center of the story, although it is not at the center of the Garden.  The issue is about obedience that brings life, not magic that brings unending existence.

What the Bible says about the critical issue of life is this:  obedience is in our hands.  If you want to live, follow God’s instructions.  It’s really that simple.  Of course, the Bible also clearly says that we, collectively and individually, have rebelled and disobeyed.  So, we have a big problem.  Life is found in obedience.  We have disobeyed.  We deserve death – and it cannot be avoided by anything that we can do.  No point in looking for the mythological solution to our dilemma.  There isn’t one!  The only one who can fix this is God, not you, me or good ol’ Ponce.

There is something else that isn’t said here.  It’s not the Tree of Good and Evil.  It’s the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  The Bible doesn’t say something else that ancient mythology embraces (and that we still find today).  Human consciousness in the natural man is not about good versus evil.  That’s the view of the ancient mythologies.  The Hebrew view is different.  The problem is the desire to know the difference between good and evil.  In other words, the real issue is our choice to decide for ourselves what is good and what is not good.  

The two are tied together.  If I determine what is right and what is wrong, if I can control my ethics, then I have a claim on immortality.  If I do everything I’m supposed to do, then I should live forever, right?  Wrong!  Morality is ultimate a function of doing what God says is right, not what I think is right.  And because my will asserts itself against His, I am not holy as He is holy.  I need a Savior, not an elixir.

Is that how you view the Bible?  Do you see that it is all about living, not dying?  And the only way to live is God's way, not yours.
Topical Index:  immortality, morality, good, evil, Genesis 2:16-17, knowledge

May 1  The LORD is the portion of my inheritance and my cup; You support my lot.  
The Hebrew Bill of Rights (1)
Inheritance/Lot – Personal rights are a big deal in our world.  If you listen to the contemporary political rhetoric, it would seem that everyone has a “right” to just about everything.  Apparently life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness are not enough.  Now we need housing, education, medical care, retirement, security, food, jobs and whatever else happens to move the political conscience.  It’s fairly easy to be seduced by all this since it pervades the society, but make no mistake, King David clearly understood that personal rights in the biblical system are very, very different.

The Hebrew word goral is used twice in this verse.  The same word is translated both “inheritance” and “lot.”  We use two different words to make the English sound more literary, but it hides that fact that David emphasizes the same Hebrew concept.  It’s important (from a Hebrew point of view) that I know that my lot and my inheritance are one and the same.  Why?  Because both have a direct relationship with the action of God.  No man, no political action group and no government can guarantee my real rights.  They come from God and from God alone.

Goral is first associated with the action of casting lots.  In ancient times, this method was often used to determine the correct choice in a matter.  Of course, today we would be aghast if we thought that crucial decisions in life were determined by throwing pebbles on the ground.  It sounds like some kind of magic.  Our “Christian” training steers us away from all these “incantation” processes.  But maybe we are a little too quick to reject the casting of lots.  Maybe we really don’t understand what is implied.  Or maybe we are so “Greek” in our automatic deferral to the power of reason that we no longer entertain a place for God’s direct actions in our decision-making.  

The thinking behind the casting of lots is an explicit recognition of the total sovereignty of God.  In other words, the only reason that I accept the casting of lots as the means of making a choice is because I absolutely believe that God is in control of the way those pebbles fall to the ground.  Fate has nothing to do with it.  By the way, neither does gravity or physics.  God causes the pebbles to fall in a way that reveals His will.  My only decision is to allow Him to use this method to instruct me and to follow through on the result.  

Now, of course, anyone can throw stones on the ground (or bones or cards or whatever).  But casting lots from a biblical point of view can only occur correctly when the party is fully in compliance with the Most High God and completely trusting in God’s immanent involvement.  It is faith in the full Hebrew sense – trusting in Him.  This is the background to the lots used to determine the land distribution when Israel entered the Promised Land.  This is the background in Jonah.  And this is the background that David alludes to when he uses the word goral.  

But David says something more than a comment about his portion of the Promised Land.  David says that the destiny of his life, everything about who and what he is, is in the hands of the Lord.  Here David uses the personal name of God, YHWH.  Just as Israel trusted in lots to determine the will of God for the distribution, so David (and all believers) can absolutely trust YHWH with their destiny.  The nation’s lot was determined by YHWH and so is each person’s lot.  God is directly and immanently connected to our very existence.  

How about your “lot in life?”  Do you feel that you have arrived at this place and time because of accidents, circumstances or fate?  Are you complaining because things haven’t worked out the way you wanted?  Do you think your life is under the whim of the government, the employer or the tax man?  Maybe King David has something to say to you.

Topical Index:  lot, inheritance, destiny, goral, Psalm 16:5

May 2  The lines have fallen to me in pleasant places, yes, I have a beautiful inheritance.  Psalm 16:6

The Hebrew Bill of Rights (2)

Inheritance – If my destiny is in the hands of the Lord (as we learned in the first part of this verse), then what rights do I have?  If I live under His Kingdom as a citizen in His government, what rights can I claim?  Now David uses a different Hebrew word to capture this part of his thought.  Here the word is nachalah.  This is possession, property and tangible inheritance.  This is a piece of the land (Numbers 26:53-56).  No wonder David says that the “lines” have fallen in good places.  His property lines establish his claim in the land of milk and honey.  

Is that all?  Is David simply saying that he got a good piece of property?  Not likely.  David also knows that the same word is used to describe the inheritance of the Levites, the priests.  But their inheritance is not any part of the land.  Their inheritance is the Lord Himself (Numbers 18:20).  Now, which would you rather have; a piece of the land of Israel or a portion of the relationship with the Lord Himself?  Careful!  There are some fairly big implications with either answer to that question.

One thing is certain.  NONE of it is a right!  In the Hebrew worldview, you don’t have a right to life, liberty and property (the original wording of the U S Declaration).  In fact, you don’t have a right to anything.  Why?  Because you stand under a holy God who is the absolute monarch of all creation, who made it all, owns it all and controls it all.  Your sin excludes you from any guarantee except punishment since your sin brands you a rebel against the one and only Ruler of all.  You are a traitor and traitors deserve to die.  You have no rights – but you have been given many gifts.  The amazing thing about God is that He doesn’t pay any attention to your “rights” either.  Instead, He operates completely on the basis of gift.  In His Kingdom, He gives you life, liberty and property simply because He is gracious, compassionate and loving.  The second we forget that it is all gift, we stop seeing the world through Hebrew eyes.  That’s when we start expecting something just because we are here.  Even the famous Declaration of Independence doesn’t capture the thought of the Hebrew constitution established at Sinai.  God gives!  That is the basis of all my actions, thought and expectations.  David got it right.  My destiny is in the throwing of the lots, and He does the throwing.

Does a slave have a right to anything except what the Master determines to give him?  Of course not.  That’s why he is a slave.  Does a citizen have a right to anything except what the King (not the Congress) decides to give?  No.  Change politics if you want to understand the Hebrew bill of rights.  Move your mind to a dictatorship under the absolute sovereign of the universe.  Then see how far you get with complaints about “rights.”  

We have a lot to be thankful for, not least of which is the fact that we serve a God who gives.  Maybe that’s the place to start today – thanking God for everything as a gift.

Topical Index:  gift, right, inheritance, nachalah, Psalm 16:6
May 3  I will bless YHWH who counsels me.  Indeed, my mind instructs me in the night.
Psalm 16:7

Paradigm Shift

My Mind – Would a Hebrew poet say that his “mind” instructs him in the night?  Think about it.  Even though the contemporary translation includes the word “mind,” the word does not appear in the Hebrew.  Oh, you might say, “Well, that’s because the word in Hebrew would be lev – heart.”  But guess what?  That word isn’t in the text either.  In fact, the text says simply, “who counsels me, also in the nights my kidneys teach me .”  What in the world does this mean?  Does it mean that I have to get up in the middle of the night to go to the bathroom and then I contemplate God’s goodness?  I hardly think that’s what David means.  

We begin with the Hebrew word kilyah.  In Hebrew thought, the kidneys, not the mind, are the seat of emotions.  They are the most inward part of me, the place where my deepest feelings lie.  Investigation of this word shows that it comes from the root kilah which means “to complete, accomplish, end, finish, consummate.”  This is an interesting connection with the idea of emotions.  Do emotions bring something to an end?  We usually think of emotions as propelling an action, initiating rather than completing.  But maybe we have it wrong.  Maybe the Hebrew view, where emotions are the last in the series of obedient acts, is more in line with reality than the Greek view, where emotions are the uncontrollable initiators of action.  It’s worth considering.  What would happen if you saw your emotions as the final stage of obedience rather than the opening disruption of temptations for disobedience.  Maybe James’ first chapter would read a little differently too.
So, why do contemporary translations remove the word for kidneys and replace it with something like “mind?”  The answer is obvious.  The paradigm of the translator is Greek.  When I assume that the only place of instruction is in the mind, then anything that speaks about teaching must be a rational exercise.  So, I change the word to fit my assumptions, and in the process, I import an alien worldview.  Does my mind instruct me in the night?  For a poet who has just extolled the unsurpassed virtue of YHWH’s direct counsel, would it make sense to immediately suggest that his own mind is the source of nightly instruction?  No, the introduction of the thought “my mind” comes from a different worldview, one not compatible with the Hebrew perspective.

This verse tells us something very important about the Hebrew worldview – and consequently about how we operate within God’s Kingdom.  God instructs our emotions.  They are not run-away step-children of human existence.  They are not something to fear because they cause us to careen out of control (the Greeks believed this).  They are direct links to the ways of God.  In the night, when I am most at home with myself, God teaches me how to feel.  And the reason He does is so I can complete the human interaction with Him.  My experience with God is not a head-trip.  It is not simply rational control over my circumstances or a stoic resignation to my situation.  I feel – and God uses those feelings to help me close the door on one thing and open it on another.  The Hebrew word-picture for kilah helps us see this.  It portrays “what comes from controlling the open palm.”  Emotions do not run me.  They are part of the way God made me in order that I might experience what comes when He is controlling the open palm.  Then, as David says, “I will bless YHWH who counsels me.”
Topical Index:  emotions, feelings, kidneys, kilyah, kilah, Psalm 16:7, worldview
May 4  I have set YHWH always before me, for He is at my right hand.  I shall not be shaken.  Psalm 16:8

M for D
Always – If you read this word in Hebrew you’ll notice something right away.  Because Hebrew is written only in consonants, many times a small change makes a very big difference.  The rabbis noticed, for example, that rearranging the consonants often reveals another facet of the message (remember the bricks?).  Sometimes all it takes is a different vowel (remember engraved?).  Here we notice that a change in the last letter produces a significant enhancement to our understanding.  You see, in Hebrew the word for always is tamiyd (the consonants are Tav-Mem-Yod-Daleth).  Only two other words have the same series of beginning consonants.  They are tamiym and tummiym.  The first word means blameless or complete.  Half of its occurrences are about sacrifice (a blameless offering).  With respect to time, it refers to a complete period like a day or a year or Sabbath weeks.  Of course, it also describes God’s ways which are blameless and perfect.  The second word describes a very unusual vehicle for determining God’s will.  We usually translated this into English as Thummin.  It had something to do with casting lots but after the exile, it disappeared from Hebrew ritual.

Only three words.  Now, how does each one help us understand the others?  “I have set YHWH always before me.  I have set His blameless ways before me.  I have asked for His guidance in order to do His will.  I am complete in His ways.  At my right hand, He provides my direction.  I have made myself a sacrifice before Him.  He will complete me.”

David is a Hebrew poet par excellence.  His facility with the language is powerful.  Don’t you suppose that he might have recognized all these interesting connections with a word that has only two other combinations in the entire language?  If he did, isn’t it nice to know that setting God before us involves perfection, blamelessness, completion, direction, sacrifice and holiness?  Simply by changing a D to an M, another layer of meaning is revealed.  What an exquisite way for David to include so many other concepts!  But what would you expect from an inspired poet?  

Set YHWH always before you.  All the rest follows.

Topical Index:  always, tamiyd, tamiym, tummiym, blameless, complete, lot, Psalm 16:8
May 5  Therefore, my heart is glad and my glory rejoices; also my flesh shall rest in confidence.  Psalm 16:9
Poetic Structure

Therefore – Why are you glad?  Why do you rejoice?  Why do you rest in confidence (not “rest in peace” – not yet, I hope)?  David has a very good reason for proclaiming these things, but we won’t see it if we skip the opening word, la-ken.  The word is made up of the Lamed (L) plus the adverb ken.  It means “for this reason.”  Why is David glad, rejoicing and hopeful?  Because YHWH is set before him and at his right hand.

Hebrew poetry does not rhyme phonetic sounds like English poetry.  On my shelf is a rhyming dictionary.  It’s filled with phonetic endings for thousands of words so that if I get stuck in a poem, I can find a word that sounds similar but carries a different meaning.  But there is no rhyming dictionary for Hebrew because Hebrew poetry rhymes ideas, not words.  You see this all the time in Proverbs.  The first part of the verse says something that is repeated with different words in the second part of the verse.  One thought embellishes the other.  You won’t find phonetic rhymes at the end of stanzas in Hebrew.  What you will find is elaboration, amplification and nuances (and sometimes alliteration).  So, when you’re reading Hebrew poetry, the point is often made in two places.  The thoughts are not independent of each other (remember that when you’re interpreting the passage).  

David’s use of la-ken shows us that gladness, rejoicing and hope are not independent from obedience.  That’s right.  The first thing is setting myself before YHWH and placing Him at my right hand (a nice Hebrew idiom for the one who runs things).  Remember “always?”  YHWH stands before me blameless, constant, complete, perfect and holy.  In order for me to be glad, to rejoice and to have confidence, I must put Him in the place of priority at the time.  Obedience is the foundation of gladness, rejoicing and confidence.  Oh, and by the way, ken is also a Hebrew word that means the foundation of something.  

Wouldn’t it be nice to enjoy a life of gladness?  Wouldn’t it be wonderful to be filled with rejoicing?  Wouldn’t it be encouraging to have unabated confidence?  All these are readily available when we set the Lord always before us.  Does that mean life will be happy (not the same as glad), or blissful (not the same as rejoice) or peaceful (not the same as confidence)?  No, it doesn’t.  We aren’t promised lives that are free from trials and temptations.  We are promised victory, comfort, reinforcements and companionship as we wait for entrance into the city not built by men.  But gladness, rejoicing and confidence never depended on circumstances anyway.  They only depend on who you set before you.

Topical Index:  therefore, la-ken, gladness, rejoicing, hope, Psalm 16:9
May 6  Therefore, my heart is glad and my glory rejoices; also my flesh shall rest in confidence.  Psalm 16:9
Fit for a King

Glad – The Hebrew word sameach has a rich history; a history that we need to know in order to see the majesty in this simple idea.  First, it’s found in Deuteronomy 16:15 where it describes the blessings of the Lord.  In 1 Kings 1:40, it’s used to describe the great joy over the king’s anointing.  In Psalm 126:3 it describes rejoicing over what God does for His people.  In Proverbs 15:13, gladness produces health.  Even in the dark book of Ecclesiastes (2:10), it finds a place in the description of satisfied labor.  In fact, in terms of relative frequency, it occurs more often in Ecclesiastes than any other book.  That seems pretty amazing.  

The Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament tells us that this verb of “moving emotion” is so frequently combined with prepositional objects that it “is better classified as a verb of action.”  This helps us understand what the Hebrew concept really means.  It is about everything we do to express an inner feeling.  It includes dancing, clapping, shouting, singing, and even “frisking about.”  This is festival language.  We took a look at the verb in a different form once before (March 24).  What we learn is an essential aspect of the Hebrew view of human existence:  Emotions are not separate from actions.  My feelings and my behavior are intimately linked.  Of course, we all know this, don’t we?  You would think it is obvious.  But consult with modern theories of psychology or behavior modification specialists or even medical practitioners and you get a very different view of human beings.  The Hebrew view is one, unified person.  Greek metaphysics divides us into parts – a body, a mind, a soul or spirit.  You go to the doctor for one part, the psychotherapist for another and the minister for another.  You are not an integrated whole.  You are compartmentalized, and as a result, you are taught to live in little insulated boxes.  Your job is in one box, your church life in another, your family life in another.  Have you ever wondered why contemporary treatments of human ailments  usually break you into pieces?  Now you know.  Our view of the human being is fragmented, so our treatment of the human beings reflects our philosophy of fragmented compartmentalization.  

But Hebrew is different.  “I was glad when they said to me, “Let us go to the house of the Lord.”  You could translate this:  “I was singing, dancing, jumping up and down, laughing, horsing around, clapping and shouting.  I was so excited.”  Is that your expression about going to the house of the Lord?  Of course, you probably don’t go to the temple.  That would be something, especially since it doesn’t exist at the moment.  But if you’re missing some of the sameach that goes along with setting God before you, then maybe you’re too Greek to enjoy an integrated existence.  Just asking.

Topical Index:  sameach, samach, glad, moving emotion, person, Psalm 16:9

May 7   For You will not abandon my soul to Sheol, nor will You allow Your Holy One to undergo decay.  Psalm 16:10
Prophecy Fulfilled
Undergo Decay – In the Old Testament, what happens after death is not clearly articulated.  There are a few verses about the underworld, called Sheol, but it is a place where everyone goes when they die.  Since the focus of the Old Testament is life on this earth under God’s direction, there is little if any of the contemporary preoccupation with heaven.  The big question in the Old Testament is not “Where you will go when you die?”  It is “Who do you serve while you live?”

So, that makes this verse a little unusual.  This oddity causes Christian commentators to see Messianic prophecy in this statement, especially since this is the interpretation placed on the verse by Peter (Acts 2:27) and Paul (Acts 13:35).  The verse becomes a reflection on the death of Yeshua, not a statement about David.  Since David died and his body did undergo decay, it’s not likely that this verse could be applied to David.  As a prophecy about Yeshua, this verse makes sense.  Yeshua was not abandoned in Sheol and He did not undergo decay.  He was raised from the dead to new life.  Understanding this verse as prophecy is the reason that “Holy One” is capitalized in our translation.

But if this verse is about Yeshua, then its interpretation violates one of the cardinal principles of biblical exegesis, namely, the first effort of exegesis is to understand the verse in the way that the original audience would have understood it.  If this verse is about Yeshua, then it would be impossible for anyone living at the time of David to understand the meaning of the verse.  Now, we could argue that it is prophecy and therefore the meaning is deferred until the time of its fulfillment, but that still leaves us with a big question mark for the original audience.  Of course, if the original audience also saw it as prophecy, then maybe they would say, “Well, we can’t understand this now, but some day it will be clear.”  But it’s still a problem, isn’t it?  Do you think that David wrote these words into his poem without understanding what they really meant?  Something very unusual is happening here.

A great deal of critical work has been done on this verse.  That work attempts to place the meaning of the text in the timeframe and cultural setting of the author, staying true to the principle of exegesis.  In other words, this verse needs to be read within the setting of the rest of the psalm; a psalm about David’s protection and confidence in the Lord.  With this interpretation in mind, the verse does make sense to its original audience.  David says that God will not allow him to see death under the present circumstances.  In other words, God will rescue him from his enemies and he will not end up in Sheol today.  This fits the whole message of the psalm; a psalm about God’s care for his servant.  This ordinary meaning is further supported by the fact that the LXX changed the context of the verse by treating it as eschatological.  Interestingly, Peter quotes the verse as it is found in the LXX, not the Hebrew text.  You can follow all these arguments here.

OK, so what’s the point of all this linguistic mumbo-jumbo?  Is the verse about Yeshua or not?  The answer is “Yes” and “No.”  Peter and Paul, both Hebrews and both familiar with the LXX, clearly saw the verse as prophecy.  More importantly, the translators of the LXX, who were all Jewish rabbis, also saw the verse as eschatological.  In other words, no Christian interpretation was needed for these Jews to see that the verse meant more than it could have meant in David’s time.  So, the verse is about Yeshua.  But, at the same time, the verse in its original form in the Hebrew text can be read as nothing more than a statement about David’s trust in God.  It is not overtly prophetic.  In other words, it becomes prophetic by hindsight, when Peter and Paul recognize that it fits the circumstances of Yeshua’s resurrection.  This is an important lesson for us.  What appears prophetic is the result of seeing the words after the action has been completed.  What we like to call prophecy is often only identifiable because the events have already happened.

You might want to consider this the next time someone starts telling you about everything that is going to happen according to the Bible.  Even the Jewish rabbis didn’t see it coming until after it arrived.  Makes you wonder about our penchant for prophecy, doesn’t it?

Topical Index:  prophecy, interpretation, Psalm 16:10, Sheol, decay
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May 8  You will make known to me the path of life; in Your presence is fullness of joy; in Your right hand there are pleasures forever.  Psalm 16:11

The Way

Path of Life - The Hebrew expression, orach chayim, combines two words, orach (meaning pathway) and chayyah (meaning living thing).  David says that God Himself will teach him the way of living.  Interestingly, the word chayyim is not just applied to human life.  It means all living things.  Just as God instructs the animals and all of animate creation, so God will instruct His creation, Man.  Of course, the means of instruction isn’t the same, but the goal is.  The goal of all life instruction by God is the glorification of His Name.  All of creation exists for the purpose of glorifying Him, and the only way to do that is to live according to His direction.  Following any other path, no  matter how noble, virtuous or obvious, is a departure from the divine purpose.  Another path will not glorify the King.  Any other teacher will be unlikely to steer you in the right direction.

We agree, don’t we?  We need God’s instruction in order to fulfill His purposes and glorify Him.  We have the goal clearly in mind.  But what is the path?  Fortunately, God did not leave us to figure it out on our own.  Did He leave the birds to figure out when to fly south?  Did He leave the flowers to figure out when to bloom?  Yeshua tells us that if God cares about the sparrows, won’t He show the same care for us?  Of course.  If God directs the sparrows so that they know when to gather, when to build nests and when to find shelter, don’t you think He will do the same for us?  He does, and His instructions are all revealed in the Word.

Wait, before you start with the “Here he goes again about the Torah,” let’s stop for a minute and consider the Word.  Yeshua is the Word.  He is the living embodiment of God’s instructions for life.  He is the perfect representation of what it means to live for the glorification of the Father.  I don’t have to look any further than the living Word to see the path of life.  He is it!  I don’t have to turn to Deuteronomy to understand how to live.  All I have to do is follow step-by-step on the pathway of the one who is the truth, the way and the life.  No Christian can object to this stance.  Yeshua is the whole summary of Christian living, the role model, the high priest and the perfect sacrifice.

But as soon as I turn to His life, I find that He is constantly doing, saying and living according to the Word.  He is saturated in Hebrew Scriptures.  He acts according to Torah instructions.  He lives the life of the perfect Israel, fully obedient to the Father.  That is why He is our sacrifice.  So, the living Word incorporates the written Word – perfectly.  They are one and the same; one in audio (given to Moses) and one in video (born of Mary).  Would you have expected anything else?  Wouldn’t God’s Word be revealed in the Word of God?

Maybe we don’t need Torah.  Maybe all we need is Yeshua.  Except, of course, that He is Torah incarnate.  “Lord, make known to me Your ways.  Make known to me You.”

Topical Index:  Path of Life, orach chayim, the Way, Torah, the Word, Psalm 16:11

May 9  You will make known to me the path of life; in Your presence is fullness of joy; in Your right hand there are pleasures forever.  Psalm 16:11
Re-birth Day
Fullness of Joy – Today is my birthday.  Maybe I should take the day off.  But then I wouldn’t get the joy of learning one more deep thing about God’s Word with all of you. My fullness of joy would be shortened.  So, enjoy my birthday gift with me and we’ll take a look at shova semakhot.  Literally, the words mean “abundance of joys.”  The phrase is followed by the Hebrew place holder, et, telling me that fullness of joys is the face of God.  This is the gift that I need today.  All of my greatest joys are found when I am before His face.

When I think about the past years, I realize what was really missing was joy.  If I had only experienced the fullness of His presence more often, my life would undoubtedly have taken a very different direction.  I don’t mean it would have been more prosperous.  That is not a measure of joy.  I mean it would have avoided a great deal of trauma, stress, anxiety and disappointment.  I would have been far more obedient and consequently, avoided a lot of chastisement.  I would not have wasted or despoiled so much of His good gifts.  Yes, more than anything else, joy was what I needed.

The tragedy is that joy was always available.  I just didn’t avail myself of this great gift.  Why?  Because I valued doing things my own way.  Oh, I had plenty of the right Christian vocabulary.  After all, I have a D. Phil. in theology.  But what you say doesn’t matter.  It’s what you do that counts, and too often what I did was follow my inner voice of personal desire and leverage.  Not living by the path that He teaches led me away from what I desperately sought.  I had everything a man could want in this world – and no joy in having it.  I was a perfect example of Yeshua’s comment about gaining the whole world and losing your soul.

Fortunately, God didn’t give up on me.  He very rarely does.  Today, I am discovering joy.  Much of the trappings of success that led me astray are gone.  It is a great relief.  “Can’t buy me love,” is a tune that tells the real story.  Can’t buy me joy either.  And joy is a treasure highly valued.

I’m glad that the Hebrew text puts “joy” in the plural form.  God gives lots of little joys, doesn’t He?  We don’t have to store it all up for one big joy at the end.  He provides fullness all along the way.  I see His butterflies and find joy in His flying works of art.  I read His word and find joy in its intricate construction.  I hold Rosanne’s hand and discover joy in my belonging to my ‘ezer.  My world is populated with joys – including each of you.  So, thanks for this birthday present.  It’s shova semakhot.  Gee, it sounds a lot like Yeshua’s comment, doesn’t it?  “My joy made full in themselves” (John 17:13).

Today is one of God’s gifts of joy.  Share it with me.

Today’s Word:  fullness, joy, shova semakhot, Psalm 16:11
May 10  that He might deliver us out of the present evil age  Galatians 1:4

World of Difference

Deliver Us Out – “I do not ask You to take them out of the world.”  Wait a minute!  Paul just says that Yeshua sacrificed Himself for our sins so that He might deliver us out, but Yeshua Himself prayed that we not be taken out.  What’s going on here?  

Frankly, I would prefer Paul.  I’d like to be delivered out of this evil age.  No more problems for me.  Just tap my heels and think of home and off I go.  Oops!  That Hollywood, not reality.  In fact, if we look closely at Paul’s choice of words, we will find that he says the same thing that Yeshua prayed.  We are here to stay.  We just moved to a new house.

The Greek expression is exeletai hemas ek.  The verb, exaireo, means to take out, to pluck out, to deliver.  It is used to describe rescue from danger and removal from affliction.  This is the Christian exit strategy, accomplished by the death of the Messiah.  Does that mean that I get an instant pass to heaven?  Of course not.  It means that I am instantly transferred from bondage in the kingdom of the evil one to liberty in the kingdom of my Savior.  I stay right here, but I move into a different world.  One moment I was held captive by my sin, bound to the patterns and passions of the systems of this evil age.  My illusion of self-determination keep me fettered to rebellion against my Creator.   I inherited the terrible consequences.   Yeshua broke those bonds.  As the blameless and perfect sacrifice, His full obedience is reckoned to my miserable moral account.  He substitutes Himself for me and takes the punishment I deserve.  I am set free from the consequences of my rebellion.  In a moment, I move into a new relationship – and a new house – while I stay right here in the same place.  But now I have been delivered, rescued, taken out of that old kingdom of terror and entanglement and given life in a kingdom where I can joyously obey and know His blessings.  John’s gospel makes it clear in a single preposition, eis.  I move into Jesus, into His kingdom and into a relationship with Him that I didn’t have before.  I am delivered from the present evil age without leaving.  It’s kind of like space travel in Dune – traveling without moving.

So, we see that Paul and Yeshua say the same thing.  I’m not going anywhere – spatially, that is.  I am right here being a citizen of the Kingdom on location.  But now there is a world of difference.  I don’t see things the way I used to see them.  I don’t act the way I used to act.  I have a different allegiance and a new lease on life.  Over time, my change in perspective affects everything about me until I don’t even recognize that old person who once strained against the invisible chains.  Chances are that others don’t recognize me either.  This is what Paul calls the “renewing of your mind.”

Here’s the best part.  I don’t have to deliver myself.  Actually, I couldn’t do it.  The prisoner does not set himself free.  Yeshua rescued me.  He did it all.  I just benefitted from His obedience.  My deliverance had nothing to do with my efforts, good or bad.  That’s the foundation of the letter to the Galatians, and it is the foundation of our freedom as well.

Topical Index:  delivered out, exaireo, rescued, move house, Galatians 1:3
May 11  This is the one who was in the congregation in the wilderness with the Angel who spoke to him at Mount Sinai, and with our fathers, who received living words to give to us.  Acts 7:38

The Authorized Summary

Living Words – Stephen’s speech got him killed.  In it, he summarizes the entire history of God’s interaction with Israel.  He describes the whole range of God’s plan, culminating in the resurrection of the promised Messiah.  He proclaims Yeshua as God.  And he does all this as a first century Jew.  What he says is crucial to our understanding of what was taking place in the early gatherings of believers.  

We already know that one word in this verse is intentionally altered in its English translation.  That word is ekklesia.  Translated “church” in every other use in the New Testament, here it is translated “congregation” in order to avoid the natural conclusion that there is no difference between the “church” and the gathering of Israel.  Theological bias that separates the Christian “church” from the congregation of Israel forces this “once only” alteration.  It’s unjustified, deliberate and misleading.

But there is another implication in Stephen’s inspired speech that we can’t overlook.  Stephen says that the content of the message delivered to Moses at Mount Sinai was “living words” specifically given to the children of Israel.  The Greek phrase is logia zonta.  The phrase is unusual, in spite of its common usage among Christians today.  You will find something close to it in Jeremiah 23:36 and Hebrews 4:12.  What does this odd phrase mean?  Certainly it must mean that what God gave Moses is considered inspired, sacred and canonical (those are all different things).  What it means is that what God told Moses isn’t dead, out-dated, abrogated or set aside.  As far as Stephen is concerned, the words given to Moses by the Angel are still active, living and applicable on the day that he spoke before the Sanhedrin.  As the first martyr in the Christian faith, Stephen is held in high regard by all believers.  What he says should be taken seriously.  

The implication is hard to miss unless you close your eyes.  Stephen is martyred because he says that the Torah leads directly to Yeshua, that Israel has disobeyed the Torah by not accepting Yeshua as the promised Messiah and that all of the words given to Moses are still active and alive today.  Nowhere in his speech does Stephen even hint that somehow the living words are no longer applicable.  In fact, if he thought that they had been set aside by the death and resurrection of Yeshua, his entire argument falls apart.  The reason that these disobedient Jews are condemned is because the words of Torah still apply.  These living words are the proof of their disobedience.  If Christianity really has no connection with the “old” law, then who cares if the Jews weren’t faithful to God’s revelation on Sinai?  

Stephen’s speech smacks of heresy if “the age of the Torah would be replaced by the age of the Messiah” and “the saving significance of Jesus’ cross  . . logically involv[es] the abrogation of the law” (Fung, Galatians, NICNT).  We can’t have it both ways.  Stephen must either be an inspired man of God, the first martyr of the Messianic believers, or he is just one more confused Jew who doesn’t realize that the Law doesn’t matter anymore.

Maybe we need to hear what the text says rather than read what the theology tells us.

Topical Index:  Stephen, Torah, living words, logia zonta, Acts 7:38
May 12  Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of His might.  Ephesians 6:10 NASB

Three Together

Strong/Strength/Might – Empowering people is a common expression in today’s management practices.  What does it mean?  Usually it entails delegation of responsibility and authority.  That means the boss gives you the right to make choices, execute them and be responsible for the outcomes.  Sometimes the verb used here is translated “empower.”  Is that what Paul is suggesting?  Let’s take a look.

“Be strong” is the Greek verb endunamoo.  The essence of this verb comes from dunamis (strength), a word that stands behind our idea of dynamic (and dynamite).  This particular combination of en and dunamoo is only found in biblical and church-related Greek.  Paul probably coined the word.  It means “to make vigorous, to strengthen, to empower.”  It is a verb that describes equipping with power.  That sounds a lot like our contemporary management techniques, but there is a very big difference.  The big difference is discovered in the relationship between this empowering verb and the two words that follow.  

“Strength” is the Greek ischus.  It has a lot of implications, from health to moral endowment.  It is applied capacity, the ability to perform.  “Might” is the Greek word kratos.  This is a word about power available for action.  It doesn’t imply that the action takes place, only that the power is ready to be used when needed.  Now let’s put these together.

Jesus supplies the available power.  It is His and only His.  All I do is tap into it.  That’s what it means to recognize His “might.”  That power is available to provide the capacity that I need to perform those actions I am called to do.  It’s not my strength.  It’s His might available to me so that I can apply it.  His might provides the needed capacity.  I am the vehicle through which that capacity is activated.  It starts with Him.  It is delivered by Him.  I am simply the channel.  This is what it means to be strong in the Lord.  In other words, to be equipped by the Lord has little to do with being delegated authority and responsibility.  It is not empowerment as we understand it.  It is usefulness.  I am a means by which the inherent power of God is manifested through me for His purposes.  You can think of it like a water pipe.  The pipe doesn’t contain the power.  The power is in the volume and speed of the water that flows through the pipe.  The pipe can’t claim any of the credit for the power that flows through it, nor can it determine what kind of flow goes through it.  All the pipe can do is be the most useful instrument possible to handle the flow.  Of course, water can go through any size pipe, but the bigger the pipe, the more useful it is for transporting water.  God is in charge of the flow.  We are in charge of the size of the pipe.

Be a pipe! 

Topical Index:  empowerment, strength, might, Ephesians 6:10, endunamoo, ischus, kratos
May 13  I will fear no evil, for You are with me  Psalm 23:4

Bad Decisions

Fear – Swine flu!  The latest in a world of panic-stricken announcements.  If we are going to close the borders and the schools over potential deaths caused by swine flu, then by the same logic we should immediately close all highways in the country because being on the highway is the cause of tens of thousands of deaths every year.  If people didn’t drive, then they wouldn’t be killed in accidents.  So, close the roads and protect the people!  Of course, that would be too logical.  It makes much better news to panic the world with the imminent threat of the flu, real or imagined.

Have you ever wondered why we seem to spend so much time worrying about what might happen?  The answer is not found in the penchant of news merchants for big headlines.  The answer is found in a philosophy of life.  You see, in the dominant philosophy of the Western world, the fundamental fact of life is that anything can happen to you!  Life in this world is completely unpredictable.  It is all at risk.  Since the world is nothing more than the random interaction of particles in a vortex, you are subject to all kinds of forces beyond your control.  You need to be afraid.  After all, you might come in contact with someone who has the swine flu.  Or you might be hit by a drunk driver, or a lightening bolt.  You might lose your job or your retirement fund.  You might have a heart attack or be audited by the IRS (they are roughly the same thing).  Anything could happen to you.  That’s why the Greek poet Theognis said:

Not to be born is the best of all things for those who live on earth,  and not to gaze on the radiance of the keen-burning sun.  Once born, however, it is best to pass with all possible speed through Hades' gates and to lie beneath a great heap of earth.
If you’re Greek in your outlook on life, you will be afraid.

There is an alternative.  God!  If God is the Sovereign Ruler of the universe, the Creator of all that is and the Holy One of Israel, then the world is good because it was created good.  Furthermore, since God is good, I live in a place where I can trust His actions.  I know that He is in charge.  Yes, there is swine flu.  Yes, I should take reasonable precautions.  God doesn’t provide me with immunity just because I want Him to.  But He runs the show, not the news media.  I do not have to fear any evil.  I do not make my decisions about living on the basis of what might happen to me.  I make my decisions on the basis of the trustworthiness of God.  I am His servant.  I do His bidding.  If I get the swine flu, then I know that His purposes will be served in my illness.  But I am not afraid.  I will not be bullied into panic and bad decisions simply because the world thinks that this place is out of control and out to get me.

Being a Christian brings about a major re-adjustment toward the world.  If you haven’t discovered that, maybe you need to be renewed in your thinking.  It will help you avoid a lot of bad decisions.

Topical Index:  fear, afraid, Sovereign Ruler, Psalm 23:4, evil
May 14  And let our people also learn to engage in good deeds to meet pressing needs, that they may not be unfruitful.  Titus 3:14
Pound for Pound

Unfruitful – Soon it will be good fruit season in Georgia.  Peaches will be ripe and plentiful.  We will be blessed once more by God’s goodness as He provides for our bodies.  If we’re fortunate, we might even find a roadside stand where we can get an exceptionally good price on these wonderful creations.  Pound for pound there is nothing better than a great Georgia peach.

In Christian living, pound for pound there is nothing better than good deeds that meet pressing needs.  Just like biting into a Georgia peach, delivering a good deed to someone in need is a most satisfying experience.  And just like a Georgia peach, the fruit of the tree of my life is not intended for me.  It is intended to provide nourishment to someone who is hungry.  That is the principle of karpon (fruit).

However, Paul provides a little horticultural advice in this verse that we need to apply to our fruit production.  First, we have to learn to engage in the process.  The verb is manthanetiosan (let them learn).  It comes from the stem manthano.  It’s not about just knowing the facts.  Reading a book about Georgia peaches will not put fruit in your basket.  This verb implies instruction that includes a moral responsibility.  In other words, learning requires action.  It’s absolutely no good to teach about good works, learn about good works, budget for good works but never actually do the good works.  Even more importantly, good works are not whatever we happen to consider noble efforts.  They are actions that meet pressing needs.  If you want the best Georgia peaches, you have to find a roadside stand with direct access to the orchard.  You have to avoid the processor.  The same is true of good works.  Avoid the middleman.  Proxy Christianity is a sure formula for unfruitfulness.  It’s a great way to pass the responsibility to someone else, but you won’t learn anything about the immediate moral responsibility of good works.  You won’t experience the first-person joy of being a vehicle of God’s grace in the life of someone in need.  You’ll just be a processor.  You’ll give your money to someone else who will witness the enjoyment of a hungry person eating the fruit.

By the way, the verb here is the first word in the sentence.  That means it is in the place of emphasis.  Learning the moral responsibility that comes with fruitfulness is first-place importance.  Actions taken at a distance remove you from the real impact of fruit production.  You see, even though your fruit is for another’s consumption, experiencing the grace that comes with providing for someone in need is for you.  You are blessed in giving it away.  If you just pass it along the food chain, you miss out on the intended experience of seeing God’s grace transferred from your hands.  Proxy Christianity is ultimately effort without fruit.

Topical Index:  fruit, unfruitful, akarpoi, learn, manthano, Titus 3:14

May 15  If we say that we have fellowship with Him, and we walk in darkness, we lie and are not practicing the truth.  1 John 1:6
Shady Lane

Walk in Darkness – What do you think about when you read this verse?  Most readers probably imagine that walking in darkness applies to the worst kind of reprobates, those who deny God’s goodness and live lives dedicated to themselves.  But that doesn’t make sense, does it?  John writes about people who claim to have fellowship with God, so it’s fairly unlikely that he has terrible sinners in mind.  Sinners don’t claim to have a relationship with God at all.  So, John must have someone else in mind; someone who says that he is close to the Lord but whose life doesn’t match his words.  I wonder who that could be?

Maybe we should take a look at John’s theological background to see if we can determine who these poor souls are.  To do that we have to look at John’s use of the imagery of light and darkness.

First, we recognize that John uses darkness to describe the path of wickedness.  This path resists the light but it has no power to overcome it.  To walk in darkness is to walk in opposition to and in ignorance of God’s ways.  In his story of Yeshua, John uses darkness to describe those who had a form of religion but did not have the substance of relationship.  While some of John’s statements encompass the whole world, most of his use of darkness describes religious people, not pagans.  These are people who claim to be following the will of God but they do not follow the Way of the Son.  In other words, even though they say that they have fellowship with the Father, they do not walk according to the example given by the Messiah Yeshua.  Look at John 8:12, 12:35 and 12:46.  

Secondly, Yeshua’s use of this imagery takes us back to the Hebrew Scriptures.  Yeshua constantly reminds His audience of God’s Word.  Darkness in apprehending God’s ways begins in Deuteronomy 28:29 where God pronounces a curse on those who do not follow His explicit instructions.  The prophets echo the same warning (Isaiah 50:10, Jeremiah 2:31).  Ecclesiastes tells us that a fool walks in darkness (2:14) and we must remember that the biblical use of “fool” is a man without moral sensitivity to God, not someone who is stupid.  Proverbs 2:13 says that those who “leave the paths of uprightness” walk in darkness.  The Psalms use this imagery over and over to warn us about departing from God’s direction (see examples in Psalm 18:28 and 91:6).

What can we conclude?  Who did John have in mind?  Clearly, John was not speaking to people who reject God completely.  He was speaking to those who claim they are in alignment with the Father.  But they are not doing what the Father says.  In other words, they have determined their own codes of conduct.   As a result, they are blind to the truth.  

How about you?  Are you standing in the shade by refusing to walk with the Son in His way?  Are you making it up as you go along?  Or is His path your path without qualification?

Topical Index:  the Way, darkness, 1 John 1:6. skotia 
May 16  Therefore did that which is good become a cause of death for me?  May it never be!  Rather it was sin, in order that it might be shown to be sin by effecting my death through that which is good, that through the commandment sin might become utterly sinful.  Romans 7:13

Are You Experienced?

Utterly Sinful – How difficult it is for us to read this passage in Romans without the usual Christian blinders!  We have been so convinced that Paul sets the gospel of grace in opposition to the works of the law that we no longer read what the text says.  We think that Paul is telling us that the law caused us to sin and therefore, the law is a terrible, awful thing.  Of course, Paul firmly denies this conclusion (“May it never be!”), but we just can’t see it any other way.  We think that grace means being out from under the law, so that must mean that Paul thinks that the law has to be aligned with sin, or at least no longer useful for us.  The problem comes because Paul is making a word play on three different uses of the Greek nomos (law).  We’re not Greek.  We don’t have that first century Gentile believer background.  So, we miss it.  Let’s see what happens when we recover Paul’s ingenious word play.
Nomos has three different meanings.  First, it can mean a law like the laws of the land.  This is its legislative sense.  Second, it can mean a rule or principle.  It is used this way many, many times by the early church in the discussion of the canon, another word that means a standard or rule.  Third, in the New Testament, nomos can be used as a proper noun to mean the Torah.  Each time you read this word in Greek, you have to determine from the context which meaning fits.  For example, Yeshua was accused of breaking the Roman nomos regarding the divinity of the emperor (remember that they claimed that he said he was a king).  This is meaning number one.  Then there are many verses where meaning number three is clearly the case (Torah).  But sometimes Paul uses nomos as a rule or principle.  This verse in Romans is one of those times.  Paul makes a play on the Greek word.  The Torah (meaning #3) is good, but there is another nomos (rule - #2) in my body, a “law” that works against me.  This rule comes into being because once I understand the commandment, I am presented with the possibility of disobeying the commandment and when I disobey, I set a “rule” for myself – my own “torah”.  So, God’s Torah is set against my own torah (my rule of practice).  God’s Torah is not in opposition to God’s grace.  They are two sides of the same coin.  What is in opposition to God’s grace is my rules, that is, the way that I incorrectly use God’s Torah to define my own rules for living.  In Paul’s letters, “works of the law” is not God’s Torah.  It is the twisted version of God’s instructions used to earn righteousness.  In other words, my torah is nothing more than legalism.  Legalism is opposed to grace!  But God’s instructions, His Torah, is not opposed to grace at all because it has nothing to do with grace.  Grace is a gift.  Torah is instructions after I have received the gift.
In this verse, Paul tells us something very important about the relationship between the real Torah and sin.  My own desire to run my life twists God’s perfect instructions into something that is a perverse torah (rule).  If I were obedient, I would discover that God’s instructions lead to blessings.  But when I disobey, I actually experience the tragedy of sin.  I am cut off from the source of life.  It is no longer a theoretical potential.  Now I know what it means to be separated.  Sin becomes utterly sinful.  In other words, it becomes real for me.

Every commandment presents me with the opportunity to draw closer to Him.  But, at the same time, every commandment contains the potential that I will disobey.  There is risk in each one of God’s instructions for life.  When I don’t do what He asks, then I change that risk into reality.  Then I find that my rule twists His perfect intention into something tragic.  That’s what legalism is all about – making Torah do something it was never intended to do.  It doesn’t take outright disobedience to discover the sinfulness of sin.  All it takes is twisting the commandment so that I do it in order to manipulate God’s favor instead of doing it simply because I love Him.

What is the context of nomos in your life?  Which of the three meanings applies to you?
Topical Index:  law, nomos, rule, legalism, Torah, Romans 7:13

May 17  for we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus unto good works, which God before prepared that we should walk in them.  Ephesians 2:10
The Question of When

Before Prepared – “Saved by grace.”  That’s the message of Ephesians.  Even while we were rebellious toward God, He demonstrated His great mercy by acting on our behalf through His Son, Yeshua HaMashiach.  But that’s not all Paul wishes to communicate.  There is a reason for God’s forgiveness.  God wants us to be useful for His purposes.  Paul acknowledges that it is God’s doing (“we are His workmanship”), not ours.  But we are created in Yeshua HaMashiach in order to accomplish something – good works.  However, what God has in mind are not just any good works.  Human beings are quite capable of acting with good intent without the enabling spirit of the Messiah.  What God has in mind are very particular good works, works that He has prepared before we arrived.

So, when were these good works prepared and what are they? If we are going to walk in them (a nice Hebrew idiom for lifestyle), then it might be helpful to find out when God prepared these and what they are?

What do you suppose Paul meant by the term “good works?”  Where would you look to find out what he meant?  We start with the Greek ergois agathois and search the LXX to see how Jewish rabbis translated these words.  We find a similar phrase in Deuteronomy 6:18.  To do good works is to do what is right and pleasing in the sight of the Lord.  In other words, good works are not just any good thing.  Good works are God’s works.  Unless God endorses, empowers and equips, the actions we do are not worthy no matter now wonderful and noble they may be.  Furthermore, as a matter of continual lifestyle, the only good works that we can do are the works that stem from His character and His instructions.  Doing otherwise is an affront to what He has prepared long before we arrived.  

This particularly Jewish view is summarized nicely by Eric Lipson:

“Great stress is laid on doing good works, privately and corporately; but the prayers pleading for forgiveness (s’lichot) quote Isaiah’s admission, ‘All our righteous deeds are as filthy rags’ [Isaiah 64:5(6)].  So Israel prays, ‘Avinu malkenu, our Father, our King, be gracious unto us and answer us, for we have done no good things of any worth.  Deal with us in charity and loving-kindness and save us.’”

When did God prepare our good works?  From the moment He created the universe.  We are here to serve His purposes according to His plan.  What are the good works that we are to do?  What He asks of us according to His desire and His decrees.  What He has given us to do according to His instructions because by His instructions the world will be redeemed to serve and honor Him.

Topical Index:  good works, ergois agathois, Ephesians 2:10, Deuteronomy 6:18
May 18  Therefore, I, the prisoner of the Lord, exhort you to walk worthily of the calling in which you were called, with all humility and meekness, with long-suffering, bearing with one another in love; being eager to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.  Ephesians 4:1

Walk This Way (1)

Worthily – Paul doesn’t leave us guessing.  He is quite specific about the way we must walk if we are to exhibit the character of the Messiah.  We are to walk worthily.  The Greek is axios.  It’s an adverb drawn from the noun axios (the spelling is different in Greek).  This word is all about a measure of value.  In other words, weigh what you do and see if it matches the character of the one who saved you.  Measure up to Him!  Then you will know you are walking worthily.

This little word gets some pretty significant use when it comes to walking the way of Jesus.  Paul tells us in Romans 8:18 that suffering is part of the walk.  Peter says the same.  Jesus says that those who are worthy of Him put Him above all other relationships (Matthew 10:37).  They display absolute humility  and submission (John 1:27).  Jesus is their one and only standard.  His life is the example for their lives.

Of course, we don’t live in first century Israel.  We don’t wear sandals every day (unless you live in Florida like I do).  We don’t go to the Temple for festivals.  We drive cars instead of walking.  So, doesn’t that mean that a lot of things have to change in the way that we walk worthily?  Fortunately, the character attributes and attitudes that we are to emulate are timeless.  After all, they find their truest expression in God.  We simply reflect what has always been true of Him just as Yeshua reflected what was always true of the character of the Holy One of Israel.  Paul doesn’t leave us guessing.  He gives us some great measurements for testing our conformity to the standard.

The first is humility.  Actually, the word is not tapeinos, but rather tapeinophrosune.  It’s not simply being humble.  This word implies taking a deliberate mental attitude of low-mindedness.  This is a clear realization of my immense unworthiness before the Lord.  This is a deliberate posture of bringing myself to own up to the reality that I do not deserve any of His kindness – and that I am not one iota better than anyone else.  This is the exact opposite of the human penchant for self-importance; the contemporary desire for individually determined destiny.  The Bible demands that we estimate ourselves according to God’s view, not ours.  To walk worthily I must first know my unworthiness.  By the way, that does not mean we are nothing.  To the contrary, God so highly esteemed us that He was willing to die for us.  But it is His estimation that determines my value in this world, not mine.  My reality is soaked in my lack of holiness.  He lifts me from that real situation and it is only because of Him that I have any standing before His throne.  Tapeinophrosune is the exact opposite of pride!

Interestingly, Paul combines humility with meekness.  If you thought that this is a call to be a self-effacing wall-flower, you don’t understand the power in meekness.   But that’s for tomorrow.

Topical Index:  humility, worthy, axios, tapeinophrosune, Ephesians 4:1
May 19 Therefore, I, the prisoner of the Lord, exhort you to walk worthily of the calling in which you were called, with all humility and meekness, with long-suffering, bearing with one another in love; being eager to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.  Ephesians 4:1

Walk This Way (2)
Trained To Serve – “Meekness” is the Greek word praotes.   It means power domesticated.  It is about an inner spirit of control that is exhibited in calm assurance.  It is not about wallflower withdrawal.  It is about a deep and abiding sense of inner freedom knowing that what could be done need not be done unless it must be done.  Meekness is deserving your rights and deliberately choosing to forego them.  In other words, someone who is meek is someone who recognizes and submits to the sovereignty of God.  This person accepts what God does and considers it done for God’s good purposes.

However (and it’s a big “however”), this does not mean that a meek person is passive.  Hardly!  Meekness demonstrates itself in wrath toward sin, as we see in the life of the meek Yeshua.  It is actively angry at evil but ready to act only at God’s command.  There is nothing weak about being meek.
Paul exhorts us to walk in meekness.  Actually, he says with all meekness.  In other words, in as much praotes as possible.  What does that look like today?  Just imagine what your life would look like if you operated according to the completely confident assurance that God is doing through you exactly what He wishes and needs to do in order to accomplish His plans.  Imagine how you would handle your everyday events if you lived with the constant awareness that what comes into your life is all hand-delivered by the Almighty.  Would that change the way you see things?  Would you find reason to be thankful, even joyful, knowing that “all these things work together for the good of God’s purposes?”  Would your life exhibit a quiet serenity if you fully embraced God’s intimate grace over your every choice and circumstance?

Paul calls us to a much higher view of God’s involvement.  He asks us to deliberately deliberate on God’s imminent care, on His moment-to-moment engineering of our lives so that we have every  golden opportunity to express His character.  Meekness is not hiding in the shadows.  Meekness is the supremely capable power of El Shaddai (for whom nothing is too difficult) waiting to be used when He calls.   Meekness is that character attribute that comes when we are fully trained, ready to have Him use us whenever and for whatever.  In Hebrew, hineni.  “Here I am.”  Use me.

How’s your training regimen going today?  Are you settling into full meekness?  
Topical Index:  meekness, praotes, power, Ephesians 4:1

May 20  Therefore, I, the prisoner of the Lord, exhort you to walk worthily of the calling in which you were called, with all humility and meekness, with long-suffering, bearing with one another in love; being eager to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.  Ephesians 4:1

A House Divided

Being Eager – “Yeah, I know they’re Christians, but they have such a messed up theology.  I just don’t have anything in common with them.” 

“My church doesn’t believe what they teach.  We don’t have anything to do with those people.  They’re legalists.”  

“I really just don’t understand why they can’t see the truth.  If they only heard our pastor, then they would certainly change their minds.”

Ever hear anything like this?  Ever say anything like this?  Paul would have been appalled.  He pleaded for unity and expected those who are true followers of the Way to be eager to keep unity in the bond of peace.  The Greek is a single verb, spoudazontes.  It’s quite an interesting word.  The root is spoude.  You can think of it as the Greek word for speed.  It means “to urge, to make haste, to be zealous, to speed toward the goal.”  If Paul were an Italian, this would be the license plate on his Lamborghini.  “I urge you to speed toward unity.  Get there as quickly as you can.”  That’s Paul vision.  Is it yours?

It’s so easy (and so tempting) to let things divide us.  How much simpler it is to dismiss those who don’t see eye to eye with us.  They’re Baptists or Methodists or Pentecostals or (heaven forbid) Catholics.  Did you ever wonder why Paul never mentions any of these divisions within the body?  It’s obvious.  None of them existed when Paul wrote.  Not a single one of the “true” faiths came into being until the church spent 1500 years battering itself to death with doctrine.  The only outsiders Paul concerned himself with were those who denied the Yeshua was the Messiah.  Nearly everything else was open to healthy debate.  It has always been that way in Judaism.  Debate was not a problem for Paul.  Differences of opinion were not a problem for Paul.  The only problem was acknowledging that God’s grace through the Messiah was the only Way.  Paul put his efforts into what mattered for unity.  The rest was just nice to know.

Of course, we’re much smarter than Paul, aren’t we?  We have a corner on truth.  After all, Paul was just a confused Jew.  We know better.  We have a thousand years of doctrine.  We think unity means being conformed to exactly what I believe.  

Do you ever wonder why, when we gather in those buildings with steeples, we surround ourselves with people who think like we do, speak like we do, act like we do and don’t rock the boat?  Is conformity unity?  Or did Paul have something a little grander in mind?  What are you speeding toward today?  Do you expect everyone to drive the same car?

Topical Index:  unity, spoude, diversity, debate, Ephesians 4:1

May 21 Therefore, I, the prisoner of the Lord, exhort you to walk worthily of the calling in which you were called, with all humility and meekness, with long-suffering, bearing with one another in love; being eager to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.  Ephesians 4:1

Blessed Be The Tie

Bond – Let’s see.  How does that song go?  “Blessed be the tie that binds our hearts in Christian love, the fellowship of conformed minds is like to that above.”  No, that’s not quite right, is it?  The word in the song isn’t “conformed.”  It’s “kindred.”  But we treat it as if it means “conformed,” don’t we?  We think that this song, and this verse from Ephesians, must mean that everyone has to be the same.  That’s why we go to church – so we can be with people who are just like us.

Apparently we have missed the point of agape.  We would rather display phileo love – the love of people that we like.  But agape love is the paradigm of love for enemies.  It is love for those who are not like us.  That’s God’s love – the love of those who were opposed to Him.  What happened to us?  Why have we made conformity the measure of Christian love?  We aren’t exhibiting a bond of unity in peace.  We are exhibiting a bond of restriction in doctrine.

Paul uses the Greek term sundesmos.  The root behind this word is the combination of sun (together) and deo (to bind).  Do you see the picture?  We are to be tied together in our quest for unity in the Spirit in peace!  Unfortunately, Christians often act as though they are tied together in argument.  For Paul, peace meant shalom, that Hebrew word that encompasses the whole of a person in the world.  It is the quintessential expression of well-being.  That’s what Paul wants.  He wants followers of the Way to be so committed to each other’s well-being that they speedily rush to offer themselves in service for another.  He wants the character of the agape God to be so evident that nothing stands in the way of sacrifice for another.  He wants us to be dead to our own agendas and alive to the example of our Master.

Does that mean that theology doesn’t matter?  Of course not!  Paul was undoubtedly the greatest theologian of his time.  He did all he could to help others understand the truth of the Messiah.  But what good is correct theology if it is used to cut the tie that binds?  I have never yet met a man who came to Christ on the basis of an intellectual argument.  Yeshua Himself didn’t seem to put much effort into arguing for proper theology.  Instead, He healed the sick, restored the disturbed, comforted the grieving and fed the hungry.  He bled for the rebellious and died for the salvation of His enemies.  Did He have the right theology?  Absolutely!  But it seems that the only one He was concerned about when it came to theological correctness was the Father.  All others were the direct beneficiaries of agape – love for those not like Him.

There is a world of difference between conformity and compatibility.  Conformity says, “Be just like me.”  Compatibility says, “Let’s see how we can be together just like we are.”  Conformity makes me God.  Compatibility lets God be God for each of us.  Conformity says, “We’re under grace, but you have to do it my way.”  Compatibility says, “Grace means I trust God to guide us both as He sees fit.”  Conformity takes the risk out of relationship.  That’s why it is so tempting.  Compatibility recognizes that God can be trusted even when we don’t think the same way.  Compatibility shifts the focus of the relationship from my view to God’s sovereignty.  My relationship to you is based on my commitment to you, no matter how much we are different, because I trust that God knows how to work this all out.  
So, how’s your agape commitment bond doing?  Are you speeding toward peace?
Topical Index:  bond, bind, sundesmos, conformity, compatibility, agape, Ephesians 4:1

May 22  You have given him his heart’s desire  Psalm 21:2
Corrective Vision

Heart’s Desire – Did David really mean that God gave him whatever he wanted?  Is it true that once we are obedient God will fulfill all our desires?  Do we just have to “name it and claim it?”

In the Psalms study group that I attend, one of the women pointed out that taking this verse out of the context of a life dedicated to God’s purposes changes everything about its meaning.  The short answer to the question, “Did David really mean that God gave him his heart’s desires?” is “Yes.”  God does give us what our hearts most desire.  But if we are fully committed to His service and live according to His instructions, then it is our desires that are transformed.  They are altered so that they reflect God’s purposes.  Then, when God gives us what we desire (which is the fulfillment of His purposes for His glory), there is no discrepancy at all between what we want and what He wants us to have.  That’s when we can say, “He gave me all that I desired.”

If you take the verse out of the context of submission and obedience, then you might as well give God your Christmas list, for He becomes nothing more than the pagan Santa Claus.  

The Hebrew word here is ta’awah.  It describes something that is attractive and delightful.  Solomon would say that it was a delight to the eyes.  Of course, there are a lot of things in this world that delight the eyes.  The Bible uses this word to describe fertile land, abundant crops and treasures.  The Bible claims that the righteous will have their desires fulfilled (Proverbs 10:24).  So, the question is not about God’s willingness or capacity to realize our desires.  The question is about what we see!  What is it that delights your eyes?

Now we come to the heart of the matter.  Paul, good rabbi that he is, comments on this problem.  He tells us to pursue only some things – those things which are the ultimate delights of life.  What are they?  How about love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control (Galatians 5:22-23).  

By the way, the Hebrew word ta’awah has a homophone (a word that sounds the same and is spelled the same but means something different).  Words like this occur in Hebrew quite often since Hebrew is written only in consonants.  So, the combination of consonants T-A-W-H occurs in another word, a word that means “an outer boundary.”  It is used in Genesis 49:26 to describe the farthest boundary of the land.  It’s the place where my vision stops.  That’s interesting.  Apparently ta’awah could be interpreted as the end of my sight.  What I find within the boundary is a delight to God and a desire for me.  But there are other things.  They are outside the boundary.  They are beyond my vision – and they are to be left there.  Out of sight.  Out of mind.

What do you see inside your boundary today that delights both you and God?

Topical Index:  ta’awah, desire, sight, boundary, delight, Psalm 21:2
May 23  The LORD God planted a garden toward the east, in Eden; and there He placed the man whom He had formed.  Genesis 2:8
What Does It Say?

Placed – One of the biggest problems we have with reading the Bible is that we know the stories.  That usually allows us not to read what the text actually says, but to read what we think that the text says.  We have been corrupted by our Sunday school images, cultural paintings, Hollywood depictions and bad sermons.  It takes tremendous effort to remove these almost-automatic blinders and actually read the words of the text, without embellishment or preconceived ideas.  This verse is a good example.

God placed Adam in the garden.  The Hebrew verb is siym.  It has a very wide umbrella of meanings.  To appoint, to bring, to call, to put, to change, to charge, to commit, to consider, to convey, to determine.  Wow!  One word covers all that ground.  There are a lot of implications in the use of siym for God’s action with Adam.  But that isn’t the part that we usually miss.  The part that we miss is that Adam was not created in the Garden.  He was created somewhere else and placed in the Garden.  That’s what the text says, but my guess is that you never thought of it that way.

Why is this important?  Who cares if God created Adam inside or outside of Paradise?  Oh, by the way, our conception that the Garden of Eden was paradise is also an addition to the text.  But that’s another story.

What is implied by this action: placing Adam in the Garden?  First, we discover that Adam was not part of the original Garden.  He is placed there for a purpose.  God is in charge of even his geography.  Second, we realize that the place where Adam was created is not the idyllic paradise we thought it to be.  We are not told anything about his original geography.  His story begins with God’s placement.  From the very beginning, Adam is all about God’s plans.  Next, we see that placing Adam in the Garden shows us what it is like to have a full, untainted relationship with God.  In spite of the fact that the Garden is not what we usually think of as paradise, it is a place where Man is nourished by everything that God provides.  It is also a place where Man can exercise free choice.  The Garden is both satisfying and dangerous, but it is only dangerous  because it contains the possibility of disobedience.  

Now this raises a serious question.  God planted the Garden.  That means that there is nothing in the Garden that God didn’t want there.  It also means that God planted the very tree that becomes the vehicle of Man’s downfall.  Why would God do that?  If God wanted a perfect relationship with His creation, a relationship unstained by sin – just as it is described before the Fall – then why would God plant such a tree in the first place?  Why not just leave it out?  Then God could have walked in the cool of the evening with His creation Man every day for eternity.  There is something very odd about this.  God plants the tree that can lead to sin and then He puts the Man in the very place where sin can happen.  This story isn’t quite like the comic book version we have come to accept.  It is much, much deeper.  Don’t you agree?

What is it about planting and placing that is essential to the purposes of God?
Topical Index:  place, siym, purpose, Garden in Eden, Genesis 2:8
May 24  And He said, “Take your son, your favored one, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there”   Genesis 22:2

Cutting Ties

Go – The climax of Abraham’s life comes in the moment when God asks him to cut away his future.  This story closes something that began in Chapter 12 with the initial call of Abraham.  The entire unit, from 12 to 22, is a picture of grace, obedience and trust.  It is a story of bookends – the same bookends that must be true in our lives if we are going to be children of our father Abraham.

We are introduced to Abram by the Hebrew words lech lekha (“Go forth”).  There is no gradual awareness of this man from Ur.  Suddenly, God calls him out and he jumps into the scene by responding to the call.  For a century, Abram (whom God renames Abraham) follows the Lord to “a place that I will show you.”  The first cut in Abram’s life comes with the call of God to lech lekha – to leave his family, home, country and everything that he was tied to, and follow a God who calls.  Abram cuts the ties to his past and stakes everything on God’s word.

Scripture uses the phrase lech lekha only one other time, in this verse.  This is the second cut.  First, cut away the past.  Leave it all behind.  “I am with you,” says God.  Abram knows that God will provide and protect.  Yes, it’s difficult to leave everything – to cut loose from all those ties that brought us into the world and that give us our identity, safety and community.  But if we are to follow Him, the ties must be cut.  Lech lekha.

Abraham has his ups and downs.  Life isn’t always blissful harmony under God’s banner.  But over the course of years, Abraham experiences the blessing of God.  He life’s dream becomes a reality.  He has a son – a son who will bring about the promise God made.  Abraham believes his destiny is secure and his faith fulfilled.  Until one day he hears those fateful words again.  Lech lekha.  It’s time for the last cut.  If you thought that the first cut was the deepest, then you don’t know God.

Remember that God does not command Abraham to sacrifice Isaac.  The verb “take” has the particle na attached to it.  This effectively converts the verb to a request, not a command.  It should be translated, “Please take.”  Abraham is free to refuse without moral guilt.  This cut is completely voluntary.  It is a test of faith, not a command to sacrifice.  Nevertheless, it is a confrontation with everything Abraham hopes for the future.  God cut Abraham loose from the past a long time ago.  Abraham had to learn to trust the Lord without his security blanket.  Now God asks him to do the same thing with the future.  “Cut away the security blanket – that son whom you believe will guarantee your destiny.  Trust only Me and nothing else.  Lech lekha.”

Has God asked you to “go forth” from your past?  Have you responded?  You’ve walked with Him for a long time now, but perhaps your future still depends on something in your tangible reality.  Now God is asking once more – cut it away.  Will you?

Topical Index:  future, past, cut, lech lekha, go forth, Genesis 22:2 
May 25  And He said, “Take your son, your favored one, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there”   Genesis 22:2

First

Love – There’s a first time for everything.  First times are usually quite significant, especially when the occurrences are in the Bible.  For example, the first time we encounter the word ‘ezer (translated “helper”), we learn something incredibly important about women.  You’ll have to wait for the book (soon I hope) or listen to the little bit on the audio download.  In this verse, we encounter the word ‘ahav for the first time.  Oh, you need to know what ‘ahav means.  This is the Hebrew word for love.  

Do you find this a bit curious?  After all, here we are in the middle of Genesis.  We have already covered the creation, Adam and Eve, Noah, Abraham’s call and the birth of Isaac, but not once is the word ‘ahav used in any of those stories.  If we were writing the book of Genesis from our John 3:16 evangelical perspective, we would probably start with this word.  “In the beginning, God loved,” is probably how we would open the text.  But the Hebrew Scriptures reserve this word until God challenges Abraham to sacrifice his only son.  That’s when ‘ahav becomes the only word significant enough to capture the thought.  There must be a reason for this linguistic economy.  What makes this particular story so different that it requires the introduction of this very special word?

If you connected this story to the sacrifice of another Son, then you’re in the right ball park.  ‘ahav describes a relationship between Abraham and Isaac that reflects another relationship, one that becomes the center point of all human existence.  The Father and Son share a special destiny, and a special bond.  And the love is not one-way.  Isaac has to love Abraham enough to willingly lay down his life in obedience.  Certainly Isaac could have easily overpowered Abraham and saved himself.  But there is not a single hint of this in Scripture.  Isaac loves his father.  In Hebrew, that love is displayed by trusting him, no matter what the circumstances might seem to indicate.  Does Isaac anticipate something is wrong?  Of course.  “Where is the sheep for the offering?”  Does it prevent Isaac from walking alongside his father to the place of sacrifice?  Not at all.  Isaac obeys.  That’s love.

Does Abraham love Isaac?  How could a man who loves his son be willing to sacrifice him?  But the text tells us that Abraham does love Isaac.  In fact, he loves Isaac in a way that is unparalleled in any previous relationship between human beings.  This is the first time ‘ahav occurs.  Abraham loves Isaac so much that he is willing to trust his son’s fate to the God he has known for a century.  Abraham withholds nothing.  That is also love.  And, not coincidentally, all these factors play a part in the love of the Father for the Son as the story concludes 3000 years later.

The Scriptures are God’s living word.  They are deliberate words.  When they don’t follow the patterns we would expect, we need to pay very close attention.  There is usually something hidden from view that we need to know.

Topical Index:  ‘ahav, love, Genesis 22:2
May 26  “Here are the firestone and the wood; but where is the sheep for the burnt offering?”  Genesis 22:7
Where Are You?

Where – So much is hidden from us.  Not deliberately, of course.  It is simply hidden because of the translation.  But once you see it, oh my!  What a difference it makes.  There it was, all the time, resting serenely in the text, undisguised to the Hebrew reader.  Insights into the character and nature of God in the economy of the text.  

I am greatly indebted to Rabbi David Fohrman for this particular insight.  In his lectures on the story of Adam and Eve, he points out that there are two words for “where” in Hebrew.  They are ‘eypoh and ‘ayyeh.  Now, Hebrew is a language with a rather sparse vocabulary, so when it includes more than one word for the same idea, there is usually a very good reason for the extra word.  That reason is usually because there is some important difference between the two conceptually-related words; something so important that the two ideas cannot be covered by a single word.  You recognize distinctions when it comes to the Hebrew words for love (‘ahav, dodh and rayah).   But you might not notice that there are also distinctions about the concept of “where.”  Once again, our translations leave us in the dark.  

 ‘eypoh occurs in Genesis 37:16.  Joseph is looking for his brothers.  “Where are they shepherding the flocks?” he asks.  Occurrences of ‘eypoh cover the general idea of “where” when it comes to geography.  This is the “where” of location.  

But ‘ayyeh is not that kind of “where”.  Isaac is not asking about the location of the sheep for the sacrifice.  He is asking, in surprise, why the sheep is not with them.  His use of ‘ayyeh indicates that he expects the offering to be along with them, but for some reason it is not.  Where is it?  Once you see the difference between these two words, the verse comes to life.  This isn’t a casual question about location.  This is a concern about the unusual circumstances that are not as they should be.

Now that you recognize the crucial difference in Hebrew, you are ready for one more amazing insight.  In Genesis 3, God encounters Adam after he and Eve have eaten the fruit from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  God’s statement is the first question in the Bible.  That’s right.  It’s the first question.  If you thought that the serpent asked the first question, then you are reading a translation.  The serpent does not ask a question.  The serpent states a fact with an implied suggestion.  (“God said …. So what”).  But God does ask a question.  He asks, “Where are you?”  Which Hebrew word for “where” do you suppose God uses?  Is God asking for Adam’s location?  Hardly!  God is asking why Adam is not where he is supposed to be – with Him.  The difference in the word makes an enormous difference in our understanding of the real situation.  Thank you, David Fohrman.

Where are you?  Would you answer with a location, or an apology?

Topical Index:  where, ‘ayyeh, ‘eypoh, Genesis 22:7, Genesis 37:16, Genesis 3:9

May 27  “But of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, you shall not eat of it; for in that day that you eat of it you shall surely die.”  Genesis 2:17

Internal Contradictions

But – “Don’t eat those cookies!”  Mom was emphatic.  She pointed to the freshly-baked chocolate-chip cookies on the counter.  The message was clear, but when she returned to the kitchen, six cookies had mysteriously vanished and been replaced by crumbs on little David’s face.

“I told you not to eat those.  Why did you disobey?” she scolded.

David answered.  “I didn’t know what you meant.  I don’t understand the difference between right and wrong.” (David was a very intelligent six-year-old.)

Would you accept such an excuse?  Not on your life!  You might have a good laugh at the clever answer, but you know that your child does know the difference between right and wrong, so he is responsible and culpable.

Ah, but what about Adam?  If eating from the Tree gives him the ability to distinguish between good and evil, then before he eats, he can’t know the difference.  And if he doesn’t know the difference, then how can he possibly respond to God’s command?  Little David might not have a legitimate excuse about not knowing, but Adam certainly does.  His response to God should have been, “Wait a minute.  How could I know it was wrong to eat from that Tree until after I ate from it?  I did it, but I’m not guilty.  I didn’t know it was wrong.”

God does not accept this excuse from Adam.  God clearly expects Adam to understand the command and recognize the difference between obeying and disobeying.  That is the entire purpose of the word “but”.  What does that mean?  It can only mean one thing.  Adam already knew the difference between right and wrong before he ate from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  Therefore, whatever knowledge came with eating from the Tree, it cannot be the knowledge of the difference between right and wrong as we understand it today.  It’s time to re-think the story.  It’s time to pay attention to what it really says, not what we have assumed that is says.

Fortunately, some very smart and godly men have thought about this dilemma.  One of them is Rabbi David Fohrman of the Hoffberger Foundation for Torah Studies.  He cites Maimonides' Guide for the Perplexed, stating that "the tree did not give us moral awareness when we had none before. Rather, it transformed this awareness from one kind into another." After eating from the Tree, humanity's innate sense of moral awareness was transformed from concepts of true and false to concepts of good and evil. Genesis describes the tree as desirable, and our concepts of good and evil, unlike our concepts of true and false, also have an implicit measure of desire.  What happens after eating from the  Tree is that another element enters into the determination of correct moral behavior.  That element is my desire.  Before eating from the Tree, correct moral behavior was determined by listening to the voice of God.  Moral decisions are either true (reflecting what God says) or false (not in alignment with what God says.)  But after eating from the Tree, all moral decisions must now be dealt with in the context of what I want.  My voice becomes competition with God’s voice.  My decisions are no longer simply true or false.  Now they are either good (for me) or bad (for me).  Now I must decide between what God desires and what I desire.  And the world changed – forever.

This is not the end of the story.  But it helps us see a different beginning.  Maybe it also helps us see just how much the role of our desires plays in our determination of good and evil.  Once we understand how deeply seated the concept of desire is in the theology of sin, lots of things change.  But one thing must be clear.  God built desire into the heart of Man.  The question is not getting rid of desire.  Rather, it is learning to listen to God’s voice in order to direct the passion of desire.

Everything important happens in the first four chapters of Genesis. 

Topical Index:  Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, desire, moral choices, Genesis 2:17
May 28  And said YHWH Elohim, “It is not good for man to be alone; I will make for him a helper corresponding to him.”  Genesis 2:18
Double Preposition-alism

Corresponding To Him – When Scripture uses an odd combination of words to describe something as important as Woman, we had better pay attention.  And nothing is stranger than the way that the Torah describes the creation of Woman.  She is called a helper-kenedgo.  We know the first word, ‘ezer (helper).  It absolutely does not mean assistant.  It comes from a context of military aid, strength and rescue.  In some sense, so far unidentified, a woman “saves” a man (but most men already know this, even if they can’t admit it).  That, however, is just the beginning of the game.
The Hebrew text doesn’t use the word ‘ezer alone.  The full concept is the ‘ezer kenegdo.  Unfortunately, the addition of the word kenegdo only increases its opacity.  That’s because kenegdo occurs only once in Scripture, right here.  The root word behind this odd combination is neged.  However, this is not a noun, a verb or an adjective.  It is a preposition.  That is very odd indeed.  It’s kind of like saying that Havvah is a “helper before” or a “helper in front of”.  The meaning of the preposition alone (neged) is determined by the context.  It covers the range of before, in front of, corresponding to, against and opposite.  Even more disturbing is the fact that here the preposition neged has been coupled with ki, another preposition that usually means “like” or “as.”  Commentators have struggled with this combination.  Clearly the words are critically important for understanding what God intends in His creation of Woman; but many scholars of the Christian tradition tend to either gloss over or ignore the second word.

The rabbinic commentary places more emphasis on the importance of the combination.  Rashi suggests that the two-preposition conjunction means that the ‘ezer is both one who helps and one who opposes.  Her role is indeterminate.  It depends entirely on the context of the covenant relationship with her husband.  If he is blessed and righteous, she is a helper.  If he is not blessed and wicked, she is one who opposes.  In other words, she is the perfect enemy.  She is perfectly suited to act as the intimate guide for a man to stay connected to the Lord.  And she is the perfectly opposed one when her man is tempted to have his own way.  As ‘ezer kenedgo, she is both advocate and chastiser.  She is ontologically equipped to “know” him since she came from him and she is designed to complete him.  She carries the most powerful weapons men have ever known and has the ability to draw him to her in ways that nothing else can.  When she is truly ‘ezer kenedgo, she protects her man as no other.  But this glorious responsibility and awesome power comes with a terrifying risk.  Understanding that risk waits for another day.  In the meanwhile, we can being to honor the special role that God designed into every woman.

Topical Index:  ‘ezer kenedgo, perfect enemy, helper, opposite, Genesis 2:18
May 29  And said YHWH Elohim, “It is not good for man to be alone; I will make for him a helper [kenedgo].”  Genesis 2:18
The Great Risk

Kenedgo – Are you ready to talk about risk?  Yesterday we learned that there is something incredibly important happening in God’s design of Woman, the ‘ezer kenedgo.  
Built into this design is awesome power and responsibility – and terrifying risk!  How we unpack what this means requires us to rethink our whole cultural view of the role of women, or at least this particular woman.  To do that, we must first step outside the influence of Greek patterns.  We have to go back to the beginning – in Hebrew.

Rabbi David Freedman translates the word ezer as “power” or “strength”. He translates kenegdo not as “suitable for him” but as “one equal to him”.   But even this is not quite enough.  Rabbi Shlomo Riskin provides an essential modification.  

The first problem is the strange Hebrew term, "Ezer kenegdo," the phrase G-d uses to describe the creature He will provide for Adam in order to conquer his being alone. The literal translation is help-opposite. Other translations are "help meet" or "a help to match him" or "compatible helper"; terms which do not fully reflect the inner tension of the concept. Rashi, in explaining the phrase, writes, "if the man is worthy, then his wife will be an ‘ezer’ (a helper), and if he’s unworthy, she’ll be a ‘kenegdo’, (against him, an opposite force)." Despite Rashi’s commentary, a help-opposite is still an unusual term. If it’s not good for Adam to be alone, why doesn’t G-d simply create a ‘helper’ for him, why an ‘opposite’?

The question is the crucial one.  Rabbi Shlomo suggests that the answer lies somewhere in the arena of equality.   “Husband is not meant to control wife. If he does, he has lost out on discovering his ‘ezer-kenegdo,’ and he will never be able to overcome his social loneliness. We cannot partner with a lesser being whom we subdue! (The phrase "he shall control her" is a punishment and a far cry from the ideal).”

Rabbi Walter Wurzburger notes that The Rav (Rav Joseph Ber Soloveitchik) “interpreted the verse that Eve was to function as Adam's eizer kenegdo in the sense that Eve was not simply to function as Adam's helpmeet, but that she was supposed to help him by being kenegdo, i.e., complementing Adam by offering opposing perspectives. In a similar vein, the Rav invoked the special dignity of women as an explanation for the halakhic rule disqualifying women from serving as witnesses. He compared their status to that of a king, who, according to Jewish law, is disqualified from serving as a witness because it is incompatible with royal dignity to be subjected to cross-examination.”

Comments like these certainly help dispel the common Christian belief that rabbinic views of women are degrading.  If rabbinic thought considers the ‘ezer kenegdo equivalent to royalty, then a lot of our thinking about the biblical perspective on women must change.  This  perspective is in keeping with the woman’s position in the creation narrative.  As the fulfillment of the created order, she holds a very special place.  In fact, rabbinic thought suggests that Havvah is the first truly human being.  Why do the rabbis interpret the Genesis account in this way?  Because Adam is the creation of God’s breath animating the ‘adamah, the ground.  But Havvah is the direct result of God’s construction from human material.  She is “birthed” from a human being, not from the ground.  She is the first, she is royalty and she is the helper-opposite.

There is something really important going on in this text.  If you thought your ideas about the status, role and function of women were based in Scripture, but you didn’t know anything about the ‘ezer kenedgo, then maybe it’s time to look a little deeper.  Maybe you need to put your assumptions aside and read what the text really says.

Tomorrow we will have to dig even deeper.
Topical Index:  ‘ezer kenedgo, corresponding to, woman, Genesis 2:18
May 30 And said YHWH Elohim, “It is not good for man to be alone; I will make for him a [‘ezer kenedgo].”  Genesis 2:18
A Special Kind Of Help

‘ezer kenedgo - The Bible was not written with chapter and verse numbers.  Those were added thousands of years later.  Unfortunately, their addition often breaks our thinking about the text so that we don’t see the continuation of one thought into another.  Once these artificial stops are removed, the context of our interpretation often changes.  Such is the case with the introduction of the ‘ezer kenedgo.  Immediately preceding God’s statement about the need for the ‘ezer kenedgo is this command:

“Of every tree of the garden you may freely eat, but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, you shall not eat of it; for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die.” (Genesis 2:17).

What follows this warning?  What follows the only prohibition that God gives Adam?  The necessity of an ‘ezer kenedgo.  The argument proceeds from the prohibition concerning the tree of the knowledge of good and evil to the requirement for an ‘ezer kenedgo.  Furthermore, the entire story of the Fall focuses on the role of the ‘ezer kenedgo and the tree.  How can we ignore the obvious conclusion that the purpose of the ‘ezer kenedgo is somehow connected to the command for Adam to obey.  Adam doesn’t need an assistant or a co-laborer.  The assignment to care for the garden, be fruitful, multiply and take stewardship over the earth is given to both male and female.  They equally receive God’s directive.  It is not the case that Adam is given the assignment and then delegates some of that responsibility to his faithful companion, Havvah.  

However, the command prohibiting eating of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil is given to Adam alone.  It is not Adam’s productive energy that needs assistance.  It is his faithfulness to God’s moral obligation.  He needs a protector.  He needs someone whose job is to keep him on the straight and narrow.  He needs one who comes alongside for the express purpose of supporting his obedience.  Havvah has a role to play, but it is not the role of domestic servant, sexual outlet, production assistant or Vice President for Public Works.  It is the role of priest!  She is to be the one who makes sure that Adam stays faithful to God.  She is the one who stands between God’s command and Adam’s obedience, watching over him so that he will not go astray.  The help she brings is the help of rescue and salvation.  In this role, she parallels God’s ultimate relationship with Israel.  God is the protector, provider and deliverer of Israel in the fallen world, but those are only roles God takes upon Himself after the Fall.  In order to understand the role of the ‘ezer kenedgo, we must look at God’s relationship with human beings before the Fall. 

For this exploration, we have only the barest of clues, but these will do.  The Hebrew words for “male” and “female” contain double stories.  Yes, they describe our sexuality, but they also imply something more.  The Hebrew word for “male” is zakar.  zakar has a homophone, another word that is spelled exactly the same way in Hebrew (Z-K-R) but which has an apparently different root and a different meaning.  In this case, zakar as a verb suggests some very interesting nuances.  The principle meaning of zakar as a verb is “to remember.”  zakar describes a presence of mind that is taken to heart.  In other words, it is thinking that becomes doing.  There is no better connection between these two elements than what is described in Psalm 103:18.  “To those who keep His covenant and remember His precepts to do them.”  The purpose of zakar is not simply to bring something to mind.  It is to bring something to mind in order to act upon it.   “Thus remembrance of God and the obedience it implies are experienced as a vitally necessary relationship, from which a man cannot and must not escape” (Eising).  zakar is an action that is “necessary for human existence” and “a fundamental bond of mutual remembrance that unites God and man.”

Do you see why the homophone of zakar is so intriguing?  Is it possible that being in God’s image as male (zakar) could be related to a man’s necessity to remember who God is and how God is related to men?  Man is called to remember – in particular to remember God and his obligation to God, the Creator.  In this sense, Adam bears the image of God as the one who is called to remember what God said, who God is and to act accordingly. 

What about “female?”  The Hebrew nekavah also has another story.  In combination with zakar (male), the two words demonstrate that the image of God is carried in the complement of these two.  Both are necessary for human beings to be human.  But nekavah also has its own enhancement.  In this case, the Arabic cognate not only means “to pierce, to make a hole,” but also “single out” and “appoint as a leader.”  These meanings are also found in Scripture.  For example, a slave for life (voluntarily) is marked by a hole bored in the ear.  When he is given a name, his identity is transferred from the hole in the ear to the name he bears.  Furthermore, we find the word used to describe an appointment to a high office.  Finally, Isaiah 62:2 describes being given a new name (nakav) as something of importance and value.  Could it be that the nekavah as ‘ezer kenedgo is appointed to an office of distinction, a role in which she carries a new identity and bears the mark of that identity with her sexuality.  After all, she is the “mother of all living”.   Everyone born of woman must find a new identity through the breach or tunnel of her body and in the process acquire a name.

What do we discover about the ‘ezer kenedgo?  The text suggests that she is designed for the specific purpose of maintaining obedience between her man and God.  She is his intercessor.  She is to guard his relationship with the Creator, support him when he embraces God’s direction and oppose him when he does not.  She is the helper-opposite in the only arena where he needs additional attention.  Not work, not world-changing assignments, not dominion, not stewarding – but spiritual awareness and obedience.  Without her, the man is at great risk and particularly vulnerable.  

Is this the role you imagined for the ‘ezer kenedgo?   This makes it rather impossible to think of women as second-class citizens in the Body, doesn’t it?

Topical Index:  ‘ezer kenedgo, woman, priest, intercessor, obedience, Genesis 2:18, male, female
May 31  After these things, the word of YHWH was manifest to Abram in a vision, saying, “Do not fear, Abram, I am a shield to you, your reward will increase greatly.”  Genesis 15:1

Hebrew Architecture

Shield – As we all know, Hebrew is a language written only in consonants.  Furthermore, it lacks any punctuation.  That means that the nuances of the message are often communicated in changes in the structure of the text.  For example, rearranging the word order often tells us what word is the most important.  Sometimes a consonant is doubled in order to add something crucial to a word.  Sometimes a particle (like na) is added to a verb to change its tone.  And sometimes a word in one sentence is connected to a word in another sentence so that the reader can find a thought-relationship between the two.

The difficulty, of course, is that almost all of these subtle alterations are lost in translation.  This is especially true when the translation uses different words that are not connected to each other like they are in Hebrew.  For example, you will recall that the word translated “unashamed” (arom) in Genesis 2 is directly related to the word translate “cunning” (arum) in Genesis 3.  The only difference is the vowels.  But we would never see this connection in translation, so we lose the vital relationship between naked Adam and Eve and the naked snake.

You can think of Hebrew like the supporting structure of a building.  The steel girders and the concrete foundation hold the whole building together even though, when the building is complete, you never see the supporting structure but everything hangs on it.  

The use of the Hebrew word magen (shield) is one of the supporting girders.  It is connected to a word in the previous story (which, of course, is not really disconnected by a new chapter).  That word is miggen, a word that means “delivered.”  When Melchizedek proclaims that it is God who has delivered Abraham from his enemies, the narrator picks up this word and uses a variation to show us that God Himself announces that He is Abraham’s shield.  This isn’t the only connection.  The same word that describes Abraham’s refusal to accept booty from his conquest is also used to describe God’s announcement of a great reward.  Furthermore, Abraham’s allies are called ba’lei berit (14:13) and now, in this promise, God Himself becomes Abraham’s ally by making a berit (15:18).  Hebrew architecture shows us that these two passages are built with the same girders.  Unfortunately, you have to see the plans in Hebrew to see the relationships.

What application can we take away from this little lesson?  We aren’t living in the time of Abraham.  We might not speak or read Hebrew.  But there is a lesson here for us.  That lesson is the ability of God to connect one thing to another in ways that we could never anticipate or imagine.  Who could have guessed that Abraham’s military rescue of Lot and his encounter with Melchizedek and his refusal to take booty from the king of Sodom would become the foundation of God’s eternal blessing of Abraham?  Who could have foreseen what God would do with what appeared to be just an interference in an otherwise tranquil life?  No one can anticipate what God will do with our ordinary experiences.  But this we can be sure about:  He is building a structure with the girders of our lives that we will not appreciate until the process is complete.  Oswald Chambers said that when we get to heaven we will see how it all worked together.  Until then, we’ll have to study the architecture.  Right?

Topical Index:  architecture, shield, reward, magen, miggen, Genesis 15:1
June 1  I will go down and see if they have at all done according to the cry coming to me  Genesis 18:21

Sodom’s Sin Today

Cry – As in the days of Noah, the days of Ezekiel and the days of Jonah, a cry went up to the Lord.  He heard it and decided to bring judgment upon the earth.  But unlike our mistaken ideas about Sodom’s sin, the cry God heard was not about sexual immorality.  Our Sunday school stories do not teach the real sin of Sodom.  It was not homosexuality, lasciviousness, lust or any of the other sexual perversions.  It was far greater.  And it’s all wrapped up in the Hebrew word tse’aqah and its companion ze’aqah.  The first word is found in this verse (cry) and the second in the previous verse (cry), but as you can see, there are two different words in Hebrew.  Nevertheless, the impact of these two words melds into a single offense so great that God brings wrath upon those who embrace them.

What does tse’aqah and ze’aqah mean?  Sarna says that these two words describe “the anguished cry of the oppressed, the agonizing plea of the victim for help in some great injustice.”  This is moral outrage at the total disregard for human compassion and civility.  This is the very opposite of what any human being would consider justice.  This is not simply dishonoring God.  This is dishonoring our own kind, a wanton display of human insensitivity toward other human beings.  If you want to see what this looks like, you do not have to descend into the brothels or the porn shops.  You can watch the news about “racial cleansing” across the globe.  You can recall the history of the Holocaust or the actions of Pol Pot.  You can realize that we live in the most brutal, most inhuman, most despicable century that the world has ever known.  And there is no evidence that things will improve.  The potential genocide in the name of Allah that lurks on the horizon has the possibility of making all other acts of cruelty pale by comparison.  The destruction of human beings in the name of religion, politics and economics makes us all look as though we not only live in Sodom, but also that we have expanded its city limits to the edge of the globe.

Do we really think that God will not repeat His expunging wrath on a world gone mad with the lust for power, possession and personal gain?  Do we really believe that God can find one righteous man among us?  It is a very frightening thing to contemplate.  How long God’s mercy will outweigh His judgment is a gambling bet no man should ever want to take.

So, push aside the idea that Sodom was about sex.  Sexual perversion was only one of the symptoms of a culture that cared nothing for those who could be used and abused.  Ezekiel lays the blame right where we need to hear it:  

“Behold, this is the guilt of your sister, Sodom.  She and her daughters had pride, were more than full of food, and prosperous case, but did not aid the poor and the needy.  They were haughty, and did abominable things before me; therefore I removed them, when I saw it.”  Ezekiel 16:49-50

What does God see today?  What are you going to do about it before He comes down to see if the cry is great?

Topical Index:  Sodom, cry, tse’aqah, ze’aqah, moral outrage, Genesis 18:21, Ezekiel 16:49-50
June 2  Now we who are strong ought to bear the weaknesses of those without strength and not just please ourselves.  Romans 15:1

I.O.U.

Ought – This verse isn’t fair.  If my spiritual walk is deeper and more trusting than yours, why should I have to modify my behavior just so that you aren’t disturbed or upset.  After all, you’re the one who hasn’t grown up yet.  Why should I have to change just because you don’t see the light?  Paul’s “suggestion” stinks.  It’s the worst kind of tolerance - accepting the standards of the lowest common denominator.  Why push toward greater trust and deeper relationship with God if in the end I have to accommodate to the norms of the unenlightened?

Actually, it’s worse that this.  Paul puts the Greek word opheilo at the beginning of the sentence.  That means it takes the emphasis.  What does this word mean?  Well, it’s all about debt!  Paul isn’t making a suggestion about getting along.  He is saying that we who are strong have a debt to pay to those who are weak.  We owe them!  It is our duty to act in such a way that they will not be offended.

What?!  Does Paul mean that I should be “tolerant” of people who don’t see the light of Christ?  Am I supposed to be “nice” to deliberate sinners?  Do I just smile and act as if everything is OK when I am confronted with behavior that God deems abhorrent?  Of course not!  Sin is sin.  It cannot be condoned, accepted or encouraged.  But Paul is not writing to pagans.  He is writing to believers about believers.  He is writing for those within the Body who have disagreements over how one should live.  In that case, says Paul, those who understand the freedom that comes with a life of grace and an obedience for usefulness will soon discover that not everyone sees it the same way.  It is the duty of those who see deeper into the character of God to resist pushing the point.  It is the duty of those who are closer to His majesty to carry their brothers and sisters without complaint and without preaching.  We are not responsible for changing another’s heart.  We are responsible to love them in such a way that they discover the touch, voice and care of the Messiah in us.  I doubt that Yeshua spent time with the sick, the poor and the abused just so that He could “educate” them.

Think about the presuppositions that must stand behind Paul’s proclamation of our duty.  First, Paul can only exhort us to such action if he believes that God is the sovereign Lord over all human beings.  Paul knows that it is not up to us to convince anyone of the truth.  That is the job of the Spirit – and He is perfectly capable of fulfilling that task.  When I attempt to usurp His role, bad things usually happen.

Second, Paul has to believe that all things work together for God’s good purposes.  So, if I have to modify my behavior in order that someone else may see God’s glory, that works toward God’s good purposes.  How I feel about it really doesn’t matter as long as God is glorified in what I do and in what my brother experiences.  

Third, notice that Paul limits this IOU.  It is not about carrying someone no matter what.  It’s about carrying someone instead of pleasing myself.  In other words, the test of the stronger believer is a test of self-denial on behalf of another.  I don’t carry someone else’s responsibilities.  I don’t enable their ignorance or rejection of the truth.  But if the question is pleasing me or putting aside my desires in order to bring them closer to God, then I find that the IOU is mine to pay.

Finally, my willingness to take on this debt is only a reflection of a debt paid by Yeshua on my behalf.  He did it for me when I was far, far away from the truth.  I guess I can do it too, can’t I?

Is there a weaker brother in your sphere of influence?  Are you carrying his load, or pushing his buttons?

Topical Index:  debt, stronger brother, opheilo, Romans 15:1

June 3  But now that faith has come, you are no longer under a tutor.  Galatians 3:25

Why Go To School?

Tutor – Aside from the fact that education in some countries is compulsory, why would you want to go to school?  Do you spend your time in school only to occupy your day?  Do you feel as though you are a captive of the system, serving time until you are finally set free to do what you want with your life?  I hope not.  The purpose of school is not to confine you but rather to educate you.  Why?  So that when school is over, you have a much clearer understanding about how life works and how to make your way in it.  Those who attend only because they have to are usually those who demonstrate their ignorance about living once they are released.  For most of us, school is the delightful opportunity of learning.

Apparently, a great number of theologians have forgotten why they went to school.  According to their views, the tutor was an evil tyrant from whom you learned nothing at all.  He simply kept you chained to the desk until the Messiah arrived and threw open the schoolhouse door so that you could escape to freedom.  So, R. Y. K. Fung comments that the preceding verse divides time into two epochs, the first under the imprisoning law and the second under the freedom of Christ.  When Christ came, the law was “displaced” by justification by faith.  The “dispensation of faith which was inaugurated by the coming of Christ” entails that the “law has ceased to be valid” for believers.  In this new dispensation, “believers become sons of God through faith” while the tutorial function of the law is set aside (Fung, Galatians, NICNT, pp. 170-178).

Does this seem reasonable to you?  Do you think that God gave us the law simply to keep us in chains until Jesus arrived and set us free from those terrible study hours?  Is the law a jailer?  Furthermore, does Fung imply that Abraham was not justified by faith because he lived before the dispensation of faith?  Was Moses deluded when he said that the law was God’s instruction book of life?  Does the history of Israel demonstrate that God had two plans; the first designed to compel everyone to attend school in order to be judged guilty of not getting straight A’s and the second designed to get rid of the school so we could all live unfettered lives?

Fung is a noted scholar.  His contribution to the series The New International Commentary on the New Testament demonstrates his inclusion in “conservative” Christian thinking.  But his adoption of the two covenant theory prior to exegesis of the text leads to some pretty difficult questions – questions that Paul would have found unbelievably naïve, I’m afraid.  

Why do we go to school?  To learn, that’s why!  Does that mean that learning guarantees you a place in the palace?  Of course not.  Your place in the palace is only guaranteed by the invitation of the King.  It is a gift, not a degree.  But did you imagine that all that schooling had no effect on you?  Did you think that the law didn’t show you how much you were in need of the gift?  If you went to school in order to be invited, and along the way you discovered that all your education only confirmed that an invitation isn’t earned, wouldn’t you have learned something critically important?  Of course, you would.  You would have learned that the tutor could only prepare you for accepting the gift, not for getting the gift.  And isn’t that a good thing?

That’s what Abraham learned.  That’s what Moses learned.  That’s what we also must learn if we are to be ready when the RSVP arrives.  But if you throw out the education when you hear that the King has arrived at the palace, how will you know what to do when the envelope is delivered?  Why does Paul say that we are no longer under a tutor (the Greek is paidagogos meaning “one who leads a child”)?  Could it be that we have learned that our degrees won’t earn us a place at the banquet table?  Could it be that we have grown up, recognizing like Abraham that God gives when we are ready to receive?
Topical Index:  dispensation, justification, faith, law, tutor, Galatians 3:25
June 4  And He said, “Hagar, Sarai’s slave-girl, where did you come from and where are you going?”  Genesis 16:8

What’s Happening Here?

Where – You will recall the difference between ‘ayyeh and ‘eypoh.  ‘ayyeh (short form ‘ay) is “where” as a statement of surprise, like “Why aren’t you here where I expected you to be?”  ‘eypoh is “where” like “Where is the exit?”  Surprise versus location.  Unless we know the difference, our translation will hide something from us.  

In this passage, the Angel of the Lord encounters Hagar in the wilderness.  This is the first appearance of the Angel of the Lord (by name) in Scripture.  That alone makes the event important.  In addition, this is the first conversation between the Angel of the Lord and a woman, and even more amazingly, a woman who is not an Israelite.  Hagar is an Egyptian slave.  Nevertheless, Hagar, the non-Israeli bond-servant, responds to the Angel of the Lord with a faith that very few believers could muster.  She obeys in spite of obvious hardship and unmerited cruelty.  She trusts God when everything tells her to run away.  She has more faith than her own mistress, Sarai.

Now let’s look at this question.  What word do you suppose the Angel of the Lord uses?  Is He asking the location of Hagar’s point of origin?  No, He isn’t.  He uses the word ‘ayyeh.  What does that tell us?  The Angel of the Lord expresses surprise that Hagar is here in the wilderness.  She should be in the camp with Abram and Sarai.  But that’s not all the surprise.  “What are you doing here?” turns into “Why have you run away from your pain?”  Hagar only knows that she is running.  The surprise expressed by the Angel of the Lord is about the foolishness of trying to escape pain as a way of solving a problem.  Hagar runs to the wilderness in order to get away from her troubles, but people die in the wilderness.  She has exchanged one set of problems for another.  Perhaps ‘ayyeh expresses the surprise that anyone would choose this solution when the real answer is finding God in the midst of the pain.  The real answer is trust, not escape.  The Angel of the Lord is shocked that Hagar decides her problems are so bad that she will risk dying rather than trusting in the sovereignty of God.  In the end, the Angel of the Lord reveals to Hagar that she must return because God is doing something in this situation that she cannot see.  This is a good lesson for all of us.

There is, however, another “where” in this verse.  Hagar might be able to answer the first question.  “I am running from my pain.  I am running from Sarai.”  But she cannot answer the second question because she does not know where she is going.  The Hebrew text reads veana telechi.  It could be “Where are you going?” but that translation hides something else that we need to know.  The two words here are anah and halak.  The first is a verb about seeking; the second a verb about walking.  So, the intent of the question (is it a question?) is really “Where do you seek to walk?”  And that is very close to a Hebrew idiom about the manner of life that a person leads.  To walk is not about taking steps on the way to some location.  It is about the path your life takes in reaching your destiny.  No wonder Hagar can’t answer the second question.  It isn’t about her location objective in the wilderness.  It is about her inability to have any clear direction for her life.  She doesn’t go anywhere because she is not seeking to walk according to the Lord.  He has to give her a different path, the path of returning to her pain so that His purposes can be accomplished.  She might think that she is wandering in the wilderness, but the Lord knows that she must walk in His path in order to find her way.  So, He sends her home.

Two critical questions, hidden from our translated eyes.  “Why are you here when you should be someplace else?  Why are you running when you should be seeking?”

What about you?  Where have you come from and where are you going?

Topical Index:  where, ‘ayyeh, ‘eypoh, anah, halak, walk, seek, Genesis 16:8

June 5  and when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit, and ate  Genesis 3:6

The Good, The True and the Beautiful

When – When did Eve sin?  Was it the moment she took a bite from the fruit of the tree, or was it a little before that, when she decided that her evaluation of the circumstances was the correct one?  Why was this tree suddenly different, no longer prohibited but now desirable?  What did she see?

The Hebrew combines the entire verbal structure in a single word, va-te-re, “and when she saw.”  Let’s think about this.  Eve knew about the tree before it became an issue.  She saw the tree before it became a temptation.  Before her interaction with the serpent, it was a tree – an unusual one, to be sure – but still a tree.  Now it isn’t just a tree.  Now it is the Good, the True and the Beautiful (the three qualities that the Greeks realized were the epitome of Man’s quest of divinity).  Now she sees something that wasn’t there before.  Now she sees her own evaluation of what is good, true and beautiful.  Now it is no longer what God says is good, true and beautiful.  Now it is what she decides.

How did this happen?  We can investigate the text and discover the answer but our discovery won’t mean much if we don’t realize that this is the absolute core of sin.  What Eve did is what we do.  Her shift in perception is no different than ours.  If we don’t see what is happening with her, we will fall into the same delusion with the same result.

Now, let’s investigate.  

The serpent never contradicts God’s command.  He does not ask a question. As Luther says, “the serpent uses the word aph-ki as though to turn up its nose and jeer and scoff at one.”  The serpent doesn’t tell Eve that God is wrong.  He just says, “So what?! What does it matter what God said.  You have your own inner voice to guide you.”  The serpent is cunning (and naked – arum, arom).  He notices that Eve places this tree at the center of the garden.  But God doesn’t.  The Tree of Life is in the center, but for Eve, the center of her attention is on the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  She has the wrong point of view to begin with.  She is focused on what she can’t do, not on what she can do.  It is just enough for the naked snake to get some leverage.  

“What do you mean God prohibits you from enjoying that?  Why should God stop you from doing something that seems so good?  God’s cruel, that’s why.  He knows you want it, but He is preventing you from really being who you are.  You should be able to decide what you want.  After all, it’s your life, isn’t it?  Didn’t God make you with the ability to decide?”   

The difference between being human and being an animal is the difference between living according to God’s determination of what is good or living according to my determination of what is good.  But ever since Eve, every human being sees another path to the Good, the True and the Beautiful.  That other path is my way instead of God’s way.  That other path leads directly away from the Tree of Life and the center of the Garden.  It leads to alienation from the presence of the Creator and His creation.  It is my way, but it is also the way of the naked snake.

Topical Index:  Eve, Fall, see, Good, True, Beautiful, Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, Genesis 3:6, ta-ve-re
June 6  and when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit, and ate  Genesis 3:6

Creation Reversed

Good – God ordered creation.  That means that God put borders around every part of creation in order that every part could play the role it was intended to play.  Within that order, everything was very good.  As strange as it may seem, this implies that God created the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil as an ordered part of His design and that it too was good!  In fact, it wasn’t just good.  It was very good and blessed!

How can this be?  How can the Tree that caused our downfall be good and blessed?  How can it be a necessary part of the created order?  God made it and put Man in its vicinity.  Does that seem logical?  There must be a reason for the Tree – a good reason.  Let’s see if we can find it.

What is the first thing that Eve notices about the Tree once she has accepted the serpent’s suggestion to follow her own heart.  She notices that the Tree is good for food.  The Hebrew is tovah, from tov (good).  She saw that it was well-pleasing, proper, convenient and correct.  But was it?  Eve’s understanding echoes something God said about creation.  He saw that it was good.  Now Eve decides what is good.  She takes the place of the Creator and judges the value of this Tree.  But now it is not good because it has an ordered place under God’s sovereignty.  Now it is good for me!  Now it is good for food.  Think about how strange this judgment really is.   This is the one tree in the Garden that is not good for food.  The Tree is good because God made it to fit into His ordered existence.  But it is not good for food.  It doesn’t qualify as something that we are to eat.  Every other tree is good for food, but not this one.  The first prohibition is about what I eat – and why.  I don’t eat this because God said it is not food, not because I decide that it is bad for me.  In other words, my diet is determined by what God says, not by my determination.  Eve’s assessment of the Tree is only partially correct.  The Tree is good, it just isn’t good as nourishment for us.  It has another role to play.

What is the purpose of the Tree if it is not for food?  The Tree plays the role of the schoolmaster, the tutor in obedience.  This Tree is in the Garden so that human beings will remember to listen to the voice of God and not to their inner rationalization.  This Tree is God’s reminder that there is a difference between obedience and instinct.  This Tree is good because it pushes us toward the only source of life instruction – God’s word.  It reminds us that God provides all that we need without the need for us to determine what “all” means.  It underscores our dependence, His provision and our limited understanding.   It is good in the same way that Torah is good.  In fact, torah is tovah in exactly the reverse of Eve’s use of tovah.  The character of sin is to turn “good” upside-down.  Sin is deciding that I know what is good.

So, look at that Tree again.  What do you see?  Do you think that you know what is good and what is not?  Have you taken off your Eve-colored glasses?  Who decides what you eat?  Who tells you what is food?  Do you find it a little amusing that the first commandment is about diet?  I wonder why.  Do you suppose it might have something to do with determining what nourishes me (in all the nuances) based on what God says?
Topical Index:  Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, good, tovah, torah, Genesis 3:6  

June 7  and when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit, and ate  Genesis 3:6
Border Crossing

Pleasant To The Eyes - When does a glance become a desire?  Someone attractive walks by.  We catch a peripheral glimpse.  The signals prompt a response to look.  Glance becomes desire.  Now I see what I want.  I expand my borders by moving the fence around my behavior to include what was once outside the boundary.

Do you suppose that Eve had never seen the Tree before?  Of course not.  She knew exactly where it was.  She was near the Tree when the serpent began the conversation.  But now the peripheral becomes the center.  Her glance becomes desire.  It is pleasant to the eyes.  Now the Tree is inside the boundary of her desire.

What does that mean to say it was "pleasant to the eyes"?  The Hebrew phrase is strange and revealing.  It is ve-ki ta'ava-hoo.  First, there is ve-ki.  This is the combination of "and" and "because, that, or for."  The particle has a wide range of meanings and is translated according to context.  Here it seems to be saying, "and because it was."  But that brings up a very interesting point.  Was it pleasant before Eve determined that it was?  Isn't the perception of pleasant in the eye of the beholder?  Eve sees what she wants to see.  She sees according to her desire.  It really doesn't matter what the actual physical characteristics of the fruit were. It is pleasant to her.  Her shift in perception has already clouded her vision.  She no longer sees it as it is.  She sees it as she wants it to be. 

What does she see?  She sees ta'ava-hoo (pleasant it).  This is also unusual.  The addition of the particle hoo is like adding an emphatic adjective.  It is not just that the tree was pleasant.  It is that this tree was pleasant.  Suddenly, this tree stands out from among all the other trees so that it alone becomes the pleasant tree.  Not only does Eve see what she wants to see, she sees that only this is what she wants.  The noun alone expresses the tree's visual attraction but by adding hoo our attention is focused here and here alone.  Echoes of Adam's reaction sound throughout the forest.  "This is bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh.  This is just what I am.  This one is perfect for me."

The pictograph illuminates the concept.  The root A-V-H paints the picture, "what comes from the first nail" or "what is secured first."  Eve secures first her fixation on the Tree.  She makes it her desire.  It is not simply pleasant.  It is essential.  Now she must possess it.  Now the Tree is inside the fence instead of outside the fence.  Now Eve decides, "My will be done."

Jesus had something to say about the lust of the eyes.  Lust is blind seeing because it refuses to see what the Lord has revealed.  It puts on center stage what was designed for the peripheral.  It makes the trivial most important.  God is pushed behind the curtain while my desire occupies the spotlight.

Ta'awah has a homophone.  That's a word that is spelled the same and sounds the same but has a different meaning (almost like pear and pair).  In this case, the second ta'awah has a different root.  This word indicates the outer boundary of the land.  Isn't that interesting?  The limit is the edge of my desire, the place where I slip from simply noticing something good in God's creation into wanting it for myself.  The Tree was good.  God made it so.  But it the border, the boundary that God set within the ordered framework of God's creation.  It was simply one of the trees in the Garden.  Not the most important.  Not the one in the center.  Just one to be respected for what it was - the boundary of my obedience.  But when Eve moved the fence that God set, the Tree became a coveted possession.  The Tree no longer held its proper place in the created order.  Eve's desire for the Tree changed its position from somewhere in the Garden to the center of the Garden.  Eve coveted the Tree, and that was enough to uproot all creation.  Instead of gratitude, Eve expresses greed.  She wants what she wants.  Don't think she wants it for completely selfish reasons!  That is not the appeal of the core of sin.  The appeal of the core of sin is that we need what we want because we will be better for it.  We will be better in the role God has given us.  We will be more equipped to do His bidding.  We will be stronger and more capable decision-makers.  We will no longer be dependent.  We will be free to be what we were intended to be (by our standards, of course).  No, Eve is not greedy for herself.  She is greedy to be what God designed her to be.  And that's why she listens to the serpent.  She sins in her strength, not her weakness.  She crosses the boundary because she thinks it will improve her design.

Did Eve need this pleasant-to-the-eyes fruit?  Of course not.  If she had needed it, God would have provided it.  But now Eve no longer cares what God has provided.  Now she wants a hand in providing for herself.  The naked snake has convinced her that she knows what is beautiful and beautiful is worth having.  Sin refocuses our attention.  The naked snake convinces Eve that she knows what is best for herself.  After all, God made the Tree.  The Tree is good.  Wouldn't she be better if she just took the good thing that God made?  

Where is the boundary of beautiful?  How will you decide - ah, maybe the real question is who will decide for you?  Who sets the fence for you?
June 8  and when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit, and ate, and gave also to her husband with her, and he ate.  Genesis 3:6
Open Door Policy
To Be Desired – What is happening to Eve?  Surely she knew about this Tree.  She points it out to the snake.  She is aware of the prohibition concerning its fruit.  But after her conversation with the serpent, the Tree has changed.  It is no longer just a tree.  Now Eve attaches something to the Tree that was not growing there.  She notices that the Tree beckons her.  Now the Tree is to be desired.  

This is a difficult word, nechmad.  From the verb, chamad, it means “delight, desire, craving.” This verb means “to covet, to lust after.”  Not surprisingly, the tenth commandment deals directly with the mental sin of lustful desire.  This is not about the action of picking and eating.  This is about the inner wish to consume, even when I have not yet acted upon that wish.  If the power to act is not harnessed at this point, the rest is inevitable.  

Once again, the pictograph boils it down to an image.  CH-M-D is the door in the fence around chaos.  If I open the door, disorder pours into my life.  No wonder Paul suggested that Adam opened the door that let Sin into the world (Romans 5).  You might think that as long as the door stays shut, you are safe.  But this door has no handle.  All that is required to open it is the desire to open it.  Before Eve’s desire was kindled by the serpent, the Tree slept blissfully in the Garden.  Now it is awake with anticipation.  Now it is the object of coveting.  And who made it so?  Certainly not God.  He made the Tree and planted it there, but the Tree He planted was just one among many; one whose purpose was to be a reminder.  A casual glance in the direction of the Tree would have been sufficient to remember who God is.  A mezuzah on the doorpost – that’s all the Tree was intended to be.  A reminder that God determines what is good and what is evil.  But no longer.  Before she picked the fruit, before she felt its cool skin and smelled its aroma, before she took the first crisp bite, Eve had already thrown away its godly purpose.  Now the Tree belonged to her.
In Twelve Step circles, this is called technical recovery.  It means that I don’t act out my addiction, but my mind is still absorbed with addictive behavior.  I am clean on the outside, but rotting on the inside.  Eve hadn’t eaten anything yet, but she was already far from God.  This aspect of the core of sin is the most difficult to confront because it has a hidden face.  Only you and God know.

Sin is not really about grasping selfishness.  It only deteriorates into that much later.  It begins with discontent and the desire to be better than the way I was created.

Topical Index:  chamad, crave, covet, sin, door, Genesis 3:6
June 9  and when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit, and ate  Genesis 3:6  
Wisdom from the World

To Make One Wise – I hope you aren’t getting tired of this story.  We have just scratched the surface, but this will be our last look for awhile.  Have you learned something about the nature (and appeal) of sin?  Have you discovered the necessity of borders?  Were your eyes opened to the way we “see” what we already want?

When I was a boy, I picked fruit in a commercial apple orchard.  It was hard work.  By the end of the day, my shoulders ached from the weight of thousands of apples put into the boxes.  As the sun grew hotter, I would stop for rest, sit under a Red Delicious apple tree and pick one of the biggest apples I could find to eat.  They were particularly good right off the branch.  But I never saw a single apple that would make me wise.

Think about it.  Does this fruit have “wisdom” written on it?  How does Eve know that it is desirable to make her wise?  Even if it looks different than all other fruit, how can she understand that eating it will make her like the gods?  The answer, of course, has nothing to do with the appearance of the fruit.  The answer is about her thinking.  

The Hebrew word here is le-haskil.  It is derived from the verbal stem S-K-L, which means “to see, to contemplate.”  The pictograph reveals the deeper meaning – control of that hand that consumes.  In other words, she sees that the fruit will enable her to see something she does not see at the moment, namely, how to control her destiny.  When she saw (ra) with her eyes, she realized that she could see (sakal) with her desire.  She traded what was there in the real world for what she could have according to her inner vision.  But this is a complete reversal of the true meaning of sakal.  Sakal is primarily about acting prudently.  It is about considering and understanding what God desires and allowing Him to control our passion.  It is about insight into the mind of the Lord.  Eve blindly sees what the Tree offers.  It offers the chance to be her own god.  Sarna says, “What the serpent is saying is that the woman and the man will have the capacity to make judgments as to their own welfare independently of God.  The insidious nature of its discourse lies in the implication that defiance of God’s law constitutes the indispensible precondition for human freedom” (JPS Commentary, p. 25).  The serpent sells the promise of freedom on the back of slavery.  Eve sees only the promise and, as a result, is blind to the reality of the slavery behind the veil.  She forgets what she is supposed to remember – that God knows the orderly arrangement of good and evil.

This is the essential difference between God’s wisdom and the “wisdom” of the world.  If wisdom is about prudent behavior that leads to life, then there is only one kind of wisdom – God’s wisdom.  Everything else, no matter how clever, savvy or intelligent, is foolishness because everything else leads away from life.  The world suggests that wisdom is about personal freedom – the ability to make up your own mind about how you will respond, react and reason.  But God is quite a bit smarter than His human creations, and He knows that we need a great deal of help that comes from beyond our horizons.  So, He provides it.  All we have to do is act prudently on His advice.  Of course, that is at the heart of the issue, isn’t it?  We are equipped with a will of our own.  The question is not about freedom but about domesticating the power we are given.  A wild horse has freedom, but is useless when it comes to accomplishing the owner’s purposes.  Power domesticated is the pathway toward being human.  

That Tree in the Garden is all about the power that we have to decide.  It is a power that is far beyond our abilities to control.   It is a power very close to the heart of God’s creative ability.  So, God offers us a way to domesticate it – sakal – to see as God sees.  That is wisdom.  Trade your apple for Torah – and live.

Topical Index:  wise, wisdom, sakal, Genesis 3:6
June 10  and to death’s dust did You thrust me.   Psalm 22:16
The Two-Layered Universe

You – You and I don’t see very well.  That’s why we need God’s perspective.  God sees perfectly.  The only problem is that God doesn’t usually tell us what to look at and when He does, it is often after He’s through working.  Let’s take this famous psalm as an example of the two-layered universe.  We operate on the first layer.  All of our actions occur in a world that we can see.  Our view extends from the horizon in the past to the horizon in the future.  Of course, the horizon in the future is much closer than the one in the past, in spite of our illusions.  We see much better in hindsight.  The Chinese have useful reminder.  “Prediction is very difficult, especially when it is about the future.”  So, God knows.  We don’t.  That’s the bottom line.

What this means is that far too often what we perceive on our layer is not really the full picture.  We see tragedy when God sees victory.  We see heartache and disappointment when God sees how these actions fit into the grand scheme of His glory.  We are event-myopic.  Since we cannot see the second layer, we have to wait for God to tell us what He was doing when we were so confused and disappointed.  If we were there when Yeshua announced this psalm from the cross, we most likely would have been just like His disciples (except for the women who understood much better than the men).  We would have believed that the dream was over.  Death won again.  We might have run away.  In spite of the fact that this is a victory psalm of vindication, we would see only destruction and ruin.  But that’s because we see only the first layer.  God simply asks us to trust that He sees both layers.  

If you think about the stories of the Scriptures, from Noah to David, from Isaiah to Daniel, from Yeshua to John, the two-layer universe pervades every page.  We don’t know what God is doing unless He tells us.  Our speculation has little affect on the real picture of events, and for the most part, the real picture of events is hidden from us.  Intentionally hidden, by the way.  Why?  Because trust is a verb!  If we saw both layers, there would be no need to trust.  All would be clear.  But where there is no need to trust, there is no intimate relationship.  There is only the mechanics of acting out the parts.

Did you notice that in this psalm, the speaker cries out that God has thrust him into death? This is no accident, no unforeseen political consequence, no human development.  God is playing on the second layer and how He plays is entirely up to Him.  Yes, of course, sinful men and women are involved in this plot.  We see their hands at work.  But they are not directing the events.  Isaac, Jacob, Rahab, Hosea, Mary and a host of others were the surface of a much greater plan.  Our task is to listen and obey, not to direct.  Maybe we need to remember that the real story will not be known until we are gone from the stage.  Now that you understand which layer you are in, how will that change your actions today?

Topical Index:  two layers, sovereignty, Psalm 22:16

June 11  Only conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ  Philippians 1:27

Kingdom Politics

Conduct Yourselves – What is the Kingdom of God on earth?  If you listen to most teaching and preaching, you soon discover that the Kingdom is “within you,” that is, it is an internal religious attitude that should, but doesn’t always, result in outward moral behavior.  In this view, the Kingdom is the opposite of the public arena, the State.  Faith is all about our spiritual life as opposed to our physical, social and economic well-being.  If you have been subject to that kind of thinking, you need to read this verse in Greek.

Nothing is further from the truth than the assertion that God’s Kingdom is a private, inner state of the heart.  God’s Kingdom is a kingdom.  That means it competes with other entities that demand allegiance, citizenship and governance.  That means it competes with democracy, republics, royalty and dictators.  If we read this verse in Greek, we would have seen the startling truth jump off the page.  In Greek, the word for “conduct yourselves” is politeuesthe.  Do you see something in this word that is obvious in Greek but disappears in the translation?  It is this:  the word is about politics!  The word is about the Kingdom of God as a present-reality political entity – a kingdom that demands obedience from its citizens no matter where they happen to be in the world – a kingdom that intends to replace all other political enterprises with its form of world domination and government.  The Body is a political body, intent on disrupting, displacing and dispatching all idolatrous forms of social-political living.

Peter Leithart’s fine exposé of the religious cooperation between the “inner state of belief” crowd and the idolatrous external world says, “We are all ill served by translators that render politeuo as “conduct yourselves.”  By suppressing the political dimensions of such terms, translators betray themselves:  they are thoroughly in the grip of Christianity.”
  Leithart is not attacking the Body.  He is pointing out that our contemporary view of Christianity is nothing like the Biblical view.  What he demonstrates is that “Christianity” is a set of beliefs that endorse and encourage the separation of Church and State, the privatization of religion and the removal of Biblical demands from the marketplace.  Christianity is institutionalized worldliness, a system of theological constructs that attempt to fit religion into the culture instead of seeing that the Kingdom of the Most High is a competing culture of its own.  Now we see why Paul said that we Gentiles who come to believe that Yeshua is the Messiah are grafted into the commonwealth of Israel.  We join Israel’s community, culture and destiny.  We become part of a Kingdom that has been in place since the time of Moses.  To think (and act) otherwise, is to separate God’s Kingdom from its earthly impact.  To think otherwise is to consider “Christianity” as one more viewpoint about culture instead of a radical call to a competing culture.

When Paul says “conduct yourself,” he is not asking you to be nice little moral members of society.  He is calling you to stand up for the Kingdom, to claim its divine right as God’s action on earth and to fight against any version of religion that does not embrace elimination of the surrounding idolatry, even if that idolatry is filled with “Christian” beliefs.

Jesus said that His kingdom was not of this earth, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t found here.  It means that its source and power do not reside here, but it nevertheless intends to remove all other kingdoms in its glorification of the Father.

Now what are you going to do about your church, your politics and your culture?

Topical Index:  politics, conduct yourselves, politeuo, Christianity, Philippians 1:27
One of our community, James Watkins, has an interesting post about liberty.  If you want to see the implications of a competing kingdom, look at this http://hubpages.com/hub/Liberty-Lost-in-America

June 12 and when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit, and ate, and gave also to her husband with her; and he ate  Genesis 3:6
As By One Man

With Her – “Why, oh, why did you come into my life?  Why did God send you to me?  Look what a mess you’ve caused?  It’s all your fault!”  Adam has a sad song to sing very soon after he and his ‘ezer kenedgo ate from the Tree.  But when she offered him the fruit, he didn’t reject it.  He didn’t say, “Now wait a minute.  God said not to eat from this tree.  Why are you going this?”  No, he went right along with her.  Why?

The first thing we notice is that the Hebrew text makes it very clear that Adam was not off fishing while Havvah was conversing with the serpent.  He was right there beside her!  The Hebrew is ‘immah.  It doesn’t just mean that he was standing there.  It means that he was agreeing with everything that was happening.  The preposition ‘im carries the meaning of something done together or in common.  This is not the exclusive sin of the ‘ezer.  This is mutual culpability.

My wife and I love doing things together.  In fact, when we got married, we agreed that the life of the corporate world where husband and wife occupy two different realities was not for us.  We tried to spend as much time as possible doing the same things.  That has been increasingly difficult as we have weathered financial storms, but the truth is that when we can just spend the day together, we are very happy.  I can only imagine what it must have been like for Adam and his ‘ezer.  They were the only human occupants of God’s Garden.  What joy it must have been to discover all that God put there, to walk hand in hand through the creation of the Lord, observing the perfect harmony of the ordered world.  And Adam knew, in his bones, that the one walking beside him was exactly right for him.  She was his complement in the perfect order of existence.  So, it’s not surprising at all to find that he is right there during the serpent’s conversation.

What is surprising is that Adam doesn’t say a word.  He doesn’t object, resist or challenge anything.  He submits to her suggestion and follows her lead.  Why?  Isn’t he the one who is supposed to remember?  Isn’t he the zakar?  Of course he is.  When God asks him why he ate of the fruit, he offers the reasonable excuse.  “I just did what she told me to do.  That’s what You made her for, God.  To give me direction.”  And he’s right.  That is what the ‘ezer is supposed to do.  She is responsible for her mate’s relationship guidance.  Adam did what she said because he trusted her.  But it was a huge mistake.

The woman fails to maintain the boundaries.  She fails to recognize the difference between how she is made and how she might be made.  Because she does not see the difference between being equipped by God and being self-sufficient, she steps over the line.  And Adam follows.  He forgets that the Lord told him something else.  Both the man and the woman violate their essential, God-created character.  But that’s what sin does.  It violates who we really are.
Was it a mistake to trust her?  No.  The only place in the Bible where the Hebrew word for trust (batach) is used positively between human beings is in Proverbs 31:11.  That verse instructs a man to trust his wife.  In every other case, the use of batach as a positive declaration of trust is between a man and God.  Adam was not wrong to trust her.  A man is supposed to trust his wife in the same way that he trusts God.  Adam’s problem is not trust.  It’s remembering.  When Adam fails to be who he really is – the one who remembers – then the slate is wiped clean and all that is left is trust.  But trust without truth is sin.  Trust without remembering the truth is like sailing without a compass.  You can trust that the wind will fill the sails and propel you forward, but you have no idea where you are going.  Paul was entirely correct to say, “As by one man, sin entered the world.”  He did not have to say, “As by one woman.”  Adam was right there, forgetting how God made him and what he was supposed to be.

The reason that I trust God is that He is unwaveringly true.  That is the divine standard of the ‘ezer – action based on unwavering truthfulness.  But since the Fall, everyone wavers.  We need an outside voice of correction to correspond to our inside voice of direction.  We need a compass that is not influenced by our idea of True North.  Adam forgot the truth – and his trust killed him.  Eve forgot her boundaries – and her step slew her.

If you are in complement with another, you will need both truth and boundaries before trust and direction can accomplish their purposes.  Don’t confuse them no matter how desirable the fruit.

Topical Index:  Adam, trust, with her, ‘immah, batach, boundaries, truth, Genesis 3:6

June 13  “Beware of practicing your righteousness before men to be noticed by them, otherwise you have no reward with your Father in heaven.”  Matthew 6:1

Wealth Redistribution

Righteousness – Yeshua proclaims Kingdom principles.  He announces how the citizens of His Father’s Kingdom act in ways that compete with the kingdoms of this world.  He is not talking about inner spiritual values.  To understand what Jesus is really saying, we have to realize that “practicing your righteousness” is a Hebrew idiom.  This might be the translation from the Greek text, but it isn’t quite what Jesus means.

“Practicing righteousness” is a Jewish way of saying “give charity.”  The Talmud considers this the first category of tzedakah (righteousness).  Tzedakah is the Hebrew word for the acts that we call "charity" in English: giving aid, assistance and money to the poor and needy or to other worthy causes.  However, the nature of tzedakah is very different from the idea of charity.  The word "charity" suggests benevolence and generosity, a magnanimous act by the wealthy and powerful for the benefit of the poor and needy.  The word tzedakah is derived from the Hebrew stem Tzadei-Dalet-Qof, meaning righteousness, justice or fairness. In Judaism, giving to the poor is not viewed as a generous, magnanimous act; it is simply an act of justice and righteousness, the performance of a duty, giving the poor their due (cf. http://www.jewfaq.org).  With this in mind, we see that Yeshua is telling citizens of the Kingdom that they are to take care of the needs of others without publicity and human recognition.  They are to do what is necessary for others in exactly the opposite way that the kingdoms of the world behave.  They are to model the secret hand of the Master, displaying God’s character undercover.

Suddenly this verse is no longer about my inner moral attitudes.  It is about how I conduct myself when I am faced with another’s need.  It is God’s politics, hidden from view.

The pictograph would have shown us this deeper meaning.  Tzadei-Dalet-Qof-Hey reveals the picture “what comes from being hooked so that your life follows.”  Literally, it is “what comes from the hook of the door behind.”  Did you notice that it is all action? There is no emphasis here on your theology, your church dogma or your moral attitudes.  This is about what you secretly do in the public arena.  If you acted in ways so that you demonstrate your life is hooked to God’s character, then you will do righteousness in the same way that God does righteousness.  Invisibly.  Behind the scenes.  Without self-glorification.

What does this mean for us?  It means that when we perceive a need, we act to take care of it (James).  It means that we carry someone else’s burden simply because the burden is there (Paul).  It means we are silent, hidden witnesses of God’s grace (Matthew).  We play our parts for an audience of One.  We are hunters for hurts in order that we can become servants of the Savior.  Keep your eyes open.  Today is the day for practicing tzedakah.
Topical Index: tzedakah, righteousness, charity, kingdom, Matthew 6:1

June 14  and he said, “I heard your voice in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself.”  Genesis 3:10
The First Shema

Heard – “Sh’ma, O Israel” is the center of the faith.  Every day Israel is called to listen and obey.  The word shema means both – listen and obey.  But the first time it is used in Scripture, it isn’t about listening or obeying.  It’s about fear.  When Adam says, “I heard your voice,” he isn’t proclaiming the sovereignty of the Lord.  He isn’t declaring his loyalty to God’s Word.  He is running scared.

Scripture accurately describes the dual nature of our reality.  We can turn nearly any action into a declaration of God’s goodness or a statement of our depravity.  The result of sin is always to shift the action from God’s order toward disorder.  When you think about it, God’s instructions provide an orderly existence – a harmony between all the created elements of the world – that results in well-being for everyone (shalom).  But sin disrupts that order.  The Hebrew word hata (miss the mark) consists of the consonants Cheth-Teth-Aleph.  The pictograph of these consonants is “a fence that surrounds strength.”  In other words, sin puts a fence around strength.  It prevents you from participating in the strength of life.  It keeps you on the outside.  We can see the relationship to other Hebrew words that describe sinful behavior.  ta’ah (to go astray) is the picture of surrounding the eye so that you cannot see.  asham (sin or guilt) is the picture of what destroys the essence of a person.  It is the reintroduction of chaos.  When we don’t listen and obey, all these other images erupt in our lives.

Adam heard God give the command.  He listened but he did not obey.  As zakar, he was created to remember.  His only relationship requirement was to remember what God said and live according to God’s words.  God told Adam everything that he needed to know in order to maintain a perfect relationship with Him.  But Adam listened to the naked snake.  Standing next to his ‘ezer, he participated in the rebellion.  He said nothing.  His silence brought about the Fall just as much as Eve’s conversation.  Adam listened and obeyed the voice of the snake instead of the voice of God.  Adam is the first occurrence of the observation that the only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.  

Unfortunately, this becomes Adam’s default behavior.  This isn’t the only time when his silence causes generational disaster, as we shall see.  But it is a critical reminder to us.  Silence is not golden.  It’s godless.  When we are faced with the temptation to not remember who God is, who we are and the difference between us, we must speak up.  We must listen and obey.  We must object to the serpents who suggest that our own feelings are the final arbiter of moral behavior.  We must respond as the second Adam responded – “It is written.”

Topical Index:  shema, hata, ta’ah, asham, listen, obey, heard, Genesis 3:10
June 15  and he said, “I heard your voice in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself.”  Genesis 3:10
The Beginning of Wisdom
Afraid – We know this word.  We just don’t know it in this context.  It is yare, the verb that means “to fear, to respect, to reverence and to be afraid.”  Of course, its most common use in Scripture is about reverence and awe before God.  The beginning of wisdom is the yir’ah of the Lord.  And what is required in order that we show proper awe and reverence before God?  Remembering!  

If you noticed that the language of the Fall twists many of the words associated with real relationship with the Lord, you have gained a valuable insight.  God’s vocabulary is based on the ordered creation.  There is a genuine and crucial place for yare.  yare belongs to the ordered creation.  But when sin enters the world, when the door to chaos is opened, everything falls out of place.  Now yare is no longer a description of proper respect for God.  Now it is fear about something else.  It is dislodged from its place in the created order and made to serve another god.

But even this disordered application isn’t enough to see all that is twisted.  Here the object of yare itself is twisted.  Adam says that he is afraid.  We expect that.  After all, Adam and the ‘ezer kenedgo have just disobeyed the only prohibition they were given.  We aren’t surprised to find them hiding.  But when Adam speaks, we are startled.  You see, Adam doesn’t say that he is hiding because he has been disobedient.  He says that he is hiding because he is afraid of being naked!  Why would Adam be afraid of being naked?  He has never been clothed!  Naked is his normal state of affairs.  Why is he suddenly afraid of what was perfectly normal?  This doesn’t make any sense at all - unless you read it in Hebrew.

Do you remember arom and arum (see Today’s Word August 10, 2008)?  Genesis 3:1 describes the serpent as ‘arum (cunning), a play on the word ‘arom (naked) from the previous verse.  In that study we noticed that the Hebrew pictograph helps: “to see a person and chaos.”  In other words, nakedness is now a symbol of disordered existence.  There was a time when being without the mask of clothing was perfect alignment with the Holy One.  There was a time when nakedness reflected ordered, honorable relationships.  Then the serpent turned nakedness against itself, using its vulnerability to bring about the destruction of the divine relationship.  Nakedness was twisted.  Suddenly we could see what we lost and were not able to recover.  It was not innocence.  It was order.  Adam has moved from ‘arom to ‘arum.  He has become like the naked snake.  Once he had nothing to hide.  He was truly naked, without a hidden agenda.  Now he is like the snake.  There is something in him that demands to be hidden from God.  Adam is not afraid of God (although he should be).  He is afraid of himself!   He is no longer transparent.  This inner voice of desire has alienated himself from his own being.  He is no longer comfortable in his own skin.  He fears being exposed.

The Genesis account of the Fall reveals some of the most important lessons in Scripture.  Paying attention to the detail uncovers truths about who we are that can help us understand why we flee from the God of compassion.  The detail also tells us what it means to be twisted and afraid.  For Adam, the world is coming apart.  

What about you?  Are you afraid of yourself?  Are you afraid of that power within that seeks to disorder your existence?  Or do you experience the ordered fear that accompanies standing before the Lord?

Topical Index:  fear, yare, naked, arum, arom, order, chaos, Genesis 3:10
June 16  and he said, “I heard your voice in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself.”  Genesis 3:10
Present Reality

I Was Naked – Adam doesn’t say, “I was naked.”  Oh, I know.  That’s the way the text is translated because in order to make the verbs agree within the sentence, they need to be in the past tense.  But Hebrew tenses are not like English.  In this case, the Hebrew phrase, ki-eirom anochi, literally means “because naked I.”  The verb is implied as is usually the case with the present tense equivalents in Hebrew.  In other words, the Hebrew text tells us that Adam said, “I am naked,” not “I was naked.”  Adam is not describing a past condition that has now been corrected.  Yes, he attempted to cover himself with fig leaves, but the effort made no difference.  He is still naked in spite of the fact that he wears a man-made covering.  What we discover is that nakedness is not an external condition.  Adam is naked on the inside.  Covering up his skin makes no difference whatsoever.

What does it mean to be naked on the inside?  It means that Adam realizes he is a son of the naked snake.  Let’s see why.  Remember the verse that uses ‘arum (Genesis 2:25).  They were naked (arumim) and not ashamed.  There is a direct link between the pre-Fall nakedness and the idea of shame.  In order to see why Adam is suddenly afraid of being naked, we need to know what this connection really means.  The Hebrew phrase is lo yitbo-shashoo.  The verb is bosh, connected once again to the particle hoo.  This adds emphasis to the meaning.  Specifically, these two were naked and not ashamed.  What the text says is shocking.  We don’t expect it.  Put an exclamation point behind these words!  We expect that nakedness brings shame, but not here.  Why?

What about bosh?  Perhaps surprisingly, it has nothing to do with sex.  This is not a statement that they were sexually naked but not embarrassed.  Any translation that suggests embarrassment in this phrase misses the point.  The word bosh is used in the prophets and Psalms to describe disgrace that comes from undertaking something that fails.  It is used to describe humiliation, loss of status and exposure as foolish.  In many occurrences, bosh is tied to the catastrophe that befalls Israel when they forget God.  Notice the use in Zephaniah 3:11:  “In that day you will feel no shame because of all your deeds by which you have rebelled against Me; for then I will remove from your midst your proud, exulting ones, and you will never again be haughty on My holy mountain.”  It is quite clear that the parallel to “shame” is “proud” and “haughty.”  Israel’s false pride brings shame upon them.  What is shame?  Shame is being discovered without a relationship with the Lord.  Why is that shameful?  Because it leads directly to a false view of life, alienation and destruction.  It is the ultimate foolishness.

So, why were Adam and Eve naked and not ashamed?  Because the only “covering” they needed was their intimacy with God who walked with them in the cool of the evening.  They were not disgraced, humiliated or discovered with false pride because at this point they were in perfect harmony with the Creator and His creation.  They were utterly transparent.  When they met the naked snake, who was not transparent, they were invited to become aware of the possibility of a hidden agenda.  They were invited to wear a covering, not of clothes, but of concealed desire.  In other words, they were invited to become like the snake who appeared as one thing on the outside and something else on the inside.  

What is shame?  It is to be found out!  Shame is being exposed as two-faced, being revealed so that others see that I have a hidden persona.  Why is Adam afraid of being naked?  Because now Adam knows the difference between transparency and hypocrisy and, for the first time, he sees himself as two different people – one who is expected to be with God walking in the Garden and the other who knows that he has failed and cannot openly walk with God.  Adam is not afraid of God’s punishment.  He is afraid of himself for now he knows that he is a dual personality.  He has discovered the yetzer ha’ra (evil impulse) within and allowed it to shape his being in the world.  Now he knows something about his world is terribly wrong – and he made it happen.  Adam never needed to be afraid of shame in a world of perfect harmony, but that world has been destroyed.  Now he has been found out and that experience propels him into a fallen world.
Since that day, each of us must struggle with bosh for we are both hidden and revealed.  Restoration means return to unashamed existence where I am no longer afraid to be exposed.  Restoration means transparency – and for sinners like Adam, that can only come when the One who has found us out brings reconciliation and redemption.  The measure of your willingness to be reconciled and redeemed is the measure of your unashamed presentation.  Are you willing to be found out – and forgiven?

Topical Index:  shame, bosh, afraid, naked, Genesis 3:10
June 17  “If you do well, shall you not be accepted?  And if you do not well, sin lies at the door.  And to you shall be its desire, and yet you may rule over it.”  Genesis 4:7

Giving Up and Giving In

Sin – The first time we read the Hebrew word hatat (sin) is here in the story of Cain.  Does that surprise you?  It should.  What about Adam and Eve?  What about the naked snake and the Tree and all that?  Wasn’t that sin?  

Those aren’t the only questions implied in this passage.  How would Cain know that what he did with his offering was on the borderline?  In fact, how would Cain know anything about offerings and sin?  What would it mean to Cain for God to say, “You may rule over it?”  And what does it mean for God to say that doing well means his offering will be accepted?  Doesn’t that sound like earning righteousness?  Finally, there is that very unusual word, teshuqah (desire).  Found only three times in Scripture, this word is critically important to understanding the nature of sin.  Yes, there’s a lot to consider here.  So, let’s get started.

The Hebrew verb hata literally means “to miss the mark.”  It’s like shooting at a target but not hitting the bull’s eye.  This word is the most frequent word for sin in the Bible, but it is used in Genesis only four times.  It encompasses both the idea of missing the target and of failing to reach a goal.  When it is used in religious contexts, it usually means a failure to do what is expected.  That seems to be the case in this verse.  God expects a certain behavior from Cain.  But Cain does not produce that behavior.  He fails to meet the goal.  

That seems obvious, doesn’t it?  But wait!  God doesn’t say to Cain, “You have sinned.”  He says that hatat lies at the door desiring you.  Once again, we have a question.  Does this mean that Cain has not yet sinned?  Cain didn’t do what God expected.  He brought an offering that was turned away.  Isn’t that already sin?  Apparently it isn’t.  God does not tell Cain that he needs to confess and repent.  God tells him that he needs to go do the right thing.  Sin seeks the opportunity to take control, but it has not consummated that desire yet.  All Cain needs to do is correct his behavior to avoid this unholy marriage.

There’s a very important lesson here.  So often we feel as though the presence of the specter of sin is enough to defeat us.  We reflect on a history of failures to do the right thing and we become paralyzed by the looming darkness.  We think that it’s already too late to change.  We feel sin clawing at our door, ravenous to devour us and we just can’t imagine a way to resist.  So, we fail.  We have been there so many times, one more failure seems inevitable.  Our attempt to bring something to God backfires and we go away feeling that we just will never measure up.

But none of this is God’s point of view!  Life for Cain, and for us, is filled with decision opportunities.  Just like Cain, we think we’re on the right path, just doing things in the ordinary way.  Then we are confronted by the Lord.  We realize that we’re headed in the wrong direction.  God says, “Just do what’s right.”  We need to recognize that there is no sin in going the wrong way until God points out our error.  Then things change.  Now we can avoid sin by simply doing what is right.  The monster outside the door can’t get in if we do the right thing.  And doing the right thing doesn’t depend at all on how I feel at the moment.  Sad, mad or glad, doing the right thing protects me from hatat.  

How do I know what the right thing is?  Ah, that’s another question.  In Cain’s story, we can confidently assume that Cain knew – and that God knew that Cain knew.  And when you really think about it, isn’t that true for us too?  Doesn’t God confront you in precisely those areas of your life where you already know what the right thing to do is?  What kind of God would He be if He expected you to do the right thing but knew that you didn’t know what it was?

Topical Index:  sin, hata, right thing, missing the mark, Cain, Genesis 4:7
June 18  “If you do well, shall you not be accepted?  And if you do not well, sin lies at the door.  And to you shall be its desire, and yet you may rule over it.”  Genesis 4:7

Survival Instinct

Do Well – Nahum Sarna has the appropriate comment about this text.  He says that “it bristles with difficulties.”  That just might be an understatement.  What seems so easily understood on the surface masks all kinds of problems with the original Hebrew.  The problems begin with the first clause, but if we are going to understand something very important about this first use of the Hebrew word for sin (hatat), we will just have to sort our way through all this.

The opening phrase of the verse is halo eem-teitiv s’et.  Literally, this question reads, “Is there not if you do well lifting up?”  The key word here is s’et.  This noun means elevating or giving honor or dignity.  It is used to describe a high office, the place of the first born or God’s majesty.  But notice that it is not used to speak about forgiveness.  God is not telling Cain that if he does what is right, he will be forgiven (accepted).  That would imply righteousness on the basis of merit, and even here, in a verse that appears to suggest merit for good works, the verb carefully avoids this conclusion.   

What God is saying is about Cain’s state of mind, not about God’s relationship to Cain.  Cain is crestfallen.  He is humiliated.  He is angry.  God offers him some practical emotional therapy.  “Do what you were expected to do and your countenance will be lifted up.”  In other words, correct behavior will alter your mood.  It is not Cain’s initial action that creates the vulnerability to sin.  It doesn’t matter at this point why Cain brought his offering.  God focuses on the reaction that Cain displays when his offering is rejected.  God tells Cain that the emotional train he is riding will take him to sinful behavior.  God’s advice is about emotional control, not about confession and repentance.  

When we realize that this is a conversation in the counselor’s office, we see that God is not endorsing any covenant other than grace.  God is teaching Cain how to handle the reaction to life when it is not under Cain’s control  That pretty much describes our lives too.  Things don’t always work out the way we planned.  We encounter rejection, failure and set-backs.  Just like Cain, we may find ourselves in an emotional slump.  The key to righteous behavior is not denying the feelings.  It is not putting on a stoic face or grinning and bearing it.  It is most definitely not putting on a mask of false optimism.  God’s solution to emotional vulnerability is doing the right thing.  The answer is action.  In the final analysis, God is saying that it doesn’t really matter how you feel.  It matters what you do.  That doesn’t mean that your feelings don’t count.  Of course they count.  They are like mile markers on the highway.  They tell you which direction you are going and how fast you’re getting there.  But they are only indicators.  They help you by adding information you need in order to make a decision.  

“What’s the matter, Cain?  Don’t you realize that if you take action and do what you know is right, your whole demeanor will change.  That change will protect you from falling further into sin’s clutches because you will master your feelings.”  Did you notice that God doesn’t even mention what He wants Cain to do.  Cain already knows what to do.  The question is simply, “Will he do it?”  Most of us discover that the confrontation with sin is never really about ignorance.  We usually stumble over something that we already know we should do, but we just don’t want to do it.  God’s advice to Cain rings true with us too.  Take the right action.  Do it now.  No matter how small the act is, it will be enough to get moving in the right direction.

Topical Index:  Cain, Genesis 4:7, emotions, action, the right thing, s’et
June 19  And He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the saints for the work of service and to building up the body of Christ.  Ephesians 4:11-12
Who Lives Next Door? (1)

Equipping  - Why did the Lord provide the Body with all of these gifted people?  What is the purpose of those sent, those who reveal, those who bring good news, those who shepherd and those who instruct?  Paul doesn’t leave the question unanswered.  It is for equipping.  Now, what does that mean?

The Greek word here is a combination of kata and artios.   It means “fitted together” or “perfectly complete.”  Imagine all of the pieces that go into the construction of a house.  Each one is important to the finished product and each one depends on the others.  The foundation is not greater than the trusses.  The roof is not superior to the walls.  Unless they are all fashioned together, the house is useless.  It will not serve it purpose.  In the same way, an apostle is not elevated above a teacher, nor a prophet above a pastor.  Each one has a role to play.  There is no hierarchy of importance in house building.  It is the end product that matters, not the individual pieces.  It’s the fit that matters!
OK, now that we have that settled, what is the end product?  If you looked around, you might think that the end product of all this cooperative effort is a building called the church.  After all, if you want to meet those who claim to be apostles, prophets, pastors and teachers, you will probably find them in church buildings.  But we know, of course, that the building itself is not the goal.  In fact, there were no “church” buildings during the entire history of the New Testament.  So, the end goal is not literally a construction project.  It is about the people who make up the Body.  They are to be built up for a purpose and that purpose is works of service.  That means that the equipped body, the collection of those who are redeemed, is designed to do something.  They are to serve.

Ah, that must be that the body collects the offering, greets people at the door, arranges flowers, sings in the choir and knocks on doors with soul-winning intentions.  I don’t think so!  Paul intends us to see that we are equipped in order to make a difference in the lives of others. Paul's Hebrew background adds an element found in Jewish Law.  Israel's social policy stood on the foundation of God's command concerning the neighbor.  Leviticus 19:18 was the inescapable obligation of service as an essential part of the religious experience.  "You shall love your neighbor as yourself" left no equivocation about the obligation entailed in community.  In the Hebrew view, willingness to service the needs of your neighbor are inextricably bound to service to God.  The Hebrew culture is defined not only by its exclusiveness in the worship of Yahweh but also by its divinely instituted relationship to the larger community.  No man exists simply to improve his own individual self-understanding.  His very existence is tied to the well-being of his fellow men.  

Contemporary Christianity often finds itself uneasily straddling both the Greek and Hebrew views of a readiness to serve.  On the one hand, we have been thoroughly indoctrinated by the post-modern culture where individualism reigns supreme.  Freedom is often viewed solely within the Greek mindset as my right to self-determination without obligation to any others.  In this view, if I choose to act on behalf of another, I do so from enlightened self-interest, not from a submersion of individual identity into the consciousness of the community.  Acts of charity motivated by a Greek worldview may be magnanimous, but they are not expressions of self-emptying in response to a divine imperative.  The church falls prey to this cult of the individual when it promotes service as a means of goal accomplishment.  Levitical charity does not ask for measurable returns.  It demands only unreserved distribution in the face of need.  Where budgets, program considerations and political implications blunt the demand to serve the "neighbor", the church enters into the Greek world of calculated generosity.  It hears the Levitical call, but resists unwavering response because it is trapped in the polis of a world conformed to the thought patterns of the Greeks.  Even the designation of "neighbor" becomes problematical whenever "neighbor" is subjected to a socio-political calculus.

Jesus strengthened the concept of service.  Service is now not only an obligation issued by God; it is the defining mark of true discipleship.  Those who resist the call for self-emptying volunteers cannot enter into the true destiny of Man, nor will they find a welcome home with God.  Service is the human mission.

So, what does it mean to serve my neighbor?  You might want to think about that question until tomorrow.

Topical Index:  equip, serve, katartismon, church, body, Ephesians 4:11-12, Leviticus 19:18
June 20  And He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the saints for the work of service and to building up the body of Christ.  Ephesians 4:11-12
Who Lives Next Door? (2)

Service – Now that we recognize that service is not optional, the question becomes, “What is service to my neighbor?”  The answer is both simple and profound.  The Greek word diakoneo becomes the description of all kinds of actions on behalf of others.  It covers those who organize, dispense, oversee, aid, support, provide and even suffer for others.  It is the methodology of the new order, the means by which all human relationships are conducted.  It is the defining mark of the new community dedicated to love for one another in concrete acts of service.  It isn’t passive or cognitive.  It is out there in the midst of life helping others accomplish things.  

This has a radical implication for the contemporary church.  You see, most churches actually equip their members to think like Black-belt beggars.  The economic model of the church is based on the idea that the church consumes but does not produce.  What I mean is this:  the church operates by taking wealth from productive members and consuming it.  Whether by tithes, offerings or debt accumulation, the typical church does not actually produce anything that returns tangible value to the community.  Of course, its members may contribute tangible value, but the church as a collected body usually does not.  It works like the government.  It makes promises that can’t be fulfilled until after you’re dead and asks you to fund those promises now.  In other words, the church adopts a model from the culture – a consumer model based on “volunteer” giving.

But is this service?  Service seems to be defined in terms of efforts that improve the well-being of neighbors.  That means doing things that make a real, tangible difference in the lives of those next door.  That means the real economic model of the church must be the producer model.   The church exists to provide goods and services for others, right here, right now, in this world.  It does not exist to make promises about getting to heaven.  It exists to be an agency of cultural change, bringing shalom into the lives of everyone it touches.  It is the collective for neighborly action.  And, by the way, when the church becomes a producer that affects the well-being of the community, it will also have a spiritual impact on those lives as a by-product of being good neighbors.  The contemporary model of the church structure on the hill, calling out to the community to come to its hallowed spaces and support its divine mission has turned the entire model upside-down.  If the “church” is the Body, then it is distributed wherever members of the Body are making productive differences in the lives of neighbors.  And if the church isn’t doing this, then it is nothing more than a pagan temple, sucking up the resources that God has placed in stewardship with His people for the care of others.
Ask yourself this the next time the collection plate passes by:  how is this demand for wealth redistribution affecting the lives of neighbors in my community?  Is it providing for their well-being, or is it funding a consumer union?

Topical Index:  equip, service, diakoneo, consumer, Ephesians 4:11-12
June 21  Where there is no vision, the people are unrestrained, but happy is he who keeps the law.  Proverbs 29:18

Doubtful Vision-Casting

Vision – I recently came across the very interesting comment (it’s worth quoting in full): “You have no doubt heard the biblical axiom, "Without a vision the people perish…" It is used often in an effort to establish a raison d'etre for a congregation.  It attempts to use Scripture to support the 'build it and they will come' model to promote building projects; or the 'praise = entertainment; worship = solemnity' model to promote programs. Try finding a congregational building program that does not contain the word 'vision' in it and you are doing well. One problem with this axiom is that it is only half of the verse from Proverbs 29:18: "Where there is no revelation, the people cast off restraint; but happy is he who keeps [guards and cherishes] the Torah."  Notice, the word 'revelation' is used. This better explains what the King James Version is saying when it uses the word 'vision.' In typical Hebrew parallelism, the phrases are meant to offset one another: "no revelation" versus "cherishes the Torah"  "cast off restraint" versus "happy [blessed]". 
The fact that the American Evangelical church has lost the culture war by forfeit is proof that she has not adhered to 'revelation' – which is Torah (i.e. G-d's revealed Word).  She has "cast off restraint" because she thinks G-d's instructions are merely suggestions, and all that matters is 'faith'”.  

The author is right.  Our penchant for casting a “vision” is thoroughly Greek in its operation.  God doesn’t need you to have a vision, a goal or a five-year plan.  He wants and needs you to observe the plan He already put in place 3500 years ago.  God has established His Kingdom here on earth, the vanguard of a coming worldwide domination of His righteousness.  He has already given the constitution of the Kingdom and the marching orders for its expansion.  We ignore them at our peril.  Solomon noted that whenever men and women disregard the revelation (hazon), terrible things happen.  Conversely, whenever men and women cherish God’s instructions, a state of well-being ensues.  

Notice the parallel of Proverbs 29:18 with Proverbs 11:14.  “Where there is no guidance, a people falls,” and  here, “where there is no understanding of the revelation from God, the society deteriorates into chaos.”  We find the same observation in Judges 17:6, “In those days there was no king in Israel, every man did what was right in his own eyes.”

Can the word hazon be translated as “vision”?  Yes, but it is related to the “seeing” of a prophet, not to the planning commission at the church.  The church is called to obedience, not to programming.  Once again, we are back at the Garden.  When Eve ate from the Tree, she cast off restraint.  She had to “vision”.  She did what was right in her own eyes.  She determined what was good for her!  And the rest is history.  What is true for one, is true for all.  Society follows that same collective path of Eve with the same result – ‘atsav – sorrow.

Will you step away from the “vision” casting catastrophe of our Greek planning preoccupation?  Will you trade what is right in your own eyes for the revelation of God’s instructions?  And will you help your brothers and sisters in the Lord, so confused by the addition of pagan thinking to the church, see a different kind of “vision”?

Topical Index:  vision, planning, church, hazon, revelation, Eve, Tree, Proverbs 29:18
June 22  “If you do well, shall you not be accepted?  And if you do not well, sin lies at the door.  And to you shall be its desire, and yet you may rule over it.”  Genesis 4:7

The Will to Power
Desire – Friedrich Nietzsche was a godless man, but godless men may still see quite clearly the plight and fate of human beings without God.  Nietzsche’s concept of the will to power is very much at the heart of Eve’s disobedience and Cain’s fratricide.  In fact, if we are reflective, we will soon discover that the will to power is at the heart of our own sin, as it has always been since our first parents elected to make choices on the basis of their own evaluation.  In Nietzsche’s view, human beings must relinquish choice based on pleasure.  They must turn to choice based on the manifestation of power.  The right choice is what gives me greater power.  Genesis would call this teshuqah.  In order to understand the essence of sinful behavior, we must understand teshuqah (desire).  Nietzsche is correct.  It’s not about pleasure.  It’s about power.

Teshuqah occurs only three times in Scripture.  The first occurrence is in the fateful verse of Genesis 3:16:  “your teshuqah will be for your husband yet he shall rule over you.”  Teshuqah is intimately connected to two things:  Eve and the Fall.  It does not apply to Adam and it is not part of the world before eating from the Tree.  

The second occurrence follows shortly after the first, in this verse.  Now teshuqah describes an almost human-like, ominous presence that wishes to capture its victim and rule over it.  The third and final occurrence is in Song of Songs 7:10.  In a love poem, the women says, “I am my beloved’s, and his desire is for me.”

It’s important to notice that teshuqah is associated with the verb mashal, a verb that means “to rule,” but not with radah, another verb that means “to rule.”  God commands Mankind to radah over the rest of creation, but mashal is the verb used of the “rule” of the sun and moon over the day and the night.  What’s the difference?  Perhaps the pictographs help us here.  Radah is the picture of “what comes from the path to the highest.”  Radah is a verb about transferred authority.  When men and women exercise radah, they act as God’s regents.  They act on His behalf and, consequently, become paths that lead to the highest.  When you and I fulfill God’s command to be fruitful, multiply, subdue the earth and take dominion over it (stewardship), our actions point toward the One who grants us the ability to do this.  The predominate use of radah bears this out.  It is most often used in settings with kings.  It is royal language, but indiscriminate royal language, attributed to kings who rule compassionately as well as to those who rule by force.  Zobel
 notes that strictly speaking radah has no religious usage because God is never the subject or the object of this verb.  However, when God appoints humankind to rule (radah) over other things, what is implied is ruling according to the pre-established order of the Creator.  God grants Man royal status and expects Man to govern in a way that maintains the divine order.  
The pictograph for mashal is “to control chaos that destroys.”  God puts the sun and the moon in the heavens to serve the plan of the proper order of day and night, seasons and times.  Authority is not transferred to the sun and moon.  They simple act as the vehicles by which God orders creation.  Mashal is used to describe circumstances where a hierarchy implies control (like a king over a country or God over His people).  But the emphasis is less on the controlling agent than it is on control itself.  In Genesis 4:7, mashal expresses sin’s desire to establish a hierarchy and Cain’s need to refuse that hierarchy.  In other words, God tells Cain that the ominous presence wishes to replace his self-control with control of its own.  Cain has the ability to prevent this from happening if he masters his present state of mind and does what he knows is right.  

Cain and Eve share a common thread.  They both want what they want.  They both faced the choice of listening to the external voice of the Lord or following the way of their hearts.  The will to power resident within each of them opens the way for choosing “what is right in my own eyes.”  Cain follows the pathway of his mother.  Just as she failed to listen, he fails to listen.  Cain, whose name means “bartered” or “acquired,” makes a deal with the devil just as he tried to make a deal with God.  And just like Eve, Cain will spend the rest of his life pursuing the way he was designed but now with ‘atsav.  He will die attempting to acquire in a land that no longer responds to his efforts.  The last we hear of Cain, he is “building” (a incomplete action) a city for his own protection rather than accepting the protection God’s grace offered him.
What it means to be human, and what it means to act as an animal, is determined by the use of power, the power that resides within me as a moral free agent.  I must decide if I will use the power of my passion and creativity under God’s authority or under my own.  If I decide to ignore God’s rightful claim on my life, then the natural hierarchy of authority granted by God is disrupted.  I attempt to become my own source of power.  In this respect, I try to become like the gods.  It is always a question of power and authority.  I may domesticate the power God has given me by submitting to His rule, or I may act as though I am my own source.  

Topical Index:  power, control, sin, hierarchy, radah, mashal, Genesis 4:7, teshuqah
June 23  But Jesus said to him, “No one, after putting his hand to the plow and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God.”  Luke 9:62
Rear View Mirror

Looking Back – “If you do not cut the moorings, God will have to break them by a storm and send you out.”  Oswald Chambers was as harsh as Jesus.  He’s right.  There is no safety when we follow the Lord.  At least there isn’t any safety according to the world’s standards.  God wants to push us out into the violent ocean of life’s troubles so that He can use us as peacemakers, healers, reconcilers, counselors, friends and lovers.  You are no good to God sitting on the sheltered pew under the stained glass contemplating the alter.  You’ve got to go out (Abraham would say lech lecha – go forth).  You’ve got to be where the world is hurting if you are going to be fit for the Kingdom.

The Greek construction is blepon eis ta opiso (looking into the things behind).  You can see a Hebrew equivalent in Genesis 19:17 where looking back brings instant death.  So, you might think that this verse is about someone who decides to follow the Lord but then looks back at the past life with a desire to return to it.  You might think that this verse is about wavering, wanting some of that old way of doing things back again.  You might think this is about serious reconsideration of what you had to give up.  But you would be wrong.

There are several Greek verbs that mean “to look.”  There is horao which implies taking heed, seeing with care.  Blepo implies the ability to see, not the degree or intensity of the sight.  There is theoreo which implies a careful and deliberate attention to something seen.   Blepo implies a glance in the direction of the object, not necessarily a careful and thoughtful examination.  The classic case of the difference is the story of the blind man who receives his sight.  Blepo describes his ability to see, not what he sees.  With these distinctions in mind, let’s look at this verse again.

“No one, after putting his hand to the plow and glancing into past things, is fit for the kingdom of God.”  A ton of bricks just fell on my chest!  It’s one thing to look back on the old habits with nostalgia, but it’s quite another to be told that even a glance in that direction will affect my usefulness to God.  Then I remember Lot’s wife.  She didn’t drive away from Sodom with her eyes fixed to the rear view mirror.  All she did was glance back toward what she was leaving behind – and it killed her.

Now we have to be careful about two things.  First, we have to recognize that being fit for the Kingdom is not quite the same as being a chosen citizen.  “Fit for the Kingdom” is a metaphor about my usefulness to God.  It’s about my availability for His purposes.  To be fit for the Kingdom is to be ready to work.  God doesn’t grant me His grace and mercy based on my fitness, but He certainly can’t use someone who isn’t ready to go to work.  Secondly, glancing back makes it impossible to plow a straight line.  I have to concentrate on what is in front of me if I am going to get the job done.  Try driving down the freeway with your eyes on the rear view mirror.  You’re a danger to yourself and to others.  If you’re going to be of use to God, no turns of the head are allowed.

Of course, we all do glance back, don’t we?  But God forgives even glances.  Now, back to work!

Topical Index:  blepo, horao, theoreo, seeing, glance, Genesis 19:17, Luke 9:62

June 24  Behold, the Lord YHWH will come with strength and His arm rules for Him.   Isaiah 40:10

Power Symbols

Rules – Isaiah chapter 40 is the great chapter of consolation.  It begins with the wonderful proclamation, “Comfort, comfort My people.”  The repeated Hebrew word nachmu puts emphatic stress on the consolation of the Lord.  It is not just comfort.  It is exceedingly great comfort.  It is comfort saturated with the mercy and grace of the Most High.  

We need that kind of comfort.  So much of life seems to be face-to-the-grinding-wheel existence.  So often we are burdened and heavy laden.  We need the gentle hand of the Lord to soothe away our fears and our tears.  We need extra virgin comfort oil straight from heaven.  But how will that happen in a world so filled with disorder, chaos and rebellion?

Fortunately, Isaiah has the answer.  The Lord will come with strength and His arm will rule.  Of course, this Hebrew idiom is about power.  God will bring comfort with power.  He will not come as a descending dove.  He will come on wings of eagles.  Why?  Because the true comfort that His people seek, and need, is only to be found in His reign over the earth, in His vanquishing all His enemies and in His restoration of harmony.  The Spirit may settle on us like a dove of peace while we wait for the great day of the Lord, but when that day comes, it will be a lightning bolt of renewal, a sword struck at the enemy and a victory song.

This verse of power and majesty uses a familiar word, mashal.  You may remember that mashal and radah both mean rule.  But mashal is about the instrument of order, the vehicle by which God governs His proper universe (for example, the sun and the moon as regulators of the order of day and night).  Here, God’s mighty arm, the symbol of His unlimited power, governs the world.  It brings order out of chaos and a hierarchy of control.  The verb here is not radah, a word about authority granted by someone else.  Mashal is power by position alone.  God’s arm is the final symbol of absolute power over His creation.

Why are we comforted?  Because God will rule.  Why are we comforted today?  Because God’s rule is guaranteed.  Nothing is stronger than His arm.  Therefore, nothing can prevent His purposes from coming to pass.  We can wait, if we must, because there is no one stronger than our God.  His plans cannot be thwarted.

If you need comfort today, you need look no further than the mighty arm of God.  Yes, your life might be troubled and filled with trials, but none of those things will ever prevent God from coming with strength.  You serve the King of the universe.  Comfort today is knowing that your hope will not be denied.  “Comfort, comfort my people”, says your God.

Topical Index:  comfort, nachmu, mashal, rule, radah, Isaiah 40:10

June 25  “For God knows that in the day you eat from it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.”  Genesis 3:5
Cosmetic Surgery
Like God – The serpent doesn’t tell Eve that she will be God.  He doesn’t even tell her that she will be like God.  He only says that she will have one faculty that he ascribes to God – knowing good and evil.  Eve isn’t going to become omniscient or omnipotent.  All she is supposedly going to gain is the knowledge of good and evil.  Apparently, this must be very, very important since it was by itself enough to entice Eve.  But is this really what the serpent says?  Let’s take another look.

Maimonides points out that the Hebrew word here is elohiym.  In most contexts, this is a plural noun used to describe the singular God (like Genesis 1:1).  But elohiym also means gods (like the false gods of idol worship), judges and princes.  Jesus uses this homonym when he quotes the Psalms, “You are gods” (John 10:34).  Perhaps the serpent only suggests that Eve will be elevated.  It is not that she will become God but rather that she will be better than she currently is.  She will be royalty, the Queen of the cosmos.  The appeal implies a subtle discontent with the way things are.  God made her a little less than the best and now Eve can rectify that situation by improving on God’s design.

The subtlety of sin is found in our discontent with the way things are.  We don’t really believe that God is completely in control.  From our perspective, He didn’t do things quite right.  There is room for improvement.  I just need a little spiritual plastic surgery to make my world (and me) a better place.  I just need to help God out by rearranging His design.

Everything about the creation of Eve shouts God’s careful and deliberate handiwork.  The verb implies a purposeful design, executed according to plan.  The fact that she is taken from the man underscores her uniqueness.  Her designation as ‘ezer kenegdo tells us that God had a very specific role in mind for her.  That she is the last of creation speaks to her place as the crowning achievement.  But Eve is not content.

It isn’t that she is restlessly searching for the “new” Eve.  She hasn’t read the latest book on hard bodies or fashion make-overs.  She isn’t chasing the “best life now” prosperity nonsense.  She just wants to be all that she can be – and that’s why the serpent only needs to suggest one small addition to her capabilities.  If she could just add this, then she would really be the best at what she does.

Have you ever heard this offer made to you?  All you need is just this one small addition and then you will be complete.  It is an offer that offends in two ways.  First, it rejects the sovereignty of God.  It calls into question His design and purpose.  Secondly, it offends His omniscience.  It assumes that God didn’t quite know exactly what He was doing and, consequently, things need a bit of improvement.  Furthermore, the suggestion places Eve (and you and me) in the role of the Creator.  Now we determine what is best.  We decide what is good – for us.

Don’t object that contentment leads to stagnation.  If no one ever attempted to improve things, we would still be living in caves, but that is not the issue here.  The serpent does not make an appeal to improve the world around me.  The serpent makes an appeal to improve God’s design in me.  It is an assumption that God has not equipped me to accomplish what God has called me to do and to be.  This is about a personal design flaw, not an improvement in my environment.

Maybe you’ve heard the serpent hissing in your ear.  If you have, it’s time to remember that when God rested, nothing more needed to be added.

Topical Index:  gods, elohiym, Eve, serpent, improvement, design, Genesis 3:5

June 26   “And just as it happened in the days of Noah, so it shall be also in the days of the Son of Man;”  Luke 17:26

Surgical Strike

Just As It Happened – My friend said to me, “I have cancer.  My doctor told me that since my body has been tainted, there’s no use in fighting it.  I might as well let it run its course.  Maybe when it is finished, I can get a new body, one without the Big C curse.”

Do you think this person might need a second opinion?  I should say so!  Unfortunately, a lot of times our view of this world is like this cancer diagnosis.  We act as though it’s too late to fight.  Just let the evil age run its course and, when the Lord returns, we’ll start over.  This is Greek dualism disguised as Christian theology.

The final result of Greek philosophy is a hatred for the world.  The Greek worldview puts emphasis on the perfect rational mind, connecting our desire for rationality to the ultimate quest of reason, namely, a world devoid of passionate interference brought about by bodily weaknesses.  All you have to do is think of Spock in Star Trek.  He is the rational one, in contrast to Captain Kirk who often allows his emotion to get in the way.  Kirk claims that emotion is what makes us human, but the Greeks (and Vulcans) would disagree.  Emotions tie us to a corrupt world, a world that opposes the True, the Good and the Beautiful.  What we need to do is leave this world behind and rise to the world of perfection.  Of course, we don’t worship Plato these days, but we might as well be singing praises in Plato’s temple.  Most Christians really believe that the goal is to get out – to leave this corrupt and sinful place (and body) behind and be transported to the perfect heaven where all our problems go away.  The reason that escapist views of the rapture are so appealing is because the culture is Greek, not Biblical.
But God doesn’t start over.  He scrubs the earth clean of its sinful pollution.  He restores the original.  That’s why Yeshua said, “as in the days of Noah.”  The one taken was the wicked one, not the righteous one.  The righteous are left behind (sorry, Tim and Jerry) in order to complete the restoration project.  The new heaven and the new earth come about because God initiates something new, not because He has given up on the old.  It has always been God’s plan to restore what has been lost.  After all, it was created perfect.  Why would it need improvement?  God’s intention is a re-newed earth just as it is a renewed covenant.  Since God doesn’t make mistakes, it is just slightly arrogant to suggest that this world is a cosmic error and needs to be replaced with the correct one.
The Greek phrase kathos egeneto (as it was) tells us that Yeshua’s view of the process is firmly anchored in the patterns of Genesis.  If you want to know where God is headed, go back to the beginning.  There is absolutely no suggestion about giving up the fight and starting over.  God performs surgery, removing the cancer of sin from His perfect world.  He does not obliterate the patient and create a new embodied spirit.  Whenever your thinking suggests escaping to a better place, you might want to take another look at Noah.

Topical Index:  Noah, Luke 17:26, kathos egeneto, renewed, rapture, dualism
June 27  Jesus Christ, the same yesterday, today and forever  Hebrews 13:8

The Chameleon Christ

Same – How many times have you heard someone mention this verse or something similar as a defense for the unchanging teaching of the Word and the unchanging character of our Lord?  Christians are quite fond of telling the world that Jesus never changes.  Most of the time what we mean is that His mercy, forgiveness and grace remain constant.  But there is a logical inconsistency here that defies traditional doctrine.  You see, if Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever, then He is that same Torah-observant, Jewish rabbi who calls us back to restoration with God within the Hebrew frame of reference.  He keeps the Sabbath.  He lives according to the revelation to Moses.  He walks, talks, prays and eats God’s Word – the Hebrew Scriptures.  How can we confidently ignore all His Hebrew worldview and at the same time assert that this verse in Hebrews is foundational to the church?  The answer is simple.  Most Christians really believe in the chameleon Christ.

The Greek word here is really just a pronoun (autos).  With the definite article before it (ho), the meaning is “the same”.  We might think of it as “the self same.”  In other words, there is no change in identity over time.  Literally, the verse reads, “Jesus Christ yesterday and today the self same even to the ages.”  Jesus doesn’t change!  But our interpretation of Him certainly did, didn’t it?  Somewhere along the way, He stopped being a Jewish sage, a rabbi, a man whose theological position was closer to the Pharisees than any other group and the Jewish Messiah.  Somehow He became the leader of a new religion called Christianity, a religion that understood the world from a Greek philosophical perspective, that rejected the place of the Law in the life of a believer, that ceased observing the Torah and that claimed that Jesus (a name unknown to the one we call Lord) was closer to our Western European way of life than He was to the Semitic culture of His birth.  Nevertheless, Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever.

The chameleon Bible is certainly flexible.  It is able to change colors to fit whatever culture and context is necessary.  Don’t like worshipping on the Sabbath?  Just issue a papal edict that the Lord’s day has been officially moved.  Don’t like being told that homosexuality is sin?  Just redefine the Greek word arsenokoites.  Want to live according to your own instructions?  Just separate law and grace.  Want excuses for continuing sinful behavior as a believer?  Introduce the idea of the “carnal” Christian.  I am sure you could add more to the list.  If Yeshua HaMashiach is the same yesterday, today and to the ages, then ignoring what He says, does and commands is virtually blasphemy.  Stripped of the culture, He becomes whatever we want Him to be – and nothing substantial at all.  This entire passage is about copying His behavior.  If you don’t see Him as He is, how will you know what to copy?  Reminds me of the Beatles.  “Yesterday, all my troubles seemed so far away.  Now it looks as though they’re here to stay.  Oh, I believe in yesterday.”  How do you want Jesus served to you?  On your cultural dinner plate or on His?

Topical Index:  culture, yesterday, forever, chameleon, Hebrews 13:8
June 28  telling about the conversion of the Gentiles and they caused great joy to all the brothers.  Acts 15:3

A Case of Mistaken Identity

Conversion – The word “conversion” is used only once in the New Testament.  It is epistrophe.  It comes from two Greek words that literally mean “to turn toward or return.”  Anyone familiar with Hebrew immediately recognizes the connection with the verb shuv – to return, to turn back.  While the verbal form in Greek occurs frequently, there is something about the idea of conversion that is not quite so obvious to us.  It is never applied to Jews!  That’s right.  Conversion and converting is only applied to Gentiles, those who are outside the covenant with Abraham.  If you were Jewish, you did not convert.  How could you?  You already believed in the One True God, YHWH.  What a Jew needed was to accept that Yeshua is the promised Messiah, not that he had to convert to Christianity.

Paul did not convert to Christianity.  Christianity did not exist when Paul was preaching.  None of the disciples “converted” to Christianity.  It’s unlikely that they ever used the term.  The word “convert” in the NT is never used of a Jew who comes to believe that Yeshua is the Messiah.  It is always used of a pagan who converts from false religion to the truth.  Jews did not convert.  They returned to the God they already knew.  

This Greek word does apply to most of us because we are Gentiles.  We had to give up our false and idolatrous religions and “convert” to the Way.  We left behind our pagan roots and were grafted into the commonwealth of Israel.  But most of the men and woman of the New Testament were not converts.  They were Jewish believers who accepted Yeshua HaMashiach.  There were thousands of them, but they were always considered a sect of Judaism until the Greek influence of the church fathers and the persecution of the Romans drove a wedge between “Christians” and Messianic Jews.

Today it’s very popular to talk about a conversion experience.  That’s appropriate for all former pagans, but don’t think it is the common description of the New Testament.  The New Testament is about Jews and that means its perspective is Jewish, Hebrew and founded on Torah.  The big issue in the New Testament for those who believed that Yeshua is the Messiah was about the inclusion of Gentiles in the congregation of Israel, not about Israel leaving Judaism behind and joining a Gentile Christianity.  When you read the New Testament, keep that in mind and see if it doesn’t start to make more sense.

What’s happened to us?  Now we think we need to “convert” Jews for Jesus.  We don’t understand or appreciate that Israel is still God’s people no matter what the bloodline.  Do you suppose it’s time to make some effort toward rejoining the group that first loved us enough to die for us?  Instead of praying that the Jews will find Jesus, maybe we ought to be praying that we will find our Jewish heritage.  That would certainly make the conservation easier, wouldn’t it?

Topical Index:  convert, Israel, commonwealth, epistrophe, Acts 15:3
June 29  But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh in regard to its lusts  Romans 13:14

The St. Paul Diet
Provision – It’s that last ten pounds.  We start diets to lose weight.  The first few pounds come off.   Then we get invited to a dinner party or we go to the movies or we meet for lunch with our friends.  Suddenly we are faced with a big problem.  The menu doesn’t allow for the diet.  All that good stuff we used to eat is right there in front of us.  Now what?

Paul knew nothing about the South Beach Diet, but he knew a lot about his diet plan.  His diet is not about weight loss and it doesn’t start with calorie counting.  It begins in the mind.  Paul’s spiritual diet is about lustful anticipations.  Paul tells us to make absolutely certain that we make no allowances for the “just in case” behaviors that destroyed our lives in the first place.

The alcoholic who keeps just one bottle in the bottom drawer just in case problems overwhelm him.  The drug addict who keeps that distributor’s number just in case he has a really bad night.  The man who keeps a photo of a past mistress.  The woman who holds on to a past romance from long ago.  The businessman who squirrels away some hidden, unreported income.  The church member who has a secret chat room ID he swears he will never use again.  You can add your own “provisions” to the list.  The best ones are secrets kept in plain sight.  As Stevie Ray would say, “Things that I used to do.”

Paul says, “No!  Don’t even allow the slightest possibility.”  Actually, the Greek word is pronoian, a word derived from “before” and “to think”.  In other words, don’t think about it beforehand.  Don’t plan for the possibility of lusts (literally, sarkos – the flesh).  Just thinking about it brings back emotions that can trip you up.  Turning those things over in your mind, anticipating that they will one day once again be possible, is a very dangerous behavior.  Why?  Is it because God doesn’t want you to remember some past pleasure with nostalgic fondness?  Is it because God is a cruel taskmaster who just wants your total obedience to His next order?  Of course not.  Paul gives these instructions because he knows that God’s perfect purposes worked out in your life are the very best circumstances for you.  God is conforming you to the image of His Son.  That process leads away from past sinful actions and future, anticipated sins.  It is a singular focus on the will of the Father in your life.  Here Paul would say, “Forgetting what lies behind, I press on.”  If Paul were writing a weight loss book, he would tell you to stay away from the restaurants, dinner parties and theaters.  He would cross off every McDonald’s and prohibit all snacks.  But since he is writing about our spiritual well-being, you will have to fill in the “don’t go there” list.

I am sure you agree.  God wants your best and engineers your life to bring about what is best for you in the fulfillment of His purposes.  But that requires concentration on Him and denial of self.  Anticipating “just in case” behaviors is a sign of unbelief and distrust.  It just doesn’t fit.  So, don’t allow it.

Every diet plan is unique to the individual because every one of us has a unique set of propensities and past experiences.  But in total they are all common to the human frame.  So, lean on each other.  Share your burdens.  Lift up each other.  Build safety nets in your community.  We are all in this together and when it comes to spiritual health, we all need plenty of help.

Topical Index:  provision, backup plans, pronoian, think, Romans 13:14
June 30  I know and am convinced in the Lord Jesus that nothing is unclean in itself;  Romans 14:14

Put To Use

Unclean – Chapter 14 of the letter to the Romans is often used to defend the idea that Torah instructions no longer apply to Christians.  In particular, some verses in this chapter are used to set aside the dietary laws of the Torah.  Translations incorporate this position in the language.  That’s why it is so important to be able to understand the original language and not rely solely on the translator.  Let’s look at this verse in Greek, consider its Hebrew background, and see if Paul is really saying that nothing is unclean.

The Greek phrase is ouden koinon di eautou.  Literally, this says “not even (strong negative) is (implied verb) common or ordinary or profane in itself.”  Do you see something in the Greek here that you recognize?  It’s the word koinos which we usually find in church circles as koine.  The New Testament is written in koine Greek.  What does that mean?  It means it was written in common Greek, not the Greek of the academies or the courts, but the Greek spoken in the streets.  Try substituting this translation in the verse above.  What do you get?  “Nothing is common in itself.”  This translation emphasizes a Hebrew principle.  God is the sovereign Lord of all creation.  Everything has sacred potential.  There is nothing that does not in some way bear the stamp or mark of the Creator.  If oxen and lands, spoons and people can be dedicated to the Lord, then the implication is that anything can become set apart for Him.  

Now let’s put Paul’s remark back into its Jewish/Hebrew context.  David Stern says, “His remark has to do not with human behavior but with tum’ah (“ritual uncleanliness”).”
  Leon Morris adds, “Paul is denying that there is such a thing as ceremonial uncleanness; that is impossible if we take seriously what God has done in Christ. . . All of life is God’s, and there is no ceremonial area from which he is excluded.”

What does this mean?  Paul is not talking about food that you eat.  He is talking about the rabbinic teaching that some things are essentially profane, that some things are outside the parameters of God’s rule and reign.  Paul says that nothing is excluded from sacredness to God and that nothing is excluded from worshipping God.  But that is not the same as saying that we can do whatever we want under God’s reign.  While all things are under God and all of creation is intended to worship Him, there is still a proper order to the purposes of everything.  It is God’s order.  He tells us how we are to express our worship to Him with all the things that He has created.  In other words, we are expected to treat the creation in the same way that God treats the creation.  Nothing is exempt – and nothing is excluded.

What, then, is the governing principle for my actions?  Consideration of others.  If my treatment of part of God’s creation, designed to display His majesty in proper use and order, causes someone else to stumble, then I undo the grace and consideration shown to me by Yeshua Adonai.  What should I do?  I should consider how my actions affect God’s grace among others.  That is my duty toward my fellow travelers.  If it costs me (not necessarily in money), why should I complain?  I was purchased at a great price.  Am I not willing to pay the price for another?

Does this mean that I don’t keep Torah?  Of course not.  But it does mean that I don’t press Torah on those who do not see its freedom and grace, nor do I flaunt my freedom in Torah before others.  I live unto the Lord, obeying His instructions, but always with an eye toward my fellows who must see the heart of the Father in my actions.

Topical Index:  unclean, tum’ah, ritual, koinos, common, Romans 14:14
July 1  so then let us pursue the things which make for peace and the building up of one another.  Romans 14:19
Chasing the Dream

Pursue – What do you really pursue?  Be honest with yourself.  Don’t consider the ideals that float around in the culture.  Look at your behavior.  Assess yourself as though you were an outside observer.  Examine your actions and then ask yourself, “What goals are obvious from the things I really do?”  You might be surprised with an exercise like this.  

If you ask most people what they pursue, you are more than likely to get an idealized projection.  Peace, goodwill, generosity, harmony and prosperity will probably find their way on to the list.  But you might get a very different picture if you followed them around for a week, observing how they really behave.  That’s why Paul uses the Greek verb dioko.  It’s actually a rather strange choice because it also means to persecute and to prosecute.  In other words, whether applied to good things or to bad, this verb is about intensity.  It is hard-pressing, diligent effort with the goal of obtaining.  Paul would know the characteristics of this verb very well.  He pressed hard in order to persecute those who were followers of the Way.  But once he encountered the risen Messiah, all that effort was turned toward a different objective – the delivery of the good news to the Gentiles.  Paul had personal experience with both side of dioko.  My guess is that a lot of us have the same bipolar experience.  There was a time when we were in hot pursuit of self-centered goals.  Then we encountered the risen Lord.  Things changed.  Hopefully, we now find that the same intensity is directed toward His purposes rather than ours.

Paul tells us two of the things that belong to this new direction.  The first is peace.  Of course, Paul does not think of peace in the same sense as the infamous Miss America contestants’ idea of “world peace.”  He undoubtedly has the Hebrew concept of shalom in mind.  Shalom is not only peace with God; it is peaceful and harmonious existence with all of creation.  That includes my neighbors, my environment, my work and my worship.  It is well-being in the fullest possible sense.  But it is properly ordered well-being.  The priorities of shalom are those of a slave of the King, not those of a religious employee.  For Paul, world peace means nothing if it is not the result of the Kingdom here on earth, and that Kingdom begins with the individual whose life is given to the reign and rule of the King.

Paul adds something else in this verse – deliberate and intentional provision for others.  Paul tells us that we are to pursue the encouragement, edification and support of other people.  In other words, we must produce fruit in our lives so that others may eat it.  This is not an accidental by-product of other activities in my life.  This is on-purpose fruit production.  Take a look at the results of your actions.  Are others benefitting from your deliberate efforts to nourish them with what God has blessed in you?

Paul’s reminder is a good one, especially in a world where more and more emphasis is placed on taking care of myself first.  Hot pursuit is a characteristic of Christian living, but it is hot pursuit for godly peace and the benefit of others.  Now you know what to look for.  When you look at yourself, do you see these two things sticking out like sore thumbs?

Topical Index:  pursue, dioko, persecute, shalom, peace, fruit, Romans 14:19
July 2  All the ends of the earth shall remember and turn to the Lord; and all the families of the nations shall worship before You.  Psalm 22:28
The Victory Song

Remember – Do you know the beginning of the 22nd Psalm?  “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  That doesn’t sound like a victory song, does it?  If all you know about the 22nd Psalm is the second line (the first in our English translations), then you really don’t know what this psalm is about.  You see, it’s not a song about being abandoned.  It’s a song about vindication, domination and glory.  

Go read the song again.  It starts out looking pretty bad.  But remember that Hebrew is a phenomenological language.  It describes the way things appear to the eye of the beholder.  And if you were standing on Golgotha on that day, it would certainly appear as though everything was lost.  Your hoped-for dream of throwing off the oppressor was crushed.  Your rabbi was dying on the cross.  Everything looked as if it ended in disaster.  As far as you are concerned, God has abandoned His chosen one.  If you stop reading at the end of the first stanzas, you won’t see the victory and the power.  All you will see is the grave.

The psalm describes what it looks like when things seem to be failing.  Then it describes the jeering, mocking cat-calls of the crowd.  It paints a picture of apparent total rejection.  But things change when the reality behind the appearance is revealed.  Suddenly, the song becomes a cry of victory and vindication.  The one who appears to have been abandoned by God is no longer despised, no longer afflicted, no longer hidden from the face of YHWH (verse 25).  The rejected one begins to praise God in front of his detractors.  Suddenly we discover that the humble, the oppressed and the forgotten are near to the heart of God.  And then the victory cry, “All the ends of the earth shall remember and turn.”  The victim is vindicated.  God’s real purpose is revealed.

Think about this verse for a minute.  Notice that it doesn’t say, “All the ends of the earth will be evangelized.”  It doesn’t say that the gospel will be preached to all nations.  It says that everyone will remember.  That implies that they already knew but had forgotten.  When God’s true purpose is revealed, their minds are opened and they remember.  What do they remember?  That God is God and that their plans and perceptions are not the real story.  God is in control.  And how it is possible for them to remember this if they have not been evangelized?  Ah, for that answer, we need to turn all the way back to Genesis.  We need to remember that the homophone for “male” (zakar as a noun) is the verb “to remember” (zakar as a verb).  The truth of God’s power and majesty is built into the DNA of being a man.  It only needs to be uncovered for men everywhere to remember that the Lord is King.  Isn’t this exactly what Paul says in the first chapter of Romans? The wicked are not held accountable because they denied that Yeshua was the Messiah.  They are held accountable because they refused to acknowledge who God is and they were not grateful.  They already knew.  And now, when the final curtain is pulled back, they will remember.

How about you?  Does your life reflect the whole psalm, or did you stop reading at verse 21?  Are you living on the basis of appearances, or do you see the victory ahead?  Are you remembering?

Topical Index:  remember, zakar, male, victory, Psalm 22:28
July 3  All the ends of the earth shall remember and turn to the Lord; and all the families of the nations shall worship before You.  Psalm 22:28
Back To The Future
Turn – If there is one verb in Hebrew that summarizes God’s message to human beings, it is shuv.  Used more than 1000 times in Hebrew Scripture, shuv has perhaps two dozen nuances of meaning, but they all surround the basic idea of returning, coming back or turning around.  Just think about this for a moment.  Most Christians would not consider shuv as a summary of the good news.  They would think of words like agape or aphesis (forgiveness) or eleutheria (freedom).  You might notice that these Greek words are nouns while the Hebrew word is a verb.  That already tells you something important about the difference in orientation between the Hebrew and the Greek views.  But there is more.

Christians typically focus the attention of “conversion” on the future.  Usually this involves concern about where you will go when you die.  Getting to heaven is, too often, the goal of religious experience.  Ultimately, this preoccupation with what happens after death is based in a Greek philosophical belief that the world is a bad and terrible place and the only real solution to problems here on earth is escape.  Heaven will solve it all.  If Jesus just comes back soon, our problems will be over.

The startling reality is that the Old Testament has almost no emphasis at all on heaven (or hell, for that matter).  After we die, there is judgment, but how and when that happens is anyone’s guess.  The focus of the Old Testament is not on the future afterlife but rather on the world right here.  And shuv reminds us that the objective is not escape but rather return to the original.  In other words, the Hebrew perspective is that God made everything perfect to begin with and this temporary disturbance in His perfect order requires our concerted effort to prepare the earth for a return to the original.  We are going back to the future.  It takes action here and now and it is not an escape plan.

If you read this verse in Hebrew, you would notice something else.  The verbs come first.  Literally, the verse reads, “Remember and return to YHWH all the ends of the earth.”  The action is at the forefront.  And the action requires two steps.  The first is to remember.  Remember what God made.  Remember who God is.  Remember who you are.  Remember why the world is the way it is now.  Remember who is in control in spite of appearances.  Remember who will bring the victory.  Remember the Lord!

Then, return.  Return to His goodness.  Return to His compassion.  Return to His favor.  Return to His mercy.  Return to His perfect order.  Return to those walks in the cool of the evening when there was nothing to hide.

Read the verse one more time.  Notice that the day is coming when all the earth will remember and return.  There is a victory day ahead when the perfect order will be restored, when the original will once again be the exclusive, dominate order of the universe.  That day is guaranteed.  But until that day, we are called to action here and now, to prepare for the day of the Lord and the return of the King.

Topical Index:  turn, return, shuv, day of the Lord, victory, remember, Psalm 22:28
July 4  Then stand firm in the freedom with which Christ made us free, and do not again be held with a yoke of slavery.  Galatians 5:1

The Delusion of Freedom

Freedom – Are you free?  Don’t be too quick to answer.  It depends on your concept of freedom.  In order to understand what Paul says about freedom in Christ, we first have to realize that Paul is not talking about our usual idea of freedom.
The Greek and Hebrew ideas of freedom are radically different.  Our society and world culture have adopted the Greek view.  Therefore, when we think about the meaning of Paul’s words, we often import this Greek concept of freedom into Paul’s thought.  That leads to some very serious theological and practical mistakes.  So, let’s start by examining the contrast.

For the Greeks, freedom is ultimately a matter of politics.  Plato defines freedom as the ability to be at one’s own disposal.  In contrast to the bondage of slavery, freedom is independence from the will of others.  Of course, the limiting factor in any discussion of freedom must be the state because the political reality is that I live in community and am not able to do whatever I please whenever I wish.  If freedom is defined as my choice to do anything I want, it is really anarchy.  My “freedom” is always limited and determined by the needs of the society.  In other words, the scope of my freedom is determined by the state.  In Greek thought, it is the role of the state to operate in such a way that every individual is granted as much freedom as possible without jeopardizing the freedom of others.  This requires a rule of law for where there is no rule of law, there is only individual power and the ensuing chaos that comes with the rule of the most powerful.  If you want to see what happens when freedom is unrestrained, take a good look at Somalia.  For the Greeks, freedom is always freedom under the law, never freedom from the law.

Of course, this immediately raises the question, “Whose law?”  The Greek answer is once again a political one.  The law is determined by the will of the people (actually, the citizenry).  Therefore, the control of individual freedom is handed over to the will of the majority.  Our concept of democracy is based on this Greek idea.  Nearly all of the political furor today is heated discussion about who will determine the rule of the majority.  It’s pretty clear that the simple addition of the will of the people is no longer considered the rule of the majority.  Multi-culturalism and tolerance are attempts to give more weight to some factions of the society than to others.  So, majority rule is deliberately skewed to fit what is politically correct.  Under the guise of “empathy,” the summation of the choices of individuals is altered so that the rule of the majority is now the rule of those who speak for what they consider the majority.

Now notice what Paul says.  Does Paul suggest that if we are free under Christ we are no longer subject to the rules of the state?  Of course not!  That would be a declaration that Christians are anarchists.  Do you see that Paul is not using the term eleutheros (freedom) in the same way that the Greeks use it?  He is not talking about a political reality at all – at least not in the way the Greek understood freedom within a political reality.  Yeshua did not set you free from consideration of the political reality of community.  Far from it!  Yeshua endorsed community (“love one another”).  So, if freedom under Christ is not freedom from the law, then what is it?  It is freedom to be a slave to the King.  You and I are no longer restrained in our relationship to the Holy One of Israel.  We are no longer withheld from His presence.  Why?  Because we have been set free from the required punishment that inevitably follows from our sins.  Now we are free to obey!
For the Greeks, freedom is individual self-will governed by rationality (therefore, it is not law of the jungle).  But in the New Testament, the lack of freedom is not result of inadequate controls or laws but rather no control within the heart of man.  Therefore, we cannot fix the problems associated with freedom in a society by enacting better laws.  What is  required is a change of heart, and that cannot be accomplished on our own since we are the very ones who oppose any restraints on personal liberty.  In this sense, existence threatens itself.  The real issue of freedom is not my ability to take whatever actions I wish.  That is an external problem, constrained by the state.  The real issue of freedom is internal.  To be free I must be set free from myself.  This can never be an act of self-determination since self-determination is the problem.

From a biblical perspective, the problem is sin, not politics.  The Greek concept of freedom is set in the framework of the polis, but the Hebrew idea is set in the framework of righteousness (tsedik).  In the Hebrew view, the law does not restrict.  It enables.  It enables me to know what it means to act with righteousness.  It provides the definitive guideline for what it means to love others.  It points away from me toward community.

What is freedom from the Law?  It is freedom from the required punishment that the law brings.  It is deliverance from what I deserve.  The Bible recognizes that self-rule is blindness.  Self-rule denies the sovereignty of God.  Self-seeking existence leads to death.  So, submission to God’s rule leads to life.  To surrender to God is freedom – freedom from the tyranny of self, from the futility of self-seeking and from the penalty associated with a life bent on its own control.  There is no idea of self-determination in Hebrew thinking.  There is only submission or rebellion.
Now, ask yourself, do you really want to be free?

Topical Index:  freedom, eleutheros, politics, law, self, sin, Galatians 5:1
July 5  Then stand firm in the freedom with which Christ made us free, and do not again be held with a yoke of slavery.  Galatians 5:1
Care-less Freedom

Freedom – Heinrich Schlier wrote an incredibly insightful article on the Greek word eleutheros. His comments are so good that they are worth contemplating:

The NT . . . realizes . . . that even in the retreat into inwardness man is not free.  For in the NT it is evident that freedom is not absent because there is inadequate control of existence but because there is no control at all, and therefore no self-dominion.  

Self-preservation by retreat into inwardness is merely a way of losing one’s true self.  In the face of lost existence there is only one possibility of coming to oneself, and this is by surrender of one’s own will to the will and power of an external force.  Man attains to self-control by letting himself be controlled.

Freedom from the Law thus means specifically freedom from the moralism which awakens hidden self-seeking.  It means freedom from the secret claim which man makes on himself in the form of legal demand.  It means freedom from the meeting of this claim in the form of legal achievement.  It means freedom from self-lordship before God in the guise of serious and obedient responsibility toward Him.

Our freedom, then, is not an existential return to the basis of individual existence, the soul.  It is the event of a historical life radically sacrificed for others.  

Christian freedom is realized in service which renounces personal claims and is concerned only for the salvation of others.  [It] voluntarily seeks the edification of others. 

Schlier’s insights are profound.  If you want to know freedom from the biblical perspective, you must realize that freedom is not inward release and individual liberty.  Freedom is the outward event of denying yourself for the benefit of others.  It is exactly the opposite of what the Greeks and the contemporary culture believes.  To turn inward is to turn toward the myth, the dangerous deception, that freedom comes from self-control.  No!  Freedom comes from giving up control, from submitting my will to the will of the external God.  Freedom comes from giving myself away.

In relation to the Law, I can never gain freedom if I use the Law as a means of control.  When I do that, I intend to obligate God to reward me because I am keeping the Law, and that is another form of self-lordship.  The Law was never intended to give me freedom.  It was intended to point me in the direction of submission.  Yeshua’s act releases me from the obligation (the debt) imposed on me by the Law.  I am free from the debt in order that I may now legitimately sacrifice my will to His will.  Since I have nothing to gain in terms of salvation, I enter into submission without a hidden agenda.  I submit only to please Him, not for the possibility of reward but for the purposes of love.  Freedom comes when I care less about myself and give myself to others.  Freedom is the direct result of care-less living.

If we are going to talk about freedom – the freedom that comes through and in the anointed one, Yeshua HaMashiach, then we will have to first unhook all that Greek mythology as well as the misconstrued Christian Greek-based idea that the Law is opposed to grace.  We will have to see that freedom is the by-product of submission and service to others.  It is discovered in the actions of benevolence toward the community, not in the preservation of myself.  When we see freedom in this light, we will understand why Jesus said, “If the Son shall make you free, you shall be free indeed.”

Now, do you really want to be free?

Topical Index:  Schlier, eleutheros, freedom, self-control, Galatians 5:1
July 6  "The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want."  Psalm 23:1

The First Declaration of Emotional Theology

Not Want – This is the place to start.  The words are "not want" (lo' ekaw-sere).  Isn't that what we all hope for?  To live in this world without want.  No matter what else we believe, this seems to be the universal plea of our souls.  Atheist, agnostic or religious follower of any god, not one of us desires a life of continual want.  We may not aspire to riches, but we do desire life without emptiness.

David sees that the only real answer to the gnawing within is the work of the shepherd.  He recognizes that we are not able to fill the voids with our own hands.  This, of course, is a fundamental tenant of the Way, but today it often appears that "Christianity" no longer fully embraces this pivotal confession.  As the good bishop from Africa remarked, "I had no idea that the [American] church could accomplish so much without God."  My kaw-sere (lack) is removed by the shepherd, not by me.  He is the one who provides what I need.  He feeds.  I follow.

But we all knew this, didn't we?  We have known this for ages, ever since we memorized this verse when we were children.  If you or your children haven't memorized this absolutely basic bit about God, then do it now.  This is the first step of a real emotional theology.  You see, we all intellectually agree with David's statement, but we rarely make it the inner pillar of life support when our emotions send us down the path of empty desires.  We have a God of propositions, a God of shepherd-theory, not a God who picks us up and actually carries us to green pastures.  Most of the time, we entertain a God who we believe knows how to help, but seems unwilling to do so.  And why should He?  We are too quick to take care of ourselves.  

Notice the implication of the insightful verse.  God provides, but my lack of want is not based on His provision.  It is based on the fact that He is the shepherd, even if He does not provide now.  I declare that I will not want, that I will not succumb to the heresy of doubting the benevolence of God, even if today I am hungry.  Why?  Because I am filled by who He is, not what He does.  He is my shepherd and since that is true, I can follow Him through some pretty terrible places knowing that He will always be the shepherd.
I will not be seduced by religious theory.  I want a God who holds me in his arms when I cry, who shelters me when the storms howl, who sets that table before me when my enemies are ready to attack and who loves me even when I fail.  But most of all, I want to know that He is the shepherd even when I can’t see Him through life’s tragic fog.

My wants are deep.  As I write these words, I feel them tugging at my soul.  Loneliness.  Discouragement.  Disappointment.  Failure.  Hopelessness.  Confusion.  Angst.  The caverns of human plight are dark, foreboding and cold.  I cannot survive them without the real, live, present Shepherd.  If God cannot care for my emotions, then I will forever be lacking.  Life is more than health and wealth, isn’t it?

Do you have a Shepherd or do you merely acknowledge a God of shepherd-theory while you run off to the therapist or the prayer group?

Topical Index:  shepherd, Psalm 23:1, not want, lo' ekaw-sere
The original version of this Today’s Word was published on 1 January 2006.  For a complete look at the verses of the 23rd Psalm as they appeared in Today’s Word, click here.
July 7  Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind let each of you regard one another as more important than himself;  Philippians 2:3
Politics As Usual
Selfishness – Take just a moment and describe selfishness.  What does it mean to you?  Is it about an attitude that pursues only your own desires?  Is it cold-heartedness toward others?  Is it the “what’s in it for me?” lifestyle?  You might find it revealing that this Greek word, eritheia, has both political and practical overtones. 

Eritheia comes from eritheno, a verb that means “to work as a day-laborer.”  Over time, this verb was used to describe the attitude of those who work for daily gain.  It became a pejorative verb, expressing contempt for someone who would do whatever it took to get what the person wanted.  In other words, this was someone who worked to gain for himself rather than worked to fulfill his calling or be a productive contributor to the community.  In fact, the word was applied to prostitutes and to political officers who manipulated the public in order to gain power.  It’s an interesting combination, isn’t it?  In the Greek mind, there is little difference between sexual manipulation and political manipulation.  Do you suppose that connection is behind the feeling that all politicians are whores?  This abuse of power, whether sexual or political, is the reason the Greeks believed that any public officer had to serve without personal gain.  

The word eventually took on the meaning of the attitude of a self-seeker no matter what the circumstances.  Someone who displayed this attitude was willing to do whatever it took to achieve personal gain, even if it meant throwing away a noble reputation.  In other words, these people are power hungry.  Buchsel says that this word describes “the despicable nature of those who do not strive after glory, honour and immortality by perseverance in good works, but who think only of immediate gain.”  Many English translations, especially older ones, miss this point when it comes to dealing with eritheia.  They often translate the word as “contentious,” but this doesn’t capture the disgust that the Greek world associated with the word.  

Let’s translate this again.  “Do nothing with an attitude of self-serving manipulation.  Don’t act in power-hungry ways, seeking only what’s good for you.”  To put it as boldly as possible, “Don’t sell yourself for personal gain.”  Do you see how radically opposed the Christian worldview is?  Everywhere we look, political prostitution reigns.  Everywhere we look, the standard operating procedure of the world is personal gain.  Our current economic crisis, worldwide, is the direct result of greed, not mismanagement.  As Christians, we must stand up against this eritheia.  We must refuse to make personal accumulation the first principle of living.  How can we be called followers of the Way if we adopt the mindset of the world?  We must face the enemy inside; that part of every human being that desires self-fulfillment, power and possession above all.  Denying myself means a lot more than simply refusing the next brownie.  Denying myself is a fundamental change in direction.  Without this change, we are lost.

Topical Index:  selfishness, eritheia, power-hungry, greed, Philippians 2:3
July 8  Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind let each of you regard one another as more important than himself;  Philippians 2:3
Anti-cultural

Humility – Aristotle established the spirit of our age with his declaration that whatever prevents the development of virtue makes a person tapeinos (humble).  Just read that once more.   Aristotle is arguing that humility works against human development.  If we want to become someone, we need to get rid of tapeinophrosune (humility).  No wonder the gospel was cultural revolution.  It literally turned the world upside-down.  No educated Greek would ever imagine that God wanted people to become servants, slaves and lowly of heart.  By the way, neither do any of the icons of our contemporary culture.  We are the tail end of the Greek civilization, and the worldview hasn’t changed.  The world wants its day on the stage.  Fame and fortune are the most sought-after goals of the population.  The media saturates us with fame and fortune addiction.  If Christians are going to be salt and light, they will need to take large daily doses of humility.

It’s important to note that the LXX (the Septuagint – Greek translation of the Hebrew Scripture completed about 200 BC) uses the word tapeinos and related derivatives more often than the Greek literature itself.  Hundreds of times we find a Hebrew word translated by tapeinos or a related word.  Humility is at the very core of Hebrew thought while it is barely at the edge of Greek thinking.  If you really want an instant assessment of the difference between someone with a Greek-based worldview and someone with a Hebrew-based worldview, just ask yourself if tapeinophrosune (humility) is visibly present.  I said “visibly” because in Hebrew thought humility is not so much a state of mind as it is action.  Humility shows itself in the way we behave.  Claims of humility mean nothing unless there is visible demonstration. 

Why is there such a disparity between the Greeks and the Hebrews on this characteristic?  It’s simple – and perhaps a bit surprising.  The Greeks believed that the goal of humanity was freedom.  Therefore, they despised anything that seemed to restrict freedom.  Since humility was associated with subjection, being made lowly and under authority, they rejected it.  So does the culture of this age.  Freedom for the Greeks, and for this age, means individual self-will.  Whatever restricts my freedom is abhorrent.  To put myself voluntarily under bondage to another is unthinkable.  This same revulsion is part of the post-modern culture and is one of the reasons why a return to Torah-obedience is so often rejected.  Even Christians refuse to accept the place of Torah-obedience, not because they are sinful but because they are really a product of the post-modern world.  They truly believe that freedom means making up my own mind about my life.

The Bible, on the other hand, places all humanity under God.  He is King of the Universe.  We are His subjects.  Therefore, humility before God sets us in proper relationship to Him.  This reversal of worldly values is to be a consistent, demonstrable characteristic of a follower of the Way.  It is almost an oxymoron of Christian existence.  We are to be active proponents of humility.  The only reason this isn’t self-contradictory is that our humility is not a personal showcase but rather a quality recognized by others.  In God’s upside-down Kingdom, the humble are hidden until someone else notices their display of God’s character.  The heroes of humility never wear “notice-me” name badges.

Topical Index:  humility, tapeinos, tapeinophrosune, post-modern, Philippians 2:3
July 9  "Woman, what do I have to do with you?"  John 2:4

Respect?

Woman - Have you noticed how much time women spend trying to keep the peace between people?  Perhaps it is the built-in result of being mothers.  Maybe it's just genetic.  But it seems that when conflict arises, women do their best to soothe the situation.  Men, on the other hand, seem to be much more hardheaded.  They have the flight or fight syndrome.  Just get out or else prepare for battle.  I don't think this is a result of left-over Neanderthal aggression.  A lot of this difference comes from childhood training processes.  Most boys learn about life through games of competition.  They are taught values through defeating others.  But girls learn games of cooperation.  Their early childhood play is inclusive.  That training has a lot to do with worldview.

In this story, Jesus' mother is trying to keep the peace.  The first miracle in the gospel of John is about social expectations.  After Jesus gathers a few of the disciples, he attends a wedding.  Mary is also one of the guests.  It becomes obvious to her that the wedding party will soon run out of wine.  She wants to rescue the situation and prevent a conflict.  So, she decides to take the issue to her oldest son.

We are apt to read our own cultural bias into this conversation between Jesus and his mother.  At first glance, Jesus seems insensitive.  He seems to be acting like a typical male.  Why would Jesus address his own mother with such a cold expression?  The Greek word gunai commonly means woman or wife.  The surprising element of this verse is not the translation but the tone.  We are a gender sensitive culture, so this translation seems to depict Jesus speaking harshly to his mother, questioning why she is bothering him about so insignificant a fact as no wine at a wedding.  While the English wording is correct, we lose the real emotion in this translation.

In some respects, this verse seems like the one thing that every mother fears – rejection by one of her children.  Mary is at the wedding.  She is thrilled to have her oldest son there.  She is proud, perhaps much more so than anyone can realize.  The absence of her husband Joseph probably indicates that he has died.  So, Jesus is the "man of the house" now.  She relies on him.  She knows that he can take care of things.  When she realizes that there is a social embarrassment in the making, she goes to her reliable refuge – Jesus, the good son.  But it looks as though Jesus says something that would unnerve any mother's expectations.

Does Jesus really say, "Mother, please!  What does bad wedding planning have to do with me?" as if to imply that this kind of problem is not really a problem that should be brought to the attention of the God-Man? If we read the verse like this, we will be greatly mistaken – and we will miss a very important lesson.  In order to understand the real emotions here, we need to look at other uses of this word translated "woman".

Jesus uses this same Greek word in moments of great tenderness, for example, when he transfers earthly responsibility for care of his mother to John as he is dying on the cross and when he speaks to Mary Magdalene at the tomb.  It is not a cold and sterile rejection.  Our modern translations remove the tone of voice.  We are inclined to think that Jesus is separating himself from the concerns of his mother.  That is a mistake.  Jesus is actually being tender.

But it is not just the tone that is missing.  The way that Jesus frames his response to Mary has been altered.  It might not be good English grammar, but the chopped-up word order in the Greek text tells us something we need to know.   This verse literally says:

"What to me and to you, woman?"

Do you see that Jesus is not isolating himself from Mary at all?  He includes both of them in the situation.  His expression is "to me and to you."  Jesus makes both of them a part of this problem, and part of the question about its solution.  Jesus is not saying, "Why are you bothering me?"  He is saying, "How are we related to this issue?"  Jesus is inviting her into the solution.  He seeks her cooperation.  

Jesus is not playing the stern male.  He is not correcting her or belittling her.  He acknowledges her concern with tenderness.  He asks Mary how this matter connects them.  Jesus does not cast her aside.  He invites her to join him in the solution.  With tenderness, he salutes her role in his life – and then he asks if she understands his role in her life.  What does this thing have to do with us?  How will this issue bring us together?

No problem is too small to put before Jesus – not even wine at a wedding.  But do not be surprised if the problem raises a different question – a question that includes you in the solution, a question that asks about your relationship to him before both of you decide what to do.

Jesus puts the same question before each of us.  We come to him with some problem.  It may not even be our problem.  We may, like Mary, be looking for a solution for someone else.  But when we place the problem before Jesus, he does not ask, "What do you want me to do?"  He asks, "How does this thing bring us together?"   The lesson is simple:  the problem we see is only a window that opens a relationship with Him.  It's not about the wine.  It's about the willingness to enter into the problem together.

Expectation.  Interruption.  Surprise.  Re-orientation.  Are you watching for God in all the wrong places?

Topical Index:  woman, gunai, together, Mary, John 2:4
This is excerpted from my book Jesus Said to Her which I hope to have out by the end of the year.

July 10  Moses made a copper serpent and mounted it on a standard; and when anyone was bitten by a serpent, he would look at the copper serpent and recover.  Numbers 21:9

Speechless

Copper Serpent – Many people believe that the common symbol of medicine, two serpents on a cross, originated with this event.  But a careful reading suggests otherwise.  There is something else going on here that is grounded in ancient cultural thinking, not in the Greek symbols of medicine.  

Notice that Moses makes a single copper serpent, not two snakes intertwined.  Furthermore, Moses’ choice of material (copper) is really a word play in Hebrew.  Copper is the word nehoshet.  The word for serpent is nehash.  Moses makes a nehash nehoshet.  Why?  Why not make it of gold or silver or any other material?  Because in the thinking of ancient Egypt, the culture where these people have spent the last several hundred years, word similarities were powerful.  It is as if the power of the real serpent can be drawn off by the word connection to the metal.  The reality behind this strange story is lodged in the culture of ancient Egypt and Semitic thinking.  

Several Jewish Targums add commentary to this text.  One suggests that God used serpents because its speechless existence as a result of the curse is now the punishment for those who speak against the Lord.  That’s why the serpents attack in the first place.  The people complain against God and God sends a cursed creature who cannot complain to test the people.  Another Targum suggests that those who trusted in God’s word through Moses were saved because they had to act on the basis of a spoken word, the very thing that brought their trouble in the first place.

Some word pictures offer additional insights.  The word picture for serpent is “what destroys the fence around life” (N-H-Sh).  The serpent is cursed because the serpent refused to acknowledge God’s boundaries and convinced Havvah to do the same.  The word picture for copper (N-H-Sh-T) is “a covenant concerning what destroys the fence around life.”  In other words, the word picture of “copper” actually removes, by covenant promise, what the serpent initiates.  Did you ever wonder why so many New Age adherents claim mystical powers for copper bracelets?  Perhaps they are more Jewish than they think.

What is the application for this little lesson in ancient cultural thinking?  First, we discover that the stories of the Bible can only be understood within the original culture.  When we pull these stories out of their original environment and language, we often inadvertently add our own cultural perspective.  Just think about Christian sermons that claim this story is about the cross of Christ.   Secondly, we find that many of our contemporary fables, mythical beliefs and practices are really rooted in ancient biblical events.  We are products of the Hebrew culture without recognizing it.  Finally, we see the hand of God, working deliberately within the cultural context of His people, to reveal Himself in ways that they would understand – ways that we perhaps no longer see without serious investigation.  If this is true of the story of the serpents, how much more diligent must we be when it comes to the Genesis stories or the miracles of the prophets?  When Yeshua taught those two men on the road about His presence in Scripture, He helped them see the world through the eyes of the ancient audience.  Don’t we need to do the same?  

The Christian church has practically given away its Hebrew heritage.  It converted the Old Testament into a platform for proof-texts about Christian theology.  Maybe it’s time to return to the roots and become citizens of an ancient Kingdom.

Topical Index:  serpent, copper, Targum, Numbers 21:9, culture
July 11  There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.  Romans 8:1

Conclusions

Therefore – With this most important use of the Greek gar (therefore) in the whole letter to the Romans, Paul summarizes the entire argument of the first seven chapters.  This little connector brings to conclusion everything that he has been saying – and the conclusion is magnificent and powerful.  Of course, if we don’t really know what Paul has been arguing, then the conclusion won’t have the same impact on us.  So, that raises the question:  Do you know?  Do you know the development of Paul’s declaration from the revelation of God in nature to the battle within every person?  Do you know how Paul demonstrates that with or without the Law, we are all condemned?  Do you know why Paul takes us step-by-step through the hopelessness of self-sufficiency and the absolute sufficiency of self-surrender?  And do you know what he means when he utters those wonderful words, “no condemnation”?

Paul never met his Roman audience.  By the time he arrived in Rome, he was in chains.  But he thought it so important for them to know the whole plan of God’s redemption that he wrote this very long letter to them.  It is perhaps the most elaborate and most eloquent dissertation of the good news in the entire Bible.  In the middle of this letter is this verse, a verse which brings amazing hope to anyone who understands what Paul is saying.  “Therefore” moves us from all the preceding theology to a very practical and immediate conclusion.  “Therefore, there is now no condemnation.”  

What does it mean to no longer be condemned?  The language is legal.  It is prisoner talk.  To be condemned is to no longer have any appeal.  It is to be without further excuse.  To be condemned is to be finished!  The Greek is katakrima.  It comes from the combination of “against” and “to judge.”  Literally, it is to pronounce a judgment of “Guilty!”  Paul sounds the good news.  We are no longer (ouden – not any the slightest bit) guilty before God.  As a result of all that has come before this point – as a result of God’s redemptive plan and the fulfillment of that plan in the life of Yeshua – we are NOT GUILTY!  

Now, you might have to go back and study the development of Paul’s argument. You might want to answer all those questions above for yourself.  But here is the bottom line.  Yeshua accomplished for you and me what we can never do for ourselves.  We had absolutely nothing to do with it.  God engineered history to bring about redemption for us.  He did it all.  That’s why we are counted NOT GUILTY!  If we are in the company and presence of Yeshua HaMashiach, if we belong to the Kingdom of God, we are now no longer one tiny bit guilty.  We are free to serve Him without any need to set the books in order.  Nothing, absolutely nothing, is more important than this.  God rescued us from certain judgment and pronounced us debt free.  Celebrate!  Today you are free to follow Him without fear, without restraint and without anxiety.  You are not guilty!

Topical Index:  therefore, gar, guilty, katakrima, ouden, free, Romans 8:1
July 12  There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.  Romans 8:1
Hebrew Thinking

Condemnation – So, now you know that the Greek word katakrima is about a judicial pronouncement of guilt.  In Greek, Paul tells us that we are not one bit guilty.  We are not judged worthy of death.  But what would that mean to Paul’s audience, an audience that was schooled in Hebrew thought patterns?

The investigation reveals that katakrino is related to the Hebrew mishpat.  That changes everything!  Why?  Because the Hebrew mishpat means both “to judge” and “to rule.”  Maybe that doesn’t sound too startling, but the impact becomes clear when we realize that in Hebrew thought the purpose of judging is not to reach an unalterable verdict but rather to restore a relationship.  Look at Genesis 16:5 or Isaiah 2:4 or 1 Samuel 8:20.  Grace and rescue go hand-in-hand with the process of judgment.  To rule is to provide mercy.  

How can this be?  Isn’t condemnation a sign of exclusion?  Doesn’t it mean that I am removed from the camp (or society)?  Of course it does.  But that isn’t the end of the story.  Since all law is ultimately God’s law, the purpose of judgment is to restore the guilty to right relationship.  All of God’s judicial decisions serve His covenant promises.  What God wants is relationship.  Punishment never serves the ultimate purpose of the covenant.  It may be the inevitable consequence of refusing God’s offer of covenant peace, but it is not God’s desire.  Condemnation must serve a higher purpose – to be restored.

This Hebrew point-of-view changes the way we look at Paul’s declaration.  No condemnation is not simply the removal of deserved punishment.  It is first and foremost the restoration of relationship.  Not to be condemned means one thing above all else – peace with God!  The Law serves its real salvation purpose only when it brings me to the end of myself and I recognize that I stand guilty before the Holy One.  At that moment, the Law has done its job, and at that same moment, mishpat points me toward restoration.  I give up on myself as the source of my worthiness and I discover that the same Law that brought me to the end of myself is now the signpost toward reconciliation.  What condemned me now becomes the vehicle for what rules me in my restored relationship.  Mishpat is “the gracious revelation of God which is the basis of his relationship not merely to the chosen people but to all peoples.”

The covenant (and all its implications) is never far from Paul’s mind.  It cannot be far from ours either.  Judgment and rule go together.  My condemnation serves as the doorway toward my restoration and in reconciliation I am once more ruled by the very thing that revealed my sin.  Isn’t God great?  Who could have ever thought this up but Him?

Topical Index: condemnation, katakrima, mishpat, rule, judgment, Romans 8:1, Genesis 16:5
July 13  “Let YHWH judge between me and you.”   Genesis 16:5

Breaking All The Rules
Judge – “What consumes the word of covenant.”  How can this imagery be true of the Hebrew word shaphat (Shin-Pey-Tau)?  This word picture must be wrong.  Isn’t judging about restoration?  Didn’t we just learn that mishpat (from shaphat) is intended to bring reconciliation?  Stop.  Think about this.  Think deeply.  In what way does the action of judging consume a covenant?

When I make a covenant, I obligate myself to behave in ways prescribed by the agreement.  In other words, I promise to do something.  As long as I maintain my obligation, there is no need for a judgment.  The covenant remains undisturbed.  But what happens when I do not keep my promise?  Now there is a need for judgment.  The very fact that judgment surfaces in a covenant relationship means that the covenant has been or could be broken.  Therefore, judgment itself consumes what the covenant established.  This is exactly what Sarah implies in her statement.  “You, Abraham, have broken faith with me.  You have acted against our agreement.  Now God will judge between us.”  

But what about God’s covenant with His people.  Since God made the covenant with Himself, there is never any possibility that the Abrahamic covenant will be broken.  Judgment will never be executed against the parties of that covenant.  But this is not the only covenant God made.  On Sinai, God made a covenant with His people.  It is a covenant between two parties – one party is God, the other is the people of Israel.   All the people swear to uphold their part of the agreement by being obedient to God’s instructions.  The Mosaic covenant is a covenant about blessings and curses.  It is a covenant about the purpose of God’s people on earth, not the presence of God’s people on earth.  That purpose is to act in such a way that His people become a nation of priests.  And that requires obedience.

When God’s people are not obedient, they fail to uphold their part of the Mosaic covenant.  Their failure does not jeopardize the covenant with Abraham.  It can’t.  Only God is party to the Abrahamic covenant.  Judgment comes on the basis of the failure to uphold the Mosaic covenant.  That judgment acknowledges the breaking of the covenant for the purpose of restoring it.  The Abrahamic covenant never needs to be restored because it cannot be broken, but the covenant of blessings and curses is often broken and often needs restoration.  Therefore, the judgment that consumes the word of the covenant is the means by which the covenant of purpose is renewed.

You and I are members of both covenants.  Our father is Abraham because we have been adopted through Yeshua HaMashiach.  But we are also part of the Kingdom that God established at Sinai.  Therefore, we are governed by the rules of the King.  Paul reminds us that our previous disobedience has been turned aside so that we may enter into the covenant of purpose without hesitation.  The gracious God who saved us now brings us obedience through His Spirit.  What a day for celebration.  Judgment has been fulfilled – twice!
Topical Index:  shaphat, mishpat, judge, judgment, Genesis 16:5, covenant
July 14  Or are you ignorant that all who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into His death?  Romans 6:3

The Dead Pool
Death – Someone once asked George Muller
 what was his secret for God’s service?  In his reply, Muller said, “There was a day I died to George Muller, his opinions, preferences, taste and will and died to the world, its approval or censure. Then I must be occupied in some other way in the service of God, to glorify Him is the object of my life.”  
Christians hold up Muller as an amazing model of a life of prayer.  We cite the instances of miracles in his life.  We almost envy how God used him.  But when we hear these words, we’re not so excited.  Death is the end of things.  At least it seems so to most of the world.  It means that all those dreams I have, all those plans I have, all those things I still want to possess pass away – they’re gone - into the grave.  That’s what Paul is pressing us to understand.  A slave of the Messiah has no personal agenda!  He or she is dead to private plans and projects.  That’s why baptism is not regeneration.  It is a funeral.  I die under the water just as surely as if I had drown.

When I come up from that dead pool, I am alive only because the Spirit has generated a new me.  Now I answer only to the call of my Master.  Now God can use me without a fight.

At least that’s the theory, isn’t’ it?  Unfortunately, most of us seem to have held our breath when we were baptized.  We really weren’t ready to die.  We just wanted to be cleaned up a bit.  We would rather have gone through a wash cycle than a funeral.  Maybe that’s why God has so much trouble using us for His great and glorious purposes.  I have no doubt whatsoever that God desires to explode our lives with His goodness.  I have no doubt at all that He is capable of doing so.  But my own experience tells me that the reason I don’t see spiritual fireworks is more often due to washing rather than dying.  The history of Israel is exactly like my history.  Too often I am not quite willing to let out all the oxygen and trust that God will raise me from the dead.  That’s really what it comes down to, isn’t it?  It’s a matter of trust.  I don’t really trust God to bring me back to life.  I know He can, but I’m just not sure He will.  Or worse, I think He will but it won’t be the life that I wanted.

There is no rescue without dying.  There is no resurrection without the cross.  And there is no fireworks without a funeral.  We are called to die.  God will do the rest.

Topical Index: death, thanatos, George Muller, Romans 6:3, baptism
If you’re interested, you might want to read this.
July 15  When you have set aside in full the tenth part of your yield –in the third year, the year of the tithe – and have given it to the Levite, the stranger, the fatherless, and the widow, Deuteronomy 26:12

Tithe

Tenth Part – Every year it seems like we hear the same questions:  “Do I really have to tithe?” “Who should receive my tithe?” “Do those Old Testament rules really apply to me?” Maybe you don’t frame the questions with the same self-serving tone.  After all, it’s pretty clear that the one who asks like this really doesn’t think that all his resources are God’s to begin with.  His questions are about how little he can get by with (like Cain), rather than what little God actually requests.  Nevertheless, tithing seems to be one of those topics that is generally misunderstood and certainly misapplied.   It is particularly curious that Christians who claim that the Old Testament rules no longer apply because we are under grace still seem to think tithing is mandatory.

There are some crucial background assumptions behind this commandment to tithe.  First, this is a commandment for those inside the community.  It does not apply to people who are not followers.  In contemporary terms, that means it does not apply to church attendees.  It only applies to people who have died to self and volunteered to be ruled by the Lord according to His constitution.  A lot of people who attend churches are not subject to this commandment because they really aren’t slaves of the King.  There is no sense at all in pressing them to give.  Why should they?  They are ruled by themselves.  If they have not adopted voluntarily the government of Torah obedience, then there is no point in pressing them to tithe.  They are not really in the community.

Second, notice who receives the tenth.  The first group is the Levitical priests who are called to serve God.  This is determined exclusively by bloodline.  I’m sorry, but most pastors today are not Levites.  They don’t qualify.  The Levites receive some of the tithe because they are prohibited from owning any part of the land.  The community takes responsibility for their sustenance because God excluded them from ownership.  

Notice the other groups.  The rest of the receipents are the disadvantaged – the orphans, the strangers and the widows.  Under God’s commandment, the community is responsible for the welfare of those who cannot care for themselves.  Orphans and widows are obvious.  In an agrarian society, they had no means of livelihood.  Someone had to step in.  But the stranger?  Why would God command His people to care for someone outside their group?  The answer is also obvious.  A stranger in the land is someone who has no means of support.  He can’t make a living from his own crops.  So, the community is required to care for him.  We see care for both the widow and the stranger in the story of Ruth.  This stranger is part of the community but not an owner in the community.  Whenever the community encounters someone that God brings into its circle, care is part of the obligation.

Now the shocker!  It looks like this verse says that this tithe happens only in the third year.  Does that mean that the other years I am not required to tithe.  No!  The tithe is given every year, but in the third year the tithe is not consumed by the priests or the giver.  It is exclusively set aside for the poor, the priests and the stranger.  No tithes are given in the sabbatical year (the seventh year).  Therefore, there is a four year gap between tithes set aside exclusively for these groups.  So, nothing is given in the seventh year and everything given every four years (including the sabbatical year) is exclusively for the poor, the strangers and the Levites.

Now set aside the exact timing and ask yourself these questions:  1) If the third year tithe is exclusively for the Levites and the disadvantaged, how can we justify today’s collection for buildings, staff and programs?  Aren’t we who are followers of the King asked to set aside our third-year tithe exclusively for the poor?  2) If there is no tithe at all in the seventh year, aren’t we violating God’s explicit orders when we ask (or demand) that every year’s offerings go to supporting the “church?”  3) What would happen if we actually tithed according to God’s design?  Wouldn’t we have to change a lot of things that we do under the banner of “church” because we would no longer be pressing the congregation to support it all?  Gee, maybe the “church” would cease operating like a corporation. (
Topical Index:  tithe, poor, Levite, sabbatical year, Deuteronomy 26:12

July 16  When you make a loan of any sort to your countryman, you must not enter his house to seize his pledge.  You must remain outside, while the man to whom you made the loan brings the pledge out to you.  Deuteronomy 24:10-11
Avoiding Collateral Damage

Pledge – If you make a loan to a member of the community of grace, you can ask for collateral.  But you may not seize collateral even though it is due to you.  The rabbis interpreted this commandment very broadly.  They understood it to mean that you cannot take collateral anywhere that the borrower has property.  You must wait for the borrower to bring you the ‘avot, the pledge.  Why?

God’s instructions for living are filled with grace.  In this case, grace is demonstrated by respect for the dignity of another.  Nothing could be more important to a man who is forced to ask for a loan.  Personal dignity is upheld because the creditor is not allowed to treat the borrower as if he were a slave.  The prohibition from taking collateral means that the lender must respect the dignity of the borrower.  The borrower is allowed to act voluntarily.  The transaction requires consideration on both sides.

You might think that this tiny requirement has little application in the modern world of finance.  After all, loans today are usually transacted with anonymous corporations.  You never really know the creditor.  You just know the name of the bank.  But that entire process already undermines the personal dignity of the creditor-borrower relationship.  The system of the world endorses anonymous debt.  There is no personal relationship between lender and borrower.  And since there is no personal relationship, the possibility of fraud or failure to pay is substantially increased.  After all, your debt isn’t to any real person.  It’s just a debt with some giant corporation.  There is no face to this loan.

It is the removal of the personal element that has caused so much abuse of the financial system.  In the community of God’s Kingdom all of the regulations acted to prevent this anonymous irresponsibility.  Debts were very personal, and as a result, had to be treated with the utmost respect for both parties.  But today, debts are nothing more than an account number and a negative balance.

What would happen if we, the followers of Yeshua, began to restore God’s financial system?  What would change in the economic system if we made loans according to God’s instructions?  How would those debts affect us if we had faces attached to every transaction?  Restoring the Kingdom is a lot more than simply building churches or spreading the good news to the lost.  Kingdom systems replace worldly systems.  Things are not done “as usual.”  

Give some thought to what happens when God brings His Kingdom to the earth.  That’s what we pray for, isn’t it?  Then why do we continue to do things according to the systems of this world?  Are we ready to be transformed – entirely?

Topical Index:  debt, loan, collateral, pledge, ‘avot, dignity, Deuteronomy 24:10-11
July 17  And the man called the name of his wife, Eve, because she became the mother of all living.  Genesis 3:20
One Leads To Another

Eve – Of course, we know that the name Eve is a corruption of the real text.  The man did not call her Eve.  He called her by the Hebrew name Havvah.  Why is it important to make this change in the translated text?  Because once we see what he really named her, other things come to light.  In particular, we discover Adam’s second sin.
Immediately following the punishment, Adam names his wife.  This seems innocuous enough, but it is not.  Notice that this naming pattern is a repetition of the same process Adam enacted over the animal kingdom.  In Genesis 2:19, Adam is allowed to “call” the animals according to their essential being.  The same verb qara is used in both naming occurrences.
  It has the same implications as well, namely, authority over.  The process of naming is the declaration of authority over the thing named.  Adam fulfills the descriptive warning of the Lord regarding the woman by putting himself above her in an artificial hierarchy of his own making.  By naming her, he elevates himself as her authority.  It has been so ever since.  Wherever the Fall dominates the relationship between men and women, men strive for authority over women.  Notice that this is a result of the Fall.  It is not part of the original design.  It is not intended in the relationship between the zakar and the ‘ezer kenegdo.  It comes into play because the man seeks revenge on the woman.  

How can we make such a strong statement?  Nahum Sarna offers an insight into Adam’s naming process that reveals a much deeper animosity.  

Hebrew havvah, which seems to be an archaic form of hayyah, could mean “living thing,” life personified.  This is how the Septuagint understood it when it rendered the name here Zoe.  The vocalization suggests an intensive form, so that “propagator of life” is also a possible meaning.  There might, in addition, be a word play involved, for Aramaic hivya means a serpent, as noted in Genesis Rabba 20:11; 22:2.  In the Sifre inscription (I.A.31), the word for serpent is actually written hvvh. 

The possible implication here is shocking.  If Adam chose the name havvah because of its relationship to the meaning “snake,” then we see that Adam not only asserts authority over Havvah but he also gives her a name that will forever remind her of her sin.  In other words, Adam never forgives her!  In fact, rabbinic legend suggests that after the birth of Cain and Havel (Abel), Adam left Havvah for 130 years and sought relationships among other beings.
  According to these rabbinic sources, this constitutes the first separation between married partners.  It is hard to imagine that there is any other ground for this legend than the animosity engendered as a result of twisting the divinely-ordered complementary relationship into a hierarchy of control.  

Imagine what would have happened if Adam had taken responsibility and forgiven his ‘ezer kenegdo?  He would have acted according to the character of God.  He would have remembered the Lord of creation as compassionate and merciful.  Would there still be sin?  Of course.  He participated in it.  But by not forgiving his wife, he perpetrates the brokenness rather than allowing healing to take place.  He starts the downward spiral with the second sin.

We cannot undo the first sin.  The door has been opened and it has taken residence in the house.  But we can undo the second sin.  We, men and husbands, can do what our father Adam did not do.  We can forgive.  We can restore the ‘ezer kenegdo by accepting our responsibility and granting her the grace she so desperately needs.
Topical Index:  Havvah, Eve, sin, forgiveness, ‘ezer kenegdo, Genesis 3:20, serpent
July 18  and He drove the man out.  And He caused to dwell the cherubim at the east of the Garden of Eden,  Genesis 3:24

Guardians of the Way

Cherubim – Sin causes tragic results.  One of first tragedies was expulsion from the Garden.  Once Adam and Eve ate from the Tree, they had to be driven from the place of God’s perfect provision.  The reason might seem a bit obscure.  It has something to do with immortality.  But that is not the fact that occupies our attention here.  What we want to know is how to get back to the Garden.  And the answer is:  God made that impossible! 

Man has been banished from Eden.  He can never return on his own strength.  God has erected a permanent barrier – the cherubim and the flaming sword – that will defeat any attempt to return to paradise.  Why is it important for followers of the Way to recognize God’s prevention of Man ever returning to paradise on his own?  Because this is the concrete wall that makes any utopian philosophy of Man an absolute sham.  No government, no political ideology, no philosophy, no religion – nothing that Man can do – will bring us back to the Garden.  Don’t ever be fooled!  Anyone who claims to know the way back is lost.

Does that mean that God has abandoned us?  Of course not!  What it means is that God has provided His way to return.  It is the only way back.  Where do you find this divine recovery plan?  Where you find the k’roovim.  

In this verse, the k’roovim guard the Garden so that Man cannot re-enter on his own.  There is one other significant place in Scripture where the k’roovim play a prominent role.  They reside on each side of the ark of the covenant.  Their wings stretch toward each other, over the mercy seat that sits above the Law housed within the ark.  The k’roovim guard the entrance to paradise and they guard the Holy of Holies.  Except now, when their wings reach over the mercy seat, they invite rather than prohibit.  If you want to know God’s way back to the Garden, you must accept the invitation of the k’roovim and come to the mercy seat.  The way back is through the giving of the Law under the mercy of God.

The letter to the Hebrews tells us that Yeshua removed the veil that separated us from the Holy of Holies.  He opened the way for us to come back to the Garden.  We can return to Eden because Eden is the Holy of Holies – the place where we encounter God face-to-face.

If there were ever a reason to embrace Torah, this is it!  Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young had the right lyrics, but only God provides the right path.

Topical Index:  Eden, cherubim, k’roovim, ark of the covenant, utopian, Genesis 3:24, Law, Exodus 25:18-20
July 19  Do not require interest from loans to your countrymen, so that the LORD your God may bless you in all your undertakings in the land that you are about to enter and possess.  Deuteronomy 23:20

Market Economy

Interest – The Bible is a culturally-produced document.  Let that sink in for a minute.  That means that if we are going to understand what it says, we have to put the original words into the cultural context of the first audience.  That also means that we must resist the tendency to make verses like this one into “spiritual” principles.  When we try to apply them to all our business dealings, things don’t work out so well.

Let’s consider the context of this verse.  Rabbi Jeffery Tigay points out that this belongs in an agrarian economy where monetary transactions were not common.  The kind of loans that predominate Torah instructions are charitable loans, given to those who fell on hard times.  When fellow countrymen were in trouble in an agrarian society that usually meant starvation.  Therefore, the Torah makes it a moral obligation to assist without increasing the level of poverty by demanding interest. The Hebrew word here is neshekh.  It is derived from the stem N-Sh-K and is associated with the word “bite” like a snake (N-Ch-Sh) bite.  To take interest from the afflicted is like the poison bite of a snake.  
Three things must be made clear.  First, these are loans.  They are not charitable gifts.  They are expected, in fact, required to be repaid.  Secondly, these charitable loans are not a form of welfare.  There is nothing permanent about them.  They are intended to restore the borrower to stability so that the borrower can re-enter the economy as a productive member.  And thirdly, these loans are not the norm for commercial business.  The principle here applies only to those who are in need within the community because they have been afflicted, not because they have been ruined by greed or other selfish endeavors.

Notice the result of fulfilling this obligation.  God blesses you!  You are blessed in all that you do.  This is moral obligation with motivating reward.  Amazing!  It could have been just assigned as your duty, but God actually attaches personal gain to the act of unselfish assistance.

The world today is experiencing economic hardship.  Most of it appears to be the result of greed, power and selfish desire.  Nevertheless, the fallout affects those who are part of the community and, through no fault of their own, now face serious consequences.  We, the ones who are able, have an obligation to assist without personal gain.  That is the difference between a follower and a financier.  If you know someone who is in trouble and you are able to help, perhaps God is asking you to receive His blessing.  Like most blessings in the Bible, this one contains a condition.  Just do it.  And see what happens.

Topical Index:  loan, interest, afflicted, neshekh, blessing, Deuteronomy 23:20
July 20  But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not carry out the desire of the flesh.  Galatians 5:16
How Do I Do That?

By The Spirit – We are at war, not just with a post-modern, godless culture, but with ourselves.  That’s what makes it so difficult.   It’s hard enough to face the fame and fortune monster that wants to make everyone an addict to self-indulgence, but it’s all the more difficult when we realize that we have an enemy within.  Our own flesh wages war against us.  Now, what do we do?

Paul tells us that the answer is to walk by (or in) the Spirit.  We recognize the Hebrew idiom “walk.”  It means to conduct yourself according to a particular way of living.  For Paul, this is following the guidebook of Torah.  But that doesn’t mean we blindly carry out the rules and regulations.  Torah obedience requires walking in the Spirit.  In fact, this is so important that Paul puts it first in the Greek text (de pneumatic peripateite – “in Spirit walk”).  

Paul does not say that the opposite of being guided by the Spirit is fulfilling the desires of the sinful nature.  He simply uses the Greek word sarx.  In fact, the phrase is epithumian sarkos (lust or passion of flesh).  In Hebrew, this is listening to and obeying the yetser ha’ra – the evil inclination.  That evil inclination is built into every one of us.  It is the power, passion and energy that makes us truly human when it is submitted to the domestication of God.  Under the guidance of the Spirit, with the reins of the Messiah, all this human energy becomes a mighty source for creative partnership with the Lord.  But without domestication, epithumia (lust) oversteps the divine boundaries and pushes the fence beyond the Tree.  It brings death.  All of Paul’s advice about making no provision for the flesh, being obedient to the Spirit and working out salvation with fear and trembling pushes us to see just how powerful this inner enemy really is.  But this enemy can be turned into the greatest ally we could ever have.  That is the goal.

How do I make this monster within me into a cooperative colleague?  It doesn’t take meditation, incantation or invitation.  It takes walking.  Just start taking the steps of obedience.  Find that place where you are out of alignment with God’s instruction book and correct it.  Maybe it’s as simple as keeping Sabbath, or changing diet, or saving money for a pilgrimage to Jerusalem.  Maybe it’s just helping someone in trouble or blessing your children or saying the Shema.  Walking by the Spirit is not some deep, secret mystery reserved for angels and mystics.  With open heart, each of us just start following God’s directions.  And life begins to change.

No excuses, please.  No rationalizations, alterations or exceptions.  Walking is a way of life.  It is practice, practice, practice.  We all make mistakes.  So what?  Keep going and you will find that the Spirit has been prodding you all along.  Passion becomes your partner in the practice of godly perfection.
Topical Index:  de pneumatic, by the Spirit, walk, Torah-obedience, sarx, Galatians 5:16
July 21  those practicing these things will not inherit the kingdom of God  Galatians 5:21
Habit-Forming

Practicing – Habitual offender!  If you’ve ever heard that term used to describe you or someone you know, the impact is pretty scary.  By the time you reach the stage of habitual offender, the justice system has given up on you.  There is almost no chance that things will turn around in your life.  You are in for some very long, hard time.  

When Paul uses the Greek verb prasso he has the habitual offender in mind.  This is a verb that describes a repeated and continual action.  This person is being held captive to the sin which so easily besets each of us.  This is addiction!  When we reach the stage of spiritual habitual offender, we are no longer able to turn ourselves around.  We can’t walk away.  Now it’s ingrained in us.  We will need some superior, outside help in order to recover – and even when we do recover, life will always be vulnerable to the call of the addict.  That’s why “old places and old faces” are forbidden to anyone in serious recovery.  “I admitted that I was powerless.”  It’s too much for me to handle.  I need a Savior!

Paul lists some pretty significant habitual acts.  The whole story can be seen here, but for now, let’s notice that each of these is ultimately prompted by my will to power.  I want what I want when I want it.  I want sex.  I want eroticism.  I want to be my own god – or at least have a god that I can barter with.  I want superhuman powers of control.  And if you get in my way, then I want you gone.  I want what you have.  I want to be right.  I want to numb myself when things don’t go the way I want them to.  I want to party.  I don’t care who I injure, slight, slander or oppress as long as I get what I want.  Ah, you’ll say, “But I’m not like that.  I care about others.  I put them first.  I have learned to control my outbursts and my self-medication.”  And you’re right.  With God’s immeasurable assistance, you and I have become someone new.  We don’t act that way anymore – at least not habitually.  But we can never forget that down in the sub-basement, behind the water heater, our addict waits for the opportunity to rise once more to the daylight and begin to clamor for attention.  God provides a way of escape – not you, not me.  That old addict is much too savvy and much too powerful for us.  We need the Savior to defeat him.

There are other habits that we can practice with abandon.  Paul lists these too.  The solution to addictive behavior is not white-knuckle endurance.  It is replacement therapy.  Every time the addict makes a move for the basement stairs, practice replacing that moment of teshuqah (desire) with Paul’s second list:  love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.  Of course, in Greek these are all nouns.  But if you are going to use Hebrew replacement therapy, you will have to convert each of these nouns to a verb.  Then, just do it!  God will take care of the rest.

Topical Index:  practice, prasso, habitual offender, replacement, teshuqah, desire, Galatians 5:21 http://skipmoen.com/2009/01/23/erga-tes-sarkos-works-of-the-flesh/

July 22  And He said, “Hagar, Sarai’s slave-girl, where did you come from and where are you going?”  Genesis 16:8
She Sees Too

Hagar – By now you are well aware that names in the Hebrew Scriptures often carry deeper meanings.  Sometimes the Scriptures explain those meanings.  Sometimes they don’t, and we are left to discover them ourselves.  And sometimes we pass over a name without giving it a second thought because from our perspective, it’s just a name.  Hagar is one of those names.  Until today you probably never thought that this Egyptian slave would open our eyes to one of God’s secrets.

The consonants for the name Hagar are H-G-R (Hey-Gimmel-Resh).  The pictograph is quite interesting – “behold, a person lifted up.”  That’s a startling appellation for a slave.  But this isn’t all that the name contains.  Rabbi Michal Shekel (a woman) points out that the divine letter Hey is included in Hagar’s name.
  Of course, the same divine letter is added to the names Abram and Sarai to produce Abraham and Sarah.  The occasion of that addition is a significant step in the faith of Abram.  But in Hagar’s case, God’s divine letter is present in her name from the beginning.  

Now, if we take the three consonants and add the vowels like this – Hager - then we get the meaning “YHWH of a ger (a stranger).”  With these vowels, Hager’s name means “the one for whom God is a stranger” or “YHWH is foreign.”  But if the vowels are added like this – Hagar – then we get the meaning “the one with whom YHWH dwells” or “YHWH dwells.”  Which seems to fit the character of this slave girl?  Certainly God dwells with her.  He has his hand of divine sovereignty over her, even when she runs to the wilderness.  And she is unquestionably obedient.   She responds without hesitation to the voice of her Master and returns to the abuse of her mistress.  This slave girl seems to know God very well indeed.

In fact, Shekel points out that Hagar is the very first person to name God.  She names God el ro’i the “God who sees me,” just as God names her child yishma’el a name that means “God hears.”  Scripture is full of surprises hidden inside the text.  This is a glorious one.  The slave girl has a deep relationship with the Almighty.  Her very name implies that she has always had that kind of obedient trust that God so desires.  He sees her.  He hears her.  And she names her Lord for what He truly is – the One who sees.  There is hardly a more expressive declaration of trusting faith than the life of Hagar.  A slave, a woman and an outcast becomes the real model for unquestioning obedience.

Perhaps Hagar is really the model for the Gentiles.  She doesn’t belong by bloodline but she certainly belongs by divine adoption.  Her obedience is blessed.  She has an eschatological hope that outweighs her present struggles.  Perhaps we need to see Hagar’s faith before we can come to appreciate Abraham’s.  Then we can say, “I know the God who sees me.”

Topical Index:  Hagar, name, see, el ro’i, Genesis 16:8

July 23  You have been severed from Christ, you who are seeking to be justified by the law; you have fallen from grace.  Galatians 5:4

Bankrupt

Fallen From Grace – What does “fall from grace” mean?  Do you think it’s about denying the Lord?  Or about some hideous sin?  Not according to Paul’s comments to the Galatians.  Falling from grace is the subtle shift from “gift” to “gain.”  God’s grace is a gift, but often we try to gain what can only be given.  

Now, you will say to yourself, “Hey, I don’t do that!  I know that salvation is a gift.  I know I can’t earn it.”  Yes, you’re right.  You accepted God’s gift without meriting it.  But what about the other side of the coin?  What happens when you fall down, when you sin and feel unworthy once again?  You might accept God’s gift of renewed relationship when you are doing well, but what happens when you collapse?  Do you start thinking that your failure has now ruined your relationship with the Lord and it’s up to you to get it back?  Isn’t that exactly the same process that a legalist would use to try to earn salvation in the first place?  Do you think that your sins after accepting God’s grace are somehow handled differently than the sins that you accumulated before you accepted His offer?

It seems to me that a great number of followers entertain theological dualism when it comes to forgiveness.  They don’t mean to do this, but they fall prey to their emotions and lose the perspective of Scripture.  They are thrilled that God rescues them from lives of tragic disobedience.  Then they sin again.  Perhaps they go through a period of real struggle with old habits.  They feel like failures.  After all, they are trying to walk in the Spirit but it just doesn’t seem to be working.  Suddenly they start thinking that the relationship they so desire with the Lord is really about their obedience.  And since they have not been obedient, they conclude that they don’t deserve this relationship.  They set off on the path of strict obedience in hopes that they will once again recover God’s grace.  This, of course, is simply legalism in disguise.  If God doesn’t demand your unfailing obedience in order to rescue you in the first place, why do you think He demands your unfailing obedience in order to maintain your relationship with Him?  Shock of all shocks!  He does not!

But wait!  Does that mean God doesn’t care if I sin?  Of course not.  Sin breaks the relationship.  But it doesn’t break the relationship from God’s point of view.  He is still there, doing all He can to keep you in fellowship with Him.  His door is never closed.  He has not left the building.  You are the one who walked out.  And all that is required for the relationship to be renewed is for you to “do what is right.”  Does that sound familiar?  It should.  Back to Genesis, chapter 4.  This persistent theological dualism is tied to our emotional confusion, not to God’s unwavering reliability.  “If you do what is right, will not your face be lifted up?”  

You fell from grace (tes charitos exepesate) says Paul when you took upon yourselves the burden of proving your worth to God.  Whether that occurs before or after accepting His gift doesn’t change the approach.  When God redeemed you, He settled the matter.  Take His point of view on this.  He will not walk away as long as you decide to stay.  It doesn’t matter how you feel about it.  It only matters what He says about it.  You don’t earn His fellowship before or after He grants you the gift.  You can disrupt it, but you can’t annul it.
Topical Index:  fell from grace, charis, ekpipto, exepesate, sin, dualism, gift, Galatians 5:4
July 24  For you were called to freedom, brethren; only do not turn your freedom into an opportunity for the flesh; but through love serve one another.  Galatians 5:13

Quality Control

Serve – “How may I serve you?”  When someone in a retail store asks that question, what do you think?  You probably anticipate a sales pitch.  You might reply, “I’m just looking,” in order to forestall further interrogation.  Does all this commercialization taint your attitude toward Paul’s command for service?  It might, but it shouldn’t if we see this verb in Greek.  Why?  Because the verb is not about an employee offering assistance in order to make a sale.  This verb (douleuo) is about the service of a slave!  Paul is not saying that we are to serve each other as if we were employed.  He is saying that we are to serve each other as if we were slaves!  That’s a big difference.

In the NASB translation, you don’t see the emphasis of being a slave.  The verb is translated as if it were diakoneo, another verb for serving.  But diakoneo puts attention on the work or the job, not on the relationship.  If I serve as a diakonia, I serve voluntarily in order to accomplish a task.  Once the work is done, my service has ended.  A great many Christians take this approach toward community interaction.  There are jobs to do in the church.  We need volunteers.  We won’t require more than just getting the work done.  

This is not douleuo.  The service of a slave is not voluntary.  I don’t decide if I am going to do what the Master asks.  I do it!  Why?  Because He owns me.  It is the relationship of ownership that governs the assignments, not the tasks to be accomplished.  So, Paul exhorts us to act as slaves of each other because love is the active expression of benevolence toward another at cost to myself.  My Master has redeemed me in order that I may serve you.  This is the basis of “love your neighbor.”  I am not just doing a job.  My relationship to you doesn’t end when the clock says it’s quitting time.  You and I are bound together no matter what the circumstances because He owns us.  So, let’s try this verse again.  “but through love serve one another as slaves.”  That captures it.  

Now we get to ask, “How may I serve you as if you owned me?”  I put aside my agenda, replacing it with yours.  I do what is best for you, under God’s guidance, in order that you might serve Him with glorious satisfaction.  My only hope is that I may bring God closer to you and let you experience His delight in you.  I am here to make your life wonderfully godly.

Now, “How may I serve you?”
Topical Index:  serve, douleuo, diakoneo, slave, employee, Galatians 5:3
July 25  You husbands likewise, live with your wives in an understanding way, as with a weaker vessel, since she is a woman;
Temple Service

Vessel – Almost all of the sermons I have ever heard on this verse put the emphasis on the word “weaker”.  Most of the time the sermons are almost apologetic.  I think they miss the point.  

While it is generally true that men are physically stronger than women, concentrating on this adjective often obscures Peter’s real point.  The focus is not on a weight-lifting contest.  It is on the use of God’s instrument.  In order to see this, we have to know something about the word skeuos (vessel).  Wuest points out that this word describes instruments used in the temple services.  Certainly those were not common clay pots!  While the word is also used to describe household utensils, when it is applied figuratively to people, as in Acts 9:15, it is about specific, intentional purposes.  The same word describes the mast of a ship, the instrument that gives the ship power.  So, it’s probably time to correct our thinking about wives.  Most of them won’t win an arm-wrestling contest with a man, but that weakness has nothing to do with their designed purpose.  The DNA of the ‘ezer still intends that they be the motivating power, the instrument of direction and the one set aside for God’s specific purpose in marital harmony.

Marriage is not a contest.  At least it’s not supposed to be a contest.  Whenever battle lines are drawn and spouses begin to think in terms of winner and loser, something tragic has happened.  How can a man be a man without the motivating, directing intentional complement of the ‘ezer kenegdo?  The sages recognized that a man without a woman is less than a full representation of God in the world.  Genesis 2:24 makes it very clear that marriage is reunion – the joining of what was once whole and now must be brought back together by voluntary commitment.  What does weaker vessel have to do with this?  Nothing!  The fact that Peter, a burly fisherman, recognizes that women are physically weaker takes nothing away from their design as a vessel of honor.  Weakness only means that men have a greater responsibility to employ the natural strength they have been given as God intends.  That strength does not give a man one iota of divinely-purposed superiority.

The potter makes vessels for his purposes.  Some he makes with thick walls and solid bases.  Some he makes with delicate designs and artistic flair.  But every one of them is made with purpose in mind.  Who would carry perfume in a 200 pound, rough-edged steel box?  Specific design for specific purpose.  Form follows function.

Today is a great day for appreciating the design of the (weaker) vessel.  Today is a day to celebrate God’s purposes built into the choice of container.  Motivator, director, guide – set apart to fulfill God’s intention.

Topical Index:  vessel, weaker, woman, purpose, ‘ezer, skeuos, Genesis 2:24, 1 Peter 3:7
July 26  When any of you presents an offering of cattle to the LORD, he shall choose his offering  from  . . .  Leviticus 1:2

Come Together

Offering – Do you think that God is mad?  It seems that most religious people (of all faiths) certainly see God as an angry judge.  He looks down upon the wickedness of the world and punishes those who haven’t been good.  Apparently His aim isn’t so good because a lot of bad things happen to good people.  But maybe that’s because we all deserve to be punished and God is only reminding us of our unholy condition.

What a tragic mistake it is to think of God in this way.  God is mad, but He is crazy mad, not angry mad.  He is insane because He is willing to die for those who have rejected His benevolence.  That isn’t normal!  But is God angry with us?  If we knew anything about the Hebrew word for offering (korban), we would never make this mistake.  Why?  Because korban comes from the verb karav that means “to draw close.”  That’s right!  The purpose of a sacrifice is not to appease an angry God.  It is to draw close to His love.  An offering displays God’s desire to have us come to Him and enjoy His presence and fellowship.  It is exactly the opposite of the offerings made to false gods.  From the Hebrew point-of-view, an offering is an invitation to fellowship, not an attempt to placate.

Consider this in relation to your understanding of the sacrifice of Yeshua.  How many times have you been told that His death was an appeasement for God’s righteous anger over sin?  That theology suggests that God is very, very angry.  So angry that it takes the death of His own Son to appease His wrath.  That kind of thinking belongs to idolatry.  The sacrifice of Yeshua is as bold an invitation as God could make.  It is an invitation to life.  It is the guarantee that the promise made to Abraham will come to pass.  It is the way God removes the punishment we deserve in order that we may approach Him.  It is the ultimate sign of drawing close.
There is one other important thing to notice here.  The supplicant has choice.  The offering is conditional.  “When” you present an offering is followed by “If” the offering is such-and-such.  In other words, while God gives directions about how to draw close, He allows us to voluntarily choose to draw close.  Appeasement can be demanded.  Invitation can only be requested.

The great God of glory opens a way to His heart.  It is a way of compassion, mercy and forgiveness.  We must choose to accept His invitation and draw near to Him.  God isn’t mad.  He’s just waiting.

Topical Index:  angry, mad, offering, korban, karav, sacrifice, Leviticus 1:2
July 27  “This day is holy to the LORD your God; do not mourn or weep.”  For all the people were weeping when they heard the words of the law.  Nehemiah 8:9
Real Revival

Weeping -  “One lesson became perfectly clear:  Any nation that turns away from its founding principles and repudiates the values upon which it was founded is destined for the ash heap of history.”  James Black – When Nations Die.

Sobering words, indeed.  James Black investigated ten major civilizations spanning thousands of years of human history.  His conclusion:  once a culture abandons its founding principles, it begins a process of self-destruction.  It rots from the inside out, until one day it collapses.  What are the consistent signs of this process?  Loss of respect for authority, deterioration in quality of leadership, collapse of education and values, lack of knowledge of history, moral failure, increased promiscuity, increased taxation, economic despair, loss of cultural uniqueness.  When these actions and attitudes overtake a civilization, it is doomed to destruction.  This was true in ancient Egypt, in Rome, in the empires of Asia and Europe and it is true today.  A generation or two after these factors take over the thinking of the populace, the civilization is finished.

Nehemiah brought Israel back from captivity.  God dealt very harshly with His people.  In order to rid them of their idolatry, He brought the empire to destruction.  When Nehemiah returned to rebuild Jerusalem, the people knew that they needed to recover a lost heritage.  That heritage was the Law of God.  Without it, Israel was nothing but a once-great empire.  So, when the Law was read once again in the presence of the people, when the principles of the culture were reiterated and understood, when the people embraced God’s way of living, there was great weeping.  Why?  Because the enormous tragedy of the captivity became clear.  Idolatry was behind it all.  They wept because they mourned their sin.

And they wept because God restored them.  Now they understood.  Now they realized that the Holy One of Israel had not abandoned them.  Their great suffering led to revival.   This is a revival that would last because the lesson cost so much.  Never again has Israel worshipped a false God.  But it took total destruction to get the message.

The Hebrew verb bakah means weeping or wailing because of grief, pain, humiliation or joy.  The people are experiencing all of this, but Nehemiah instructs them to not weep.  Yes, your pain is real.  Yes, your joy is real.  But today God is honored because you have come back to Him.  Today is true revival because the foundation of our way of life has been restored.  Today we are once again committed to living as His people.  Nehemiah’s message is for us too.

If our nation is to survive, it will need more, much more, than spiritual revival.  It will need to return to a whole-hearted adoption of the Law of God.  It will need true revival – word and deed in alignment with Him.  Otherwise, it’s over.  It’s just a matter of time.

Topical Index:  revival, law, James Black, nations, weeping, bakah, Nehemiah 8:9

July 28  And the LORD saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that all the impulse of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually.  Genesis 6:5

Inclined Plane

Impulse – So, is there a little devil on one shoulder and a little angel on the other battling for your attention and decision?  No, I’m afraid not.  All that cartoon fantasy is pagan mythology.  The truth is about the yetzer ha’ra, not about diminutive spiritual beings.  And it’s not about sinful nature either.  It’s about the moral inclined plane that affects all human beings.

Genesis does not teach us that we are sinful at birth.  It doesn’t teach us that we have no choice but to sin unless we are redeemed by Christ.  It doesn’t teach us that our capacity for good is rendered null and void until we say the sinner’s prayer.  What it does teach is that we have to become human by our decisions to harness the power of the will.  In other words, we have to resist the yetzer ha’ra, the evil inclination, that has become part of the human society and affects every human decision.

Remember Havvah (Eve)?  What happened when she listened to the naked snake instead of the Word of God?  She gave expression to her own determination of what is good.  She listened to her inner voice instead of submitting to the external words of God voice.  When she did that, she allowed the moral equation to be changed.  She introduced my evaluation of what is good and what isn’t good.  Before she sinned, Havvah knew only what was true according to God’s words and what was not true according to God’s words.  But after she allowed her own desire to get in the way, suddenly what God said was filtered by what she wanted.  True and false became good and evil, only now it was “good for me” and “bad for me.”  This is the essence of the yetzer ha’ra.  

Now let’s consider, for just a moment, the teaching of Rabbi Soloveitchik on this matter.  It reveals something that has probably been obscured in all our Christian theology about sinful nature.  God created Man with the potential for good or evil.  The very fact that the Tree is within the preview of Man means that Man must decide the path of his own life.  There is a choice to be made.  One direction leads toward deeper harmony with God and creation.  The other direction leads toward self-will and chaos.  But there is a real and legitimate choice here.  It is a choice that every person must make.  While the weight of evil inclination increases with each succeeding generation and the incline of the plane gets steeper, the choice still remains.  Listen to yourself or listen to Him.  

In one respect, the yetzer ha’ra is the distinguishing feature of what it means to be human.  Animals do not struggle with the choice to listen to God.  They just do by God’s inherent instinct what they do.  Human beings are the ones who must decide.  And that decision propels them either in the direction of animal-like existence or in the direction of becoming more and more human, that is, becoming more submissive to the word of the Creator.  In this respect, the yetzer ha’ra is what makes us human.  It is not something we can escape (unless we want to be nothing but animals) and it is not something we can deny.  It is our destiny as human beings to have the power to say “No” to the one who made us.  That power makes us human.  And that power can also take away our humanity.  To become human is to domesticate the power for God’s purposes.

When God saw that all the thoughts of men had become nothing but decisions for the path of animal behavior, He saw that His creation was no longer human.  So, He scrubbed the earth of them.  Their sin was crossing the boundary between human and animal, preferring to be animals rather than the human beings God intended them to be.  As such, they were an abomination to creation and had to be removed.

We face the same consequences if we determine that animalia is the way to go.  We may do whatever comes naturally, but in the end we will have denied who we were created to be.  And God will have to clean up the mess.

Today, you don’t have to listen to some fictitious devil or angel.  Today you can choose to be human by listening to the Word of the Lord and submitting your way to it.  You can domesticate that inner power and give it back to Him.  And you will be human one more day.

Topical Index:  human, domesticate, yetzer ha’ra, animal, choice, Genesis 6:5
July 29  And YHWH called to the man and said to him, “Where are you?”  Genesis 3:9

The Great Hunter
Where – God is looking for you.  That fact is fundamental to human being.  God considers you an object of His concern.  He is seeking you out.  If this were not the case, you would be nothing more than the random accumulation of molecules, an accident of evolutionary progress.  If God were not the Great Hunter searching for Man, none of us would mean anything at all.  Without God’s concern for you, the only real solution to your accidental existence in the universe is suicide.

This question, so routinely overlooked in our sweep past the details, is THE question of our existence.  “Where are you?” God asks each of us.  It is the first question of existence.  You will remember that the Hebrew word here is ‘ayyeh; not a word about location but a word about relationship.  God is not asking our geographical position.  He is asking each of us why we are not alongside Him where we belong.  He is asking why we are not acting as He intended us to act in perfect harmony with our created design and in syncopation with His rhythm for the cosmos.  We were supposed to be partners in the grand scheme of glorifying Him in His creation.  Why aren’t we right beside Him?

“To the Biblical mind man is not only a creature who is constantly in search of himself but also a creature God is constantly in search of.  Man is a creature in search of meaning because there is a meaning in search of him, because there is God’s beseeching question, ‘Where art thou?’”
  Abraham Heschel’s penetrating insight throws new light on this seemingly innocuous question.  Now you and I must answer God.  Where are we?

What would life be like if God were not in search of us?  Would anything really matter?  Qohelet (The Teacher), author of Ecclesiastes,  describes the reality of life without God’s question.  All is emptiness, emptiness.  What difference does it make if I succeed or fail, if I am rich or poor, a genius or a dunce.  Death swallows everything.  I cease to be and memory of my being passes into the darkness of time.  I return to the dust.  Better I was never born than to live knowing that my life means nothing at all in the great abyss.

But if God searches for me, everything changes.  If I am the object of divine concern, if God truly expects me to be a partner with Him in His grand scheme, then my being matters.  It is not for naught.  I matter because I matter to God.  Now I can seek my own meaning because His meaning finds me.

Unless you have answered the question, you have no idea where you are.  The answer must be directed to God for He is the one asking.  The answer is:

“Hineni.”  “Here I am, Lord.  What would you have me do?”

Topical Index:  where, the question, human being, Genesis 3:9, hineni, ‘ayyeh

July 30  “Then if the Son sets you free, you are free indeed.”  John 8:36

More Than I Am
Free – Freedom is an important word in a man’s vocabulary.  We have talked about it a lot.  We recognized that the Greek idea of freedom is centered in the relationship between the individual and the State.  For the Greeks, freedom is the capacity to choose my own actions with the minimum restraint necessary to maintain civil order.  While I can’t do anything I want to since that would lead to anarchy, I should be constrained only by what is absolutely essential and nothing more.  Freedom in Greek thought is self-will.  To be free is to have liberty to determine my own destiny.

Of course, Yeshua isn’t thinking (or speaking) Greek.  The Hebrew concept of freedom is centered in a relationship with God.  As such, it is focused on God’s design, intention and will - not my desires or expectations.  To experience freedom is to experience the safety of belonging to the Lord as the object of His concern.  In other words, freedom means to be owned by Him.  To be free is to be submitted to His purposes for me.  In this sense, the only free man is the slave for he is the only person who can take no care for his own life.  Care is the master’s responsibility.  The slave’s only obligation is to do the will of the master.  Therefore, the Hebrew idea of freedom is exactly the opposite of the Greek view since the Greek view is built around the idea that I take charge of myself.  In the Hebrew view, I am the object of God's concern.  In the Greek view, I am the object of my own concern.
Heschel offers another insight into the Hebrew view of freedom which is especially important for those who are surrounded by the Greek idea of self-willed liberty.  Heschel notices that freedom in the Bible is set in relation to sin.  Yeshua reflects this insight in His statement about serving either God or mammon.  No man can have two masters, but every man has one.  No man is “free” of all masters for the biblical view is that I am already held captive by my own self-serving willfulness even if I am “free” of external restraints.  The noble savage is still a slave to himself.  Since this is the case for all men, the only way Yeshua can truly set us free is if He has the capacity to allow us to surpass ourselves.  In other words, we must be able to transcend the “tyranny of the self-centered ego.”  No man is free until he is no longer held captive by his own desires.

But here’s the rub.  No man is able to free himself from his own desires because his desire to free himself simply tightens the chains that hold him.  He is self-defeated.  To be free, a man must be released from himself by another.  Thus, Yeshua says, “If the Son sets you free,” not “if you find freedom in the Son.”  There is a crucial difference here.  Yeshua does not give you the means by which you free yourself.  That is not possible.  You cannot free yourself for you are a prisoner of your own desires.  Yeshua must act to free you from yourself.  And in this sense, true freedom comes when, through His grace, you surpass yourself.  To be free, you must be more than you are.

Sounds great, right?  Sounds a little theoretical too.  So, what does this mean for me today?  It implies that freedom is not a state of being.  It is an event in life.  I experience freedom when I discover that Yeshua enables me to be more than myself.  In other words, I am free in the action of putting aside myself and expressing righteousness toward another.  Freedom is not about me!  It is about loving my neighbor.  It is about going beyond the tyranny of myself and acting benevolently toward another at cost to myself.  In other words, from the biblical perspective, freedom is what I experience when I express agape love.  I am free in the event, the action, of surpassing myself for another.  Freedom is ultimately relational.  It can only be found in giving myself up for the sake of someone else.

That’s why God is free!  And that’s why, when the Son sets you free, you can really be free.

Topical Index:  freedom, tyranny, Greek view, eleutheros, self, John 8:36
July 31  “for indeed, I am a man under authority”  Luke 7:8
Taking Orders

Under Authority – Are you under authority?  Most believers would assert that they are.  After all, they serve the Lord.  But perhaps we are a bit too quick to answer this question, principally because it turns out not to be a matter of attitude.  It is a matter of obedience.  As Jesus exclaimed about this Roman centurion, great faith is found in receiving the word of a superior and carrying out the orders.  There is no authority until there is compliance.

The Greek text uses the words hypo exousian tassomenos, literally, “being set under authority.”  The verb, tasso, is about ordered arrangement.  In this case, it means that this centurion was himself set in order under another.  He knew his place, his responsibility and his assignment.  This is the first thing required of believers.  We must know our place.  We are slaves (voluntarily) to the King.  He reigns over us.  We must know our responsibility.  We are to do what He asks, whenever and wherever the order comes.  We must know our assignment.  We are living sacrifices to the glory of the Father.  Our behavior must reflect our spiritual DNA.  Our actions must exhibit His character.  When we were rescued from self-tyranny, we were set in place in the hierarchy of God’s government.  

“Under authority.”  Hypo exousia.  We were put into an ordered command relationship.  In that position, we have been granted permission to do something.  Furthermore, we have been given the power to carry out that mission.  We have been entrusted with a sacred task.  Unlike many of our career experiences, we have been granted both the ability and the responsibility to carry out the assignment.  But notice that we are not the authority.  All authority belongs to God.  He grants us permission to use His authority to accomplish His purposes.  We don’t generate the orders or the power to complete them.  We just carry them out.

And what are those orders?  Simple – just do what He says.  God gives us position, power and permission to do what He says.  Just as He gave Adam the command and the ability to carry it out, so He gives us His instructions and the ability to carry them out.  “This commandment which I command you today is not too difficult for you, nor is it out of reach” (Deut. 30:11).  The Hebrew word for “difficult” (pala’) implies that the commandments can be comprehended and executed.  God doesn’t ask more than we can do.  

Great!  That’s settled.  God tells me what to do, permits me to do it and provides me the ability and power to accomplish it.  So, then why do I have so much trouble following God’s instructions?  Why do I fail?  Why do I fight?  Why am I too often disobedient?  The answer is that I do not place myself under authority.  I sin because I want to be in charge.  I don’t really want to follow orders.  I want to issue orders.  That’s the bottom line of yetzer ha’ra (the evil inclination).  I just don’t want to have someone else tell me what to do.  In the Bible, this is called rebellion.  It is not just sin.  It is the attitude of sin.  And it leads straight to this:  “Why do you call me Lord, Lord, and do not do what I say?”  “I never knew you.”

The Hebrew concept of revelation is confrontational.  God doesn’t come to me as the nice, old grandfatherly forgiver.  He comes to me as the Holy King.  He demands an ordered existence and assigns my place in that order.  He expects me to act accordingly.  He desires me to give up my rebellion and return to His comfort, protection and mercy – and subsequently live under His authority.  But the yetzer ha’ra doesn’t let go easily.  I will have to fight to stay under.  There will be days when I want to give up, give in and take over.  The flesh dies hard!  But die it must.  I cannot serve two masters.  Neither can you.

Topical Index:  authority, order, command, yetzer ha’ra, pala’, exousia, tasso, Luke 7:8
August 1  Then Moses and the sons of Israel sang this song to YHWH  Exodus 15:1

Divine Karaoke
Sang – shiyr is the Hebrew verb, “to sing.”  Most of the time the word is used in connection with worship.  The pictograph tells us that the word is about deeds or work that consumes the person.  In other words, singing “eats” you up.  It takes away what you were feeling and moves you to another experience.  It is the divine transporter.  This is why the Hebrew world considers singing to be praying.

“There are three ways in which a man expresses deep sorrow: the man on the lowest level cries; the man on the second level is silent; the man on the highest level knows how to turn his sorrow into song.”

Heschel says, “True prayer is a song.”

There are many, many days when I do not know what to pray.  There are many, many times when all I can do is cry before the Lord.  And then there are days when I have nothing left by silence.  I wish I could cry.  I wish I could express the deep sorrows and longing of my heart.  But I can’t.  I can’t find the word tails to grab on to that will lead me to His grace.  That’s when I need the Blues.  It might not be your song, but it’s mine.  When I hear those riffs and feel that rhythm, I know that I am connected to the universal language of pain.  That’s when I can find the notes that arrive from heaven and carry me back to Him.  That’s when I need to sing in order to feel close to Him once again.

Maybe there really is a reason for praise and worship music.  Maybe it isn’t all orchestrated and contrived to get me in the mood for experiencing the “anointing” of the message.  Maybe.  But if I pay close attention to the Siah Safre Kodesh, I notice that the third level is not about religious ecstasy.  It’s about inexpressible sorrow.  The song comes from pain, not from manipulated techniques to elicit my attention.  The reason prayer is transformed into song is because words fail me.  My hurt runs too deep.  My trauma is too strong.  I can’t say what I can’t do, and what I can’t do is find a way out.  So, I learn to sing praises to my King and my song “eats” up what would destroy or consume me and gives me peace.  No wonder I like Eric and Stevie Ray.  I know what it means to hurt right down to my soul.  It means to feel the twelve-bar blues.

Moses and the sons of Israel just crossed the sea through a miracle of their God.  The threat of extermination was over.  So, Moses prayed in the first song ever recorded in the Bible.  Out of all that pain, two hundred years under the task-masters, life was restored.  The people were rescued.  Let us sing a new song to the Lord for He is able.  Just don’t forget where the song came from – sorrow unspeakable eaten up by grace.

Topical Index:  prayer, song, shiyr, Heschel, Exodus 15:1, blues
August 2 “and I will cut him off from among My people.  So you will know that I am YHWH.”  Ezekiel 14:8

Living Hell

Cut Off – The Hebrew phrase that describes acknowledging my sin as the first step in repentance is ha-karat ha-chet.  Literally, this is “the sin that cuts off.”  These words tell us that unless and until a man realizes that God cuts off relationship over sin, that man will never have the motivation or the discipline to repent.  Doesn’t that seem obvious?  It should, but for some reason we have entertain a theological seduction that teaches us that God overlooks our sins because He is so filled with grace and forgiveness.  We really don’t believe sin is such a serious issue, especially after we have been “saved.”  We think that Yeshua covered it all, and now all we need to do is try as best we can while grace smoothes over the rough spots.

Let’s look at Ezekiel again.  “Anyone of the house of Israel  . .  who separates himself from Me, sets up idols in his heart, puts right before his face the stumbling blocks of his iniquity, and then comes to  . .  inquire of Me  . . . I will cut him off.”  Wait!  This verse is for us, not those wretched pagans.  We are the house of Israel.  Have we set up idols in our hearts?  Forget the usual stuff – power, fame and fortune.  How about the day of the week?  Have we made an idol (something that opposes and deposes God) of a particular day - a day God didn’t endorse?  How about honor?  Do we honor parents?  Do we truly believe that those who have walked longer with God have something important to teach us?  Or are we the Disney generation where only children are able to save the world?  Have we made idols of the schedule, the day-timer?  Is shopping more important than being or television the solution to relationship struggles?

And what about the iniquity shoved in God’s face?  Are we immune to the Spirit’s prompting because we have established a pattern of disobedience and expect God to understand?  Are we caught in a repeated sinful pattern that we can’t break because we really don’t want to?  Have we rationalized our actions, transforming us from perpetrators to victims?  Do we play the blame game?  Are we stumbling over the same blocks because we refuse to move them out of the way?

God says He will cut that man off from His people.  This is the same word used to establish a covenant.  It’s about as serious as you can get.  If blood is shed to cut the covenant, blood will be shed to remove someone from the covenant.  Why would God do such a terrible thing?  He tells us.  “So you will know that I am YHWH.”  Sometimes we don’t know God until we see that He will not be compromised, diminished or toyed with.  God says He will set His face against such a man.  Go ask Cain what that means.  It is living hell – to be alive without God is to starve the soul to death.  It’s wandering without home or direction.

We will not repent until we confront the hideousness of our sins.  Sometimes God is gracious and He does not allow us to see the full scope of our iniquity.  Sometimes He isn’t quite so gentle.  Sometimes it takes blood before we can truly say, “My sin is every before me” (Psalm 51:3).  

I don’t want to be cut off.  But I know that I throw stumbling blocks before the Lord and call them excuses.  I know immediately when I am playing the game.  I do all that I can to avoid acknowledging my sin.  But that behavior is a fool’s errand.  Without ha-karat ha-chet I am in terrible danger.  God asks me to return to Him.  The first step is admitting that I left.

Topical Index:  ha-karat ha-chet, acknowledge, sin, cut off, Ezekiel 14:8, Psalm 51:3
August 3  “How long will you go here and there, O faithless daughter?  For the LORD has created a new thing in the earth – A woman will encompass a man.”  Jeremiah 31:22
Change of Direction

Encompass - The last step in understanding the role and status of women in the Old Testament is the discussion of the “new” covenant.  Christian interpreters make a very big deal of the new covenant in Christ, but the idea is not quite a new as they would have us believe.  Hundreds of years before the birth of Yeshua HaMashiach, Jeremiah gave us God’s description of the new covenant.  In fact, the passages in Jeremiah are the only place in Hebrew Scripture where God speaks of a “new” covenant.  But what God says is not quite what we have learned as Christians because God does not talk about an entirely new, novel arrangement.  The word in Hebrew is hadash, an adjective that comes from the verb stem H-D-Sh.  The verb means “to renew, to restore, to renovate or rebuild.”  It is used to describe the restoration of the temple, the revitalizing of one’s spirit,  the reconstruction of cities and the rebuilding of the earth.
  The noun form of the word is used of the “new” moon.  Obviously, the moon is not created brand new.  It is the same moon seen once again.   While hadash can also mean new in the sense of never before, it is noteworthy that the idea of the renewed moon occurs 280 times in Scripture, the verb only 10 times and the adjective 53 times including all of the occurrences where the word clearly means “renewed.”  Obviously, the dominate theme is not brand new but rather renewed or restored.  This dominance is substantiated by the translation in the LXX where the word carries the meaning of a measure of time governed by the lunar calendar.  
But the real surprise comes in the use of hadash in Jeremiah.  Westerman asserts “Only during the time of the exile was anything said in Israel about something new in its interaction with God – nowhere else in its whole history.”
  What this means is that if we are going to understand the “new” covenant from an Hebraic point of view, we will have to understand it from Jeremiah’s perspective.  And what God reveals through Jeremiah is that He will change the modus operandi of His covenant instructions, not the content.  When the “new” covenant becomes a full reality, the Torah will be written on the hearts of men, instruction will become unnecessary and all will serve the Lord.  Nowhere does Jeremiah indicate that God will erase the “old” covenant and replace it with something brand new.  The passage simply says that God will restore and renew His original through a different method.  This is exactly what we would expect as Hebrews.  God gave the Torah as THE words of life.  There is no reason to think that God has changed in His character,  purposes or directions.  What is good for life is still good for life.
Now, if Jeremiah is talking about the restoration of the original, then the Lord’s statement in 31:22 takes us right back to Genesis 2:18.  North sees the impact of such a radical shift.  It is worth reading his analysis:
Jer. 31:22 speaks of a “new thing,” apparently cognate to the “new thing” in Jer. 31:31, which furnishes our chief clue to the theological value of newness in the Bible.  V. 22 stands as the climax to several oracles:  . . . [Combined attempts to translate the passage lead to] “Everything will be different, all values will be reversed, even things so profoundly rooted as the psychology of the sexes will be turned upside down.”

Jeremiah 31:22 reveals more than a declaration of a radical reversal of values.  We see that the verse uses the word nekavah (female, woman).  Remember that nekavah has a homophone that means “boundary”.  This is the next thought of God’s declaration in Jeremiah.  The nekavah (boundary setter) will “surround” or “enclose” the man.   Sabab is the Hebrew verb for “to surround, go around and encircle.”  But it also means “to turn back, to change, to turn around.”  Do you suppose that in the renewed covenant, in the return to the original design plan of God, a woman will be the instrument to turn a man around?  Will God now use a woman to enclose the man as his protector?  Will He use the woman to change direction so that a man will come back to the original?  Will she once more become the real ‘ezer kenegdo?
The word for “man” in this translation is not ish.  It is not zakar (male, remember).  It is geber.  Why the change?  Why don’t we find the usual opposing pairs:  male-female, man-woman?  The Hebrew word geber does mean “man” but it “often contains more than just a reference to gender by referring to the nature of man, unusually with overtones of spiritual strength or masculinity, based on the verb gabar, meaning to be mighty.”
  This is warrior language.  The implication is that even the mightiest of men will now find protection and direction from the nekavah.    Yes, the world will be turned upside-down.  When God restores the original, the ‘ezer kenegdo will once again be the rescuer, the spiritual director and the one who keeps me face before the Lord. 

Is that what’s happening in your marriage?  Are you being renewed?  If you’re looking for a mate, are these the characteristics that come at the top of your list?
Topical Index:  ‘ezer kenegdo, nekavah, geber, new covenant, surround, Jeremiah 31:22

August 4  “Therefore, you are to be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect.”  Matthew 5:48

Category Mistakes

Perfect – When the translators of Matthew used the English word “perfect” as the equivalent of the Greek teleios, they made a terrible mistake.  Yes, the Greek word teleios does mean “perfect.”  It also means “to be complete, to be fully grown, to be finished.”  But none of these translations come close to what Yeshua is telling His audience.  You see, the idea of God’s perfection isn’t found anywhere in the Hebrew Scriptures.  Yeshua could never had said, “Be perfect as God is perfect,” because that concept is not Hebrew at all.  It is Greek, through and through.

Of course, if you look at the reference that Yeshua quotes (Leviticus 19:2), you will find that the Hebrew says, “Be holy as I am holy.”  So, translating the word teleios as “perfect” is already a mistranslation of the text.  In fact, this is one of those cases where the translator of Matthew’s Hebrew gospel uses the wrong Greek word to begin with.  It should have been agathos, as anyone who knew the Hebrew text would have realized.  But this simple word mix up is not really the problem.  The problem is really found in the worldview of the Greeks versus the worldview of the Hebrews.  And Yeshua is definitely not Greek in His perspective on life.

What is the difference on this point?  The idea of perfection is a mental abstraction.  It is the postulation of a static state of being where no alteration is necessary.  It is the thought of absolute completeness.  Perfection is the postulate of rational extension.    Let’s see if I can explain it another way.  Think about your concept of perfection.  Is there anything in your experience or in the experience of any person that you would call perfect?  Is there anything that cannot accept a single atom of improvement?  Can you think of anything that you could not imagine as just a tiny bit better?  I can think of something that fits that category.  Numbers.  There is no possible improvement to the number 3.  It is perfect.  Of course, it also is completely a rational category.  It is not part of the real world where I live.  Oh, there are a lot of groups of three things, but the number 3 doesn’t exist on its own in my world.  It is merely a rational construct to help me deal with things in the real world.  It has heuristic reality but not ontological reality.  It’s a tool, not a thing.  

Perfection is like that.  It is an imagined extension of rational thinking.  So, why is this so different from the Biblical view of God?  Because God is not defined by the extensions of the categories of reason.  The Hebrew concept of God is grounded in my confrontation with Him, not in my rational deliberation about Him.  In Scripture I encounter who God is, not what God is.  Greek thinking is speculation about the nature of God.  Hebrew thinking is reaction to confrontation with God.  One is an exercise in rational deliberation.  The other is awe-struck numbness before a God who is beyond all my deliberation.  If I am Greek, I attempt to examine God in categories of thinking.  If I am Hebrew, I fall before Him and worship.  The Greek attempts to answer the question, “What is divine?”  The Hebrew is asked to answer the question, “What must I do in the face of the divine?”

Now read Matthew 5:48 from a Hebrew perspective.  It’s not even enough to say that Yeshua really meant, “Be holy as I am holy.”  To be holy is to confront the God who exceeds all categories of human reasoning and yet demands that we live in such a way that we reflect who He is.  To be holy is to live in such a way that He is present in my being.  That is not about a rationally constructed category called “perfect.”  That is about doing what He demands regardless of my ability to understand it.

For the Greek, reason requires that I know before I choose to do.  For the Hebrew, holiness demands that I respond long before I will ever hope to know.  And if I ever know, it will be because He chooses to reveal to me what I could never come to understand with my own intellect. 

Plato asked, “What is perfect?”  Moses asked, “What must I do?”  There is a world of difference between the two.

Topical Index:  perfect, teleios, agathos, holy, Matthew 5:48

August 5  “You of little faith, why did you doubt?”  Matthew 14:31

Unholy Rollers

Doubt – “There is no word in Biblical Hebrew for doubt; there are many expressions of wonder.  Just as in dealing with judgments, our starting point is doubt, wonder is the Biblical starting point in facing reality.  The Biblical man’s sense for the mind-surpassing grandeur of reality prevents the power of doubt from setting up its own independent dynasty.  Doubt is an act in which the mind inspects its own ideals; wonder is an act in which the mind confronts the universe” – Abraham Heschel.

Heschel’s comment makes us reconsider our typical understanding of doubt.  Furthermore, it challenges our translation of this Greek passage in Matthew.  Could Yeshua have really used a word that doesn’t exist in Biblical Hebrew?  And if He didn’t speak of doubt, then what did He say to those men tossed about in the boat?

Most of the time we are told that doubt is not sin.  In fact, we are often encouraged to express our doubts openly to God.  He can handle them.  It’s OK to question things.  But take another look at Heschel’s comment.  The essence of doubt is found in the story of the Fall.  The serpent suggests that even if God did tell the couple what was true, they had their own faculties to determine if God’s word made sense for them.  In Heschel’s words, Havvah inspected God’s word according to her own ideals.  She doubted the truth of God’s instruction because she did not allow the wonder of creation to dispel the ridiculous suggestion that she had the capacity to decide what was true for herself.  She did not confront the universe.  She looked inside to inspect her own consideration of the matter.  This is sin, plain and simple.  When self-determination is the root of my actions, whether mental or physical, I oppose the truth of the Creator.  I sin.  I refuse to confront the wonder of it all.  I deny my dependence.  I reject His glory and mystery.  I turn a blind eye toward the question of my own existence.  No wonder Hebrew doesn’t have a word for this.  In light of the Creator God, such an act is incomprehensible.

Ah, but we have a word for it, don’t we?  We doubt – and excuse our affront to the Creator by acting as though we have a right to question His glory and authority.  After all, He made us with the ability to choose, so what’s wrong with questioning Him?  Actually, everything!  This is self-idolization disguised as rational dilemma.  The proper answer to this kind of arrogance is this:  “What’s the matter with you?  Are you so blind that you cannot see the handiwork of the Creator in front of your face?  Do you imagine that you made all this?  Do you imagine that you control and care for all this?  Do you think your very being is the result of your action?  Get real!  Why are you setting yourself up as the arbiter of what is true and what is real?  Look around you – and get some humility.”

Conversing with God about serious things is part of our experience with the God who cares for us.  Questioning God’s authority or ownership is not.  The biblical viewpoint is about an encounter with God’s care and God’s instructions.  Doubt has no place in this arena because care and direction are the assumptions of the biblical point of view.  It’s perfectly OK to ask God why.  It’s sin to ask God “Says who?”  Rolling on those waves is an unholy ride.

Topical Index:  doubt, Heschel, Havvah, wonder, Matthew 14:31, Genesis 3:4, distazo

August 6  Depart from evil, and do good.  Psalm 34:15

Ultimate Evil

Evil – What can we do about all these terrible things in the world?  We live in the age of the worst genocides in history.  We are exposed daily to man’s inhumanity.  We see corruption all around us.  We can hardly go through a single day without being touched by evil.  Is there any answer?  Is there any hope?

The world recognizes the problem of evil, but its solution is woefully inadequate.  Why?  Because the world’s solution is the attempt to lift moral consciousness, to make us better by appealing to our inner goodness.  The world’s solution to evil is education in good thinking.  It claims that all we really need is more training, more enlightenment, more sensitivity.  This is not the biblical solution.

“Evil is not man’s ultimate problem.  Man’s ultimate problem is his relation to God. . . . The Biblical answer to evil is not the good but the holy.  It is not an attempt to raise man to a higher level of existence, where man is not alone when confronted with evil.  Living in “the light of the face of God” bestows upon man a power of love that enables him to overcome the power of evil.”

As long as we act on the basis that evil is reduced through human solutions, we will make no substantial difference.  Evil confronts holiness, not goodness.  To combat evil we must do righteousness.  Why?  Because doing righteousness is redemptive.  Every righteous act implants God’s character in the world.  Every righteous act is the fulfillment of His will on earth.  Every righteous act, not just the big deal charity choices.  God invades this evil world in the smallest moments of righteousness.

Wait!  Doesn’t this psalm tell us to do good?  It most certainly does.  But the difference is who decides what is good.  Doing good is not doing what I think is good.  Doing good is doing what God says is good.  Only the goodness that God gives really counts.  My versions of doing good mean nothing in the battle against evil because my versions are not aligned with His holiness, no matter how altruistic they might seem to be.  What counts in the fight against evil is only what God counts.
So, what does that mean?  How do I do righteousness?  You don’t have to guess.  God actually tells us how to do righteousness in the smallest details.  It’s simple.  Just do a mitzvah.  What?  Mitzvah is essentially an act of kindness.  Does that mean that all acts of kindness are evil-combating righteousness.  Yes, they are, but God has given us a special insight into His mitzvot (plural).  He actually lists them in the Torah.  Every time you and I follow one of His commandments, we perform a mitzvah and we bring His character to bear on the world.  Every time!  Not just when we offer the hungry food or the thirsty drink.  Combating evil occurs when we honor the Sabbath, loan to the poor, guard our tongues or act as stewards of another’s property.  In fact, God has given us 613 specific ways to bring holiness into this world.  

Here’s the bottom line.  It’s very easy to think that our definitions of human kindness are the critical weapons in fighting evil.  So, we think that diet has nothing to do with combating evil.  But evil is the opposite of good.  God doesn’t see it that way.  The opposite of evil is holiness and holiness is acting according to God’s character and instructions.  So, if I decide not to eat clams, I bring holiness into the world.  I might not understand how that happens, but I know what God asks and when I do it, He is glorified and evil is defeated.  I participate in God’s victory over evil.   God is the victor, not me.  I’m just following His lead.

Today you and I can do mitzvah – one tiny act of obedience at a time.  Each act is victory over evil, even if it’s as simple as saying a blessing after the meal (Deuteronomy 8:10). (
Topical Index:  mitzvah, evil, good, holy, Psalm 34:15, ra

http://religion.adherents.com/Judaism/6-mitzvah.html
http://www.jewfaq.org/613.htm
August 7  because the mind set on the flesh is hostile toward God; for it does not subject itself to the law of God, for it is not even able {to do so,}  Romans 8:7
Carnal?

The Mind Set On The Flesh – How are you doing in your fight for sinless perfection?  Are you winning the battle every day or have you suffered defeats?  Are you a sanctified soul or a carnal Christian?  

Do these questions bother you?  They should.

Somewhere along the way, Christianity embraced the Greek metaphysics of the body/mind/soul split.  When this alien concept crept into Christian thinking, it eventually led to the postulation of a carnal Christian, the believer who has confessed Christ as Savior but does not live with Christ as Lord.  This is the person whose life is characterized by actions that do not glorify God but at the same time claims God’s forgiveness and acceptance.  The “carnal” Christian has a body under sin’s control but a soul that belongs to God.  What?  Does that mean God saves only part of this person?  Does that mean that what happens in my body doesn’t really matter as long as my soul is saved?  A careful reading of the Bible endorses none of this Greek nonsense, but it certainly is a popular way of explaining behavior.  Perhaps we need to take another look at Paul’s famous comments about “carnal” Christians (the King James translation of this phrase).

The critical Greek word is phronema.  This word covers the entire translated phrase, “the mind set on”.  Phronema means “what one has in mind, purposes or thoughts.”  In this case, Paul says the purpose or thoughts of this mental condition is sarx, the flesh.  This should remind us of the passage in Genesis 6:5, “the intent of the thoughts of the heart.”  But notice that the Hebrew equivalent does not suggest a split spiritual state where men confess God but act disobediently.  In the Genesis equivalent, the thoughts of their minds were given over to evil and, as a result, God brought judgment upon the earth.  These were a long way from the “carnal” Christian bifurcation we find today.  In Genesis, intent and purpose in thoughts leads directly to judgment, not excuse.  In the ancient world, if your mind was filled with purposes of the flesh, you were not standing in God’s grace.  You were not redeemed.  You died in the flood along with all the other evil people in the world because the mind whose purposes and intents are determined by sarx is the enemy of God.  In Hebrew thought, this is yester ha’ra run amuck.  

Paul is a Jewish Messianic rabbi.  Do you suppose that he entertained the Greek tripartite division of human beings (body, mind and soul)?  Not likely.  Paul’s anthropology was homogenized, the neshama or nefesh was one person all mixed up together embodied in this world.  God doesn’t save the soul and leave the body to rot.  That’s Greek, not Hebrew.  So, if Paul would never have accepted the division of human being into parts, then how could he possibly suggest that spiritual existence could be divided between the carnal and the spiritual?  If the purposes and intents of my mind (read neshama or nefesh) are filled with hostility toward God, doesn’t that force us to conclude that such a person is not redeemed?  After all, this person is an enemy, not a humble seeker.  This person is dominated by the yester ha’ra, not struggling against the evil inclination in order to be obedient to the Lord.

Does that mean that Christians are only those who no longer experience the fight for personal holiness?  Of course not.  That fight goes on for a long, long time.  But the person who isn’t fighting probably isn’t domesticated to God.  I am either motivated to obey and struggling to do so, or I am capitulating to the evil inclination and comfortable with the result.  I am either fighting for God or fighting against Him.  There are no fence-sitters in this war.

Topical Index:  yester ha’ra, sarx, phronema, mind, body, soul, Genesis 6:5, Romans 8:7, carnal

August 8  “Brethren, I am a Pharisee, a son of Pharisees;”  Acts 23:6

Cluster Theology

I am – “I am a Pharisee,” says Paul.  Do you think we hear what he proclaimed?  I doubt it.  Most of us think of Paul as a Christian convert from Judaism.  Most of us think of the Pharisees as the bad guys.  We think Paul left all that behind when he met Yeshua on the Damascus road.  As a result of this fallacious thinking, we interpret Paul’s teaching with our Greek mindset, forcing him to follow the conceptual patterns that we bring to the text.  We don’t understand what it means to be a Pharisee, how Pharisees think or how they use the Scriptures.  The result:  confusion and contradiction.  For centuries the “church” has argued over what Paul really means, all the while denying Paul’s logic is based in an eastern Semitic process that stands in radical opposition to western Greek thinking.  When was the last time that you received instruction about how to think like a Pharisee so that you could really understand Paul?  Or Jesus?

Brad Young makes the following comment:  


“The Hebrew mind viewed God quite differently from the systematic theological thinking of the West, which defines God and his work with creation in a linear fashion.  The Western-style treatment of the divine character attempts to explain inconsistencies and harmonize contradictions systematically.  The Hebrew mind was filled with wonder at the mystery of God.  The vastness of God and his inscrutable ways left them awestruck.  Inconsistencies and contradictions are intimately related to human, finite understandings of the infinite God.  He is beyond human comprehension.  First-century Jews approached God through an interactive associative mentality.  The fact that God is incomprehensible is very much a part of Jewish thought processes.  The Western mind, however, explains everything but understands so little of the divine nature.  The Hebrew mind, on the other hand, is overpowered by a sense of wonder and amazement.  It thrives on the inconsistencies and contradictions of the one awe-inspiring God.”

Young demonstrates Paul’s theology is “circular and interactive,” and reflects the eastern, Hebrew mentality.  Paul doesn’t strain in the least to say that God is sovereign and we are predestined in one breath, and that we must work out our salvation and make eternal choices in the next.  Paul holds human beings totally accountable for their sins and at the same time seems to say that Adam is responsible for the whole problem.  And what do we do with these “inconsistencies?”  We write linear, logical systematic theologies in an attempt to “fix” them.  Have you ever wondered why there is no Jewish systematic theology?  Maybe it’s because for the Hebrew, God is simply too big, too wonderful and too amazing to be forced into our boxes.  Maybe it’s because tension is OK in the pursuit of God.  Not everything has an answer – now.  Some mysteries will have to wait in spite of theological headaches.

Read a little of Paul’s letters with an eye toward mystery and wonder.  See if suddenly you don’t have a new appreciation for the way Paul thinks.  See if you don’t discover clusters of praise and amazement.  See if Paul’s circular reasoning just can’t be pounded into Greek square holes.  And recognize that it’s OK not to know all the answers.  Yes, I am sure that will be quite uncomfortable.  Our culture wants to be correct; to know the truth for certain.  But maybe the Hebrew mind is a little closer to reality.  Maybe there is something about God that is just beyond us.  Can you live with that?

Topical Index:  Hebrew mind, Paul, theology, Acts 23:6, wonder, inconsistencies

August 9  Abraham called the name of that place The LORD Will Provide, as it is said to this day, “In the mount of the LORD it will be provided.”  Genesis 22:14
Linguistically Challenged

The LORD Will Provide – How I wish I could spend the rest of my life studying the incredible depths of Genesis!  Its riches are so vast, its elegance so beautiful, its simplicity so complex I would never fail to be awe-struck by the majesty of our great God.  

Yet how unfortunate it is that translators have treated all of us as linguistically challenged.  They have provided interpretation rather than translation, and in the process, although they intended to help us along, they have hidden the wonders of the text and clouded the majesty of our Lord.

Here is an example.  You see, the text doesn’t say Abraham named this place “The Lord Will Provide.”  He names it YHWH yireh, a name we have bastardized into Jehovah-Jireh.  It literally means, “YHWH sees.”  It is the interpretation of the translator that coverts this verb into a statement about God providing.  Where did that interpretation come from?  From the context, of course.  God provided the ram instead of taking the sacrifice of Isaac.  But Abraham doesn’t name the place for God provision.  He named it for God’s vision.  Why?  Because it is God’s seeing the need of Man that brings about the redemptive sacrifice.  Before the lamb is offered, God must see the need.  And when God sees the need, God Himself provides the offering.  This is no god of stone or wood who cannot see or hear.  This is the God who acts in love toward His creation.  

But that isn’t quite the end of the story.  One of the forms of the verb ra’ah (to see) is a technical term for the appearances of God (see Genesis 12:7, 17:1 and Exodus 3:2).  So, as Childs points out, the use of the word in Abraham’s appellation is a Hebrew wordplay.  Just as God “sees” the need of Abraham, so God continues to “see” Israel’s need and as a result God appears to Abraham and to Israel, time and again.  How?  In the sacrifice He Himself provides.  The narrator of the story underscores this point by noting that even today this place is called “YHWH is seen.”  Once more the depth of Genesis ties together the whole presentation of the God who redeems.

OK, that’s interesting.  It’s a nice tidbit of information you can use to impress your friends about your depth of Hebrew understanding.  Right?  No, that isn’t right.  You see (pun intended), the point here is that “God seeing you” is an expression of intimate, divine care.  God does not peer down upon the world as the heavenly policeman.  He is not watching every move you make in order to catch you in some sin and apply the heavenly hammer.  God sees in order to save.  His sight is the precursor to His provision of sacrifice for our redemption.  God watches over us like the Good Shepherd, exhibiting His care in His dying for us.  Instead of cowering under His judgmental eyes, we are blessed under His watchful care.  Abraham experienced God’s sight.  His son was redeemed.  But it did not stop there.  God appeared to us in the same redemptive vision.  His Son spared us.  We serve the God who sees.

Topical Index:  yireh, ra’ah, Genesis 22:14, Exodus 3:2, Genesis 12:7, see, provide

August 10  The LORD also spoke to Moses, saying:  Speak to the sons of Israel  Numbers 15:37-38

Speak Easy

Spoke – Speak – What you don’t see can hurt you.  And what you don’t see are two different Hebrew verbs translated by one English verb.  God speaks (‘amar) to Moses but He tells Moses to speak (dibber) to the people.  What’s the difference and why does it matter?

The first difference is simply a grammatical one.  ‘amar is used to introduce a following direct quotation.  So, in this case, the verb ‘amar introduces the speech of God that follows.  Dibber denotes the acts of speaking or what is spoken.  ‘amar tells us a quotation is about to follow.  ‘amar tells us the words that follow are God’s words, not the words of Moses.
Secondly, dibber seems to cover the whole of a conversation.  It is comprehensive.  It’s about the conversation from beginning to end.  Perhaps the most important element here is this: in ancient near-eastern cultures, the process of naming (the use of dibber) was a creative act that brought something into being.  This is also true in the Bible.  God’s very word causes creation to come into being.  God’s word has a power beyond merely a symbolic representation of something.

Thirdly, ‘amar is event language.  Its etymological background comes from the idea of making something visible.  In fact, it seems to originally have been connected with the idea of seeing.  Thus, ‘amar can be used in all of the following senses:  announce, declare, promise, refuse, predict, repeat, inform, mention, assure, answer, praise, command, think, consider, discuss and explain.   This Hebrew verb has a very wide application.  ‘amar is distinctive because it is always about a personal relationship.  Even when ‘amar is used with inanimate things, the speaker always has some personal relationship with the objects.  In this regard, there is no distinction between the sacred use of ‘amar and the secular use of the verb.  ‘amar is about a complex cluster of personal revelation activities that create relationship between the speaker and the object.  

Now let’s apply these distinctions to Numbers 15:37-38.  God speaks to Moses.  Immediately the verb tells us there is a personal relationship involved in this disclosure to Moses.  Furthermore, the verb tells us what comes next is precisely what God said to Moses.  dibber tells us the words we read are the full conversation that must be conveyed to the sons of Israel. There is power in these words of God.  They are not arbitrary.  They have precise and intentional meaning.  They are pregnant with divinity.

Why is all of this so crucial?  Because Numbers 15:37-38 are the last part of the Shema, repeated three times every day.  These two verbs set the stage for God’s final instructions to His people.  They are just what He said and just what He meant.  They are the revelation of who He is in relationship with us.

I guess we better listen. Right?

So, if this is so important, why don’t we know that Numbers 15:37-41 is supposed to be a daily reminder of God’s will for our lives?

Topical Index:  Shema, ‘amar, dibber, speak, Numbers 15:37-38
August 11  “When did we see you hungering . . ?” Matthew 25:37
The Greater Need

Hungering – Ah, but Jesus didn’t say we saw Him starving.  You see, the word here is peinao, not limos.  The Greek word peinao means to be in need of regular nourishment while limos means to fatally lack sustenance.  The application difference is important.  Too often we think righteousness is associated with relief from famine.  We think Jesus commented on limos, telling us that those who step in with aid for disaster victims are meeting the standard He set in this parable.  We think seeing Him hungry is the same as seeing the starving masses of the world and sending them our surplus.  We are wrong.

What is at stake in Jesus’ parable is not famine relief but rather daily required nourishment.  According to the parable, when we provide of the daily bread of another, we are demonstrating the character of the Kingdom.  We don’t have to wait for disaster to strike.  We only have to see that someone is in need.  They don’t have to be starving.  They only have to be hungry.

Of course, peinao covers a wider range than just hunger for food.  It really means an avid desire for something necessary for life.  Most importantly, in the Old Testament background peinao suggests persistent hunger.  It is the daily need for life-giving elements.  What are these daily needs?  Well, we could start with obvious ones – from our perspective.  Food and shelter come high on the list.  But the Bible doesn’t start here.  Yes, of course, life requires food and shelter, but the biblical priority is peace with God above and beyond everything else!  Deuteronomy 28:47 makes it clear.  Rejection by God brings terrible, life-threatening results.  No human effort to provide life’s necessities will ultimately succeed if there is no peace with God.  Our perception of what is necessary is clouded by the influence of the yetzer ha’ra.  We discover the first commandment is the most important commandment, not for religious purposes but for life itself.

So, what do we really need for life?  We need God on our side.  With that in place, everything else is an enjoyment of His blessings.  How can Jesus call the hungry blessed?  Only because in His mind, the persistent need for peace with God leads directly to submission to God’s will – and that guarantees God’s provision.  Only those who have an avid desire for the righteousness of the Lord will ultimately be satisfied.  Their persistent hunger for Him will bring a life of fulfillment.  Of course, that does not mean a life of the fulfillment of the desires of the yetzer ha’ra.  It means God places His desires into our hearts and then proceeds to bring them about in the lives we live.

Do you know someone who is hungry, who has an avid, daily desire for peace with the Lord?  That desire might show up in the need for food, shelter and work, but that will not be the end of the story.  Nor will it be the end of fulfilling the need.  When you feed someone who has a persistent desire, it is never a one-time event.  

“When did we see you hungering?”  Every time you encounter someone who needs to know God is good, all the time.

Topical Index:  hunger, peinao, limos, daily bread, blessing, Matthew 25:37
August 12  But answering He said, “It has been written: Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.”  Matthew 4:4

The Hunger for Dependence

Alone – God delivers!  But what He delivers is not just bread.  Therefore, we must be careful not to insult the Great Provider by focusing our attention on what His earth can give us.  Yes, the earth is God’s blessing of provision to all Mankind.  Yes, we are grateful for His care.  But this provision is only the precursor to something greater, something that must be a priority in the lives of all who acknowledge the gift of bread.  It is not bread alone that feeds us.

The Greek word here is monos.  You can easily recognize its affiliation with “single”, “alone” and “only.”  Yeshua reminds the tempter that God alone is the only authority.  God alone is the only source of truth, instruction, direction and goodness.  Of course, what God provides reflects His character, but it is not a substitute.

But Yeshua is not speaking Greek.  He is quoting Deuteronomy 8:3.  The Hebrew word in that text is bad.  This word changes meaning according to the attachment of other Hebrew letters.  In this case, le is attached to the beginning of the word and the meaning becomes “by itself” or “apart from.”  If you read all of Deuteronomy 8:3, you will see the lesson of bread associated with the provision of manna.  God gave nourishment in the wilderness not simply to provide physical sustenance but to demonstrate His words are the source of life itself.

The results may appear to be the same, but the thinking behind the results is not.  God gives Man the fruit of the earth.  Man eats and lives.  If we focus on the final product, we become absorbed in what satisfies our hunger now.  Then it is easy to forget the Giver among the gifts.  When Yeshua refuses to satisfy His hunger, He focuses attention on the Giver, not the gift.  He exhibits the willingness to wait – to depend on the Lord’s timing rather than avail Himself of the potential gift before Him.  He makes God the priority, even over His own need.  As Goppelt says, “He does not point away from physical to spiritual nourishment, but from that which is only of earth to that which comes from God.”
  The difference is the source, not the end result.

We are not to live with a worldview determined by production alone.  We are not to be seduced by the overwhelming abundance of the gift.  Nor are we to participate in life as though we are directed by results by themselves.  We are to set the course of our lives from the source of our lives and follow that track without distraction.  The lesson of bread is found in the Giver.  His words provide all we need because they are the reason we have need.

Topical Index:  bread, monos, bad, alone, only, Matthew 4:4, Deuteronomy 8:3
August 13  To know wisdom and instruction; to understand words of insight; to accept instruction in prudent behavior, to do what is right, and just, and fair  Proverbs 1:2-3
The Education of the Righteous

To Know - What does it mean “to know wisdom?”  Well, if you’re Greek, it means you apprehend information associated with a subject.  In this case, the subject is wisdom so I might conclude that knowing wisdom is knowing what I need to make life work the way it should.  In the Greek world, people would call me wise if I were able to make the correct decisions.  Usually we associate wisdom with moral values.  A wise man is one who discerns correctly the difference between what is right and what is wrong.  So, from a Greek perspective, to know wisdom is to know the difference between good and evil.  Is this beginning to sound familiar?

How does this explanation change if I step into the Hebrew world?  After all, the proverbs of Solomon are not written from a Greek perspective.  The emphasis shifts dramatically, from apprehending the information about good and evil to experiencing the practice of making godly choices.  In the Hebrew worldview, I know when I do.  Therefore, knowledge comes about as a result of action, not intellectual apprehension.  To know wisdom is not to gather the facts about what is right and what it wrong.  To know wisdom is to act justly.  Until my thinking turns into acting, I don’t really know.  Knowing is the process of personally internalizing what I become aware of so that my behavior is transformed accordingly.  For the Hebrew, knowing is always personal.  It is not fact-gathering.  It is altering how I live.

This difference is essential to understanding the New Testament’s concept of “knowing the Christ.”  If my life is not altered, if there are no signs of transformation according to the character of Yeshua, then from a Hebrew point of view, I never knew Him.  My claim to apprehend the facts about Jesus means nothing.  Unless my life changes, I don’t know who He is.

Now this shift has implications for understanding God’s Word too.  It implies wisdom comes after relationship, not before it.  It implies knowing God is the same as aligning my life with His direction.  In other words, obedience precedes understanding.  I obey in order to understand, not because I understand.  As long as I withhold obedience, I will be left in the dark.  I cannot gain wisdom until I first obey.

This is entirely backwards from our Greek-based epistemology (how we know).  In the Greek world, we collect the information before we make a decision.  But in the Hebrew world, we decide before we understand.  Think about that for a minute.  It seems crazy.  How can I know what to decide unless I have first gathered the facts?  Who would ever propound a theory about the functions of the universe without first observing facts about the universe?  This sort of backwards science leads to theories like the flat earth and alchemy.  Does the Bible really suggest science should be done without regard to the facts?  

Of course not!  But the epistemology of the Bible is not interested in the scientific method.  It is interested in holiness.  And when it comes to holiness, I cannot answer the question, “What must I do to be in right relationship with God?” by first examining the facts about me and the world.  To answer this question, I must submit to His declaration before I can understand spiritual transformation.  In other words, when it comes to holiness, the answer is revealed to me, not discovered by me.  Therefore, I know only after I obey.  I accept God’s evaluation and judgment rather than my own.  I trust His Word rather than my determination.  Then He reveals the rest to me.

If you ever wonder why there are so many people who say, “I tried reading the Bible but it didn’t make any sense to me,” now you know the answer.  Obedience comes first.  God comes to me, confronts me and asks for my obedience.  Until I accept His request, nothing will make much sense.  After I obey, I discover insights that were there all the time but hidden from my view.

Do you want to know wisdom?  Start where God is asking you to submit to Him.  There is no use trying to get around it.  If you want to know the Truth, you must first do the truth shown to you.

Topical Index:  know, wisdom, epistemology, obedience, da’at, Proverbs 1:2
August 14  But I do not allow a woman to teach, nor to exercise authority over a man, but to be in silence.  1 Timothy 2:12

Name Withheld

Exercise Authority – You have got to be kidding me!  That is probably the immediate contemporary reaction to the face-value interpretation of Paul’s remark.  If what Paul says is really the biblical model for the proper actions of women, then a whole lot of us stand condemned on this one.  Paul seems to be saying (and the Church seems to be endorsing) women are to shut up, be subservient and take care of the home.  If this is really the biblical intention, then we sin when women are in authority, teach, direct, manage, preach or speak both inside and outside the Body.  No wonder some women think Paul is a misogynist.

For more than a thousand years, the Church employed a Greek philosophical paradigm when it interpreted this verse.  That Greek model comes directly from Plato and Aristotle who taught that women were defective men.  It isn’t too much of an exaggeration to say Greek philosophers despised women, considering them intellectually inferior, emotionally immature and generally incapable of the actions and attitudes of men.  The early church fathers were immersed in Greek philosophy so it is not surprising to find their exegesis reflects Plato and the Academy.  As a result of this paradigm, the Church and the culture engaged in withholding education, development and leadership from women.  Predictably, the result merely confirmed what the paradigm taught:  women were inferior.

But Paul is no Platonist.  He is a Second Temple rabbi.  His approach to the role and status of women is based in Scripture, not philosophy.  A thorough analysis of Paul’s full understanding of women would reveal exactly what he shares in Galatians 3:28.  In the Body, there is no hierarchy!  All the world’s false distinctions – Jew and Gentile, slave and free, male and female – are overcome and set aside.  So, what do we do with this apparent misogyny.

In the Greek text, Paul deliberately switches from the plural “women” when he talks about godly behavior for the whole congregation to the singular “woman” when he exhorts Timothy in this passage.  In other words, Paul has a particular woman in mind, someone who is causing plenty of disturbance and distress among the Body.  Paul directs this woman to be silent.  Why?  Because she is usurping authority, grasping at control that is not properly hers.  The Greek verb here, authentein, is used only one time in all the New Testament and for good reason.  It comes from the word authentes which means “a self-appointed killer with one’s own hand.”  In other words, this verb is about domination, not leadership.  It is associated with a murderer, an absolute dictator, a tyrant.  Paul says this woman seeks to rule with an iron hand.  Her actions must not be allowed because in the Body there is no place for an autocrat, whether man or woman.  Telling her to be silent employs a Hebrew expression about serious contemplation of humility.   

Paul, the apostle of unity in the Body, the messenger of equally distributed grace, the herald of the destruction of all class and gender distinctions, could not possibly instruct the Body to relegate one gender to the corner.  This instruction is about an unruly, unrestrained person who wants to run the show.  In this case, the subject is a women, but it could just as well have been a man.  In the Body, this sort of action doesn’t work.

Oh yes, and Paul is so concerned about the circumstances and the woman involved that he doesn’t name her.  Even in his discipline, he demonstrates consideration.

Now that you are no longer under the false, Greek-based misunderstanding of Paul’s concern, don’t you think it’s time to correct twenty centuries of mistakes?

Topical Index:  women, authority, authentein, domination, 1 Timothy 2:12

August 15  “Indeed, I gave them no-good decrees, and laws that did not offer them life.”  Ezekiel 20:25
Horrifying Decrees
No-Good Decrees – Brevard Childs, professor of Biblical theology at Harvard, says that this verse is an example of “the clearest sign of the brokenness of the Old Testament covenant . . . once given as a source of endless joy [but now] a burden and a means of destroying the nation.”
  If this is true, all those who believe in the eternal value of Torah are certainly lost.  Did God really give them rules that would destroy them?  Are we to abandon the Torah because God made it a means of loss of life?

Daniel Block’s commentary on Ezekiel
 treats this most difficult passage head-on.  He makes a crucial point about a change in the one particular word.  When Ezekiel speaks about God’s normative instructions for life, he uses the word huqqot (feminine plural).  But here, in this difficult verse, he uses the word huqqim (masculine).  It is not what we would expect and therefore, it tells us Ezekiel is using a variation of the normal expression that has a special nuance.  In translation, the root word hoq looks the same for both derivations.  The plural (huqqot) describes God’s torah.  It’s found in Exodus, Numbers, Leviticus, Judges and the prophets.  Huqqot are good.  They are life-giving.  They are a sign of the covenant with Moses and the people.  Paul tells us huqqot are an expression of the goodness of God, given for our benefit.  

But apparently huqqim are something entirely different.  We just would never see the difference at all in translation.  Since Ezekiel is not writing history, he is not attempting to describe the events preceding giving the Torah.  Ezekiel is concerned with the present day results of disobedience.  He uses a verbal strategy to jump from the beneficial intention of Torah to the disastrous consequences of Torah rejection.  In other words, as it turns out the huqqot God gave have become huqqim in the lives of the people.  The people have turned what gives life into something that produces death.  But God will use this change to bring about His purposes anyway.

There are two very important lessons here.  The first is exegetical.  Dig deeper!  The surface of the text is sometimes not the message of the text.  God often thinks (and speaks) things we cannot anticipate.  To know Him and His will, we must seek.

The second lesson is behavioral.  The goodness of Torah can become the horrifying specter of death if we reject it.  Life and death are both attached to the same instruction.  Our rejection of God’s direction pushes us from blessing to curse, both corporately and individually.   God is patient.  He was with Israel and He is with us.  But don’t be fooled.  Don’t let huqqot become huqqim in your life.
Topical Index:  law, rules, blessing, curse, huqqim, huqqot, Ezekiel 20:25
August 16  How blessed is he whose help is the God of Jacob, whose hope is in the LORD his God.  Psalm 146:5

The Details

Is In – It’s certainly commonplace for us to say we hope in the Lord, but we might be surprised to find the Jewish prayer book doesn’t render the thought this way.  The same Hebrew construction (al – there is no verb here) is translated “to” rather than “in.”  This is the usual translation of al.  The common Hebrew expression for “in” is b’ (as in b’ re’shiyt – “in the beginning”).  So, what’s the difference between “hope in the Lord” and “hope to the Lord?  Or is there really any difference at all?

It doesn’t take much reflection to unpack the idea of hope in the Lord.  When we speak this way, we usually have His character in mind.  We think of His unfailing benevolence, His sovereignty, His trustworthiness and His constancy.  All these attributes are crucial if we are going to find hope in God.  We want to know our trust in Him and His plans and purposes will not be in vain.  The Bible is filled with expressions of God’s reliability and they all contribute to our ability to expect that He will bring justice in the end.

But what does it mean to hope to God?  The change in preposition shifts the focus from God’s attributes to our need.  Essentially, the idea moves from what I expect of God to what I give over to Him.  The focus of my thought is not God’s unchanging nature but rather my movement from my need to His rescue.  In is a static concept.  To is a concept of motion.  When I hope to God, I move in His direction and He moves in mine.  My hope becomes the road I travel to reach toward His care – the same road He uses to run to meet me.  Do you remember the parable of the Two Sons (the Prodigal)?  When the lost child walked in the direction of the father, the father ran in the direction of the son.  Maybe “his hope to the Lord his God” is really an expression of action toward God rather than expectation about God.  At least the prayer book seems to think it is.  The sages suggest this kind of hope implies the following:  if you pray and you do not receive an answer, pray again.

Why is this little change necessary?  Perhaps it combats a version of Christian fatalism.  You know how that goes.  “God knows my needs better than I do.  I prayed about them.  Now it’s up to Him to do something.  He’ll act if He wishes to.”  This is Christian fatalism.  It is without movement.  God rests in His heaven.  I stand my ground on earth.  No point in pleading my case.  He already knows what He will do.  This is hope in God – hope that because He is who He is, He will do something about my circumstances.  

But hope to God is unrelenting movement in His direction.  I never stop asking until the answer arrives.  Maybe this is what Paul had in mind (pray without ceasing).  God never tires of our desire to come to Him.  More often than not we stop moving toward Him.  We stop wrestling all night long because we think the outcome is pre-determined.  We become believers in the divine rather than pilgrims to the divine.

Topical Index:  prayer, al, to, hope, Psalm 146:5
August 17  who executes judgment for the oppressed; who gives food to the hungry.  Psalm 146:7
Getting It Done

Executes – Do we really believe God takes care of things for the oppressed?  If we knew the Hebrew verb here (‘asah) is a verb that usually means a deliberate action with distinct purpose, would that change our expectations about God’s intervention?   Perhaps it would be helpful to realize the oppressed in this verse are not the poor, the downtrodden or the wretched of the earth.  In this verse, the root word is ‘ashaq.  It means those who have been cheated or exploited or extorted.  These people have been defrauded or abused, usually because someone in power took advantage of them.  Do you know people who could be described as ‘ashooqim?  I certainly do.  Pensioners, investors, buyers, mortgage holders, lenders – the list is long.  The psalmist tells us that God Himself will bring judgment upon the reprobates responsible for such abuse.

Do you believe that?  Do you believe God will take deliberate action for the purpose of bringing judgment on those who defraud others?  Of course, that doesn’t mean God will strike down the abusers with lightning bolts.  But it does mean God will not allow them to act without consequence.  David suggests God’s judgment is one reason why I can hope to God.  God is not passive or impassible.  He hears my cry and feels my anguish – and He does something about it.  I move toward Him in prayer and outcry.  He moves toward me in justice and mercy.  Those who think they are getting away with it will encounter the God who protects and vindicates the righteous.

But do you really believe this?

It’s so easy to think I have to create my own lightning bolts to rectify things.  It’s so easy to discount the invisible God.  It’s so easy to take on the operation of judgment myself – “to get even.”  The expression itself is Greek.  “To get even” implies to set the balance back to zero, to make someone else carry the appropriate weight.  But God doesn’t make things “even.”  He makes things holy.  Perhaps we need to reflect on the difference.  Holiness doesn’t always imply a return to the previous distribution, but it always implies redeeming action that glorifies God.  Is that what we are looking for?

I believe God executes justice.  I believe fraud is a sin (it is, after all, a lie).  I believe God is glorified when I take redemptive action on behalf of the oppressed.  But I don’t know precisely what that means until I run to Him for guidance.  And that implies movement over and over and over again until I meet Him on the road.

Let the journey to righteousness begin, Lord.

Topical Index:  executes, oppressed, ‘asah, ‘ashaq, defraud, judgment, Psalm 146:7
August 18  Therefore I, the prisoner of the Lord, exhort you to walk worthily of the calling in which you were called,   Ephesians 4:1

Hard Time

Prisoner – What was it like to be a prisoner in the first century Roman Empire?  One rather famous dungeon in Rome was twelve feet underground.  It doesn’t take much to imagine the conditions.  No sanitation.  No light.  No accommodations to prisoners.  In fact, if outsiders didn’t routinely provide food, prisoners often starved to death.  It really didn’t matter much to the officials.  The only reason one ended up in the hell holes was because the person could not (to the satisfaction of the State) guarantee he would show up at court or he was scheduled for execution anyway.  Crucifixion was tortuous but at least it was fairly quick.  Literally rotting in prison extended the agony of death for weeks.

Paul’s claim to be a prisoner of the Lord probably sent shock waves through his readers.  Prison was the last place on earth that anyone expected to find grace, mercy or comfort.  It was the realm of nightmares, horror stories and numbing fear.  But not for Paul!  You see, Paul turns the whole metaphor upside-down.  Instead of being a prisoner for punishment, he sees himself as a prisoner for protection.  You will recall Jesus’ remark in John 17:12.  “While I was with them, I was keeping them in Your name.”  Here the Greek word eteroun (keeping) describes protective custody.  The followers of the Lord are prisoners, alright, but they are in the guardhouse in order to keep them safe, not in order to penalize them.  Paul’s choice of desmois (prisoner) paints the picture of someone who is bound, tied up and captive.  For Paul, being a prisoner of Yeshua is the sign of freedom.  In the New Testament, desmois equals eleutheros.  The world is truly upside-down.

Do you think of yourself as a prisoner?  Frankly, most of us don’t.  To think like that means we have to see through the preponderance of false evidence.  Our culture, our training, our mentality all shouts, “We are free!”  But Yeshua looks deeper.  We can be prisoners of the Lord or we can be prisoners of our selves.  There is no room for “free” in this world.  A little reflection on the vicissitudes of life demonstrates the truth of our Lord’s observation.  No matter what I claim, I cannot escape the slavery to government legislation, financial obligations, relationship responsibilities and a host of other things that impinge on my life.  For the person without Christ, real freedom happens only in death.  At least when I die my obligations in this world end.

But for a prisoner of the Lord, death has already occurred.  My life is no longer filled with my obligations.  Now it is in the hands of my Master and all I am asked to do is fulfill His obligations.  I am free of myself at last.  Hallelujah, I am a prisoner!

Topical Index:  prisoner, free, protective custody, eleutheros, eteroun, desmois, Ephesians 4:1
August 19  with all humility and meekness, with long-suffering, bearing with one another in love  Ephesians 4:2

Walk This Way

Bearing – How do prisoners walk?  Paul describes each step.  Humility and meekness is the first foot forward, then long-suffering, then bearing with one another.  We have probably heard a lot about humility.  Perhaps we have even been given instruction about meekness (domesticated power).  Certainly anyone in any sort of personal relationship has a wealth of experience with long-suffering.  But the next step isn’t quite what we might imagine.  What it means to bear with one another is not about tolerance.  It is about rainfall.

The Greek word anecho means “to hold up or hold back from falling.”  Bearing with you doesn’t come close to tolerating you.  What Paul wants me to do is lift you up when you need support.  I must be your load-bearing wall.  That sometimes means I won’t tolerate you.  I won’t tolerate your sinful behavior or your evil inclination or anything else that prevents you from experiencing the full delight in the Lord.  Sometimes being the load bearing wall means acting like concrete - but only sometimes.

Other times bearing with you requires a lot of bending.  It requires stooping down to get underneath your problems and lift them off your shoulders.  It requires getting down in the dirt, laying a foundation, finding my way to the basement and acting as the floor under your feet.  It requires tenacity, resilience and reliability as I demonstrate over and over that I will not leave you.  I bend to help.

So, what does all this have to do with rain?  Well, this Greek word is found in the LXX in Amos 4:7 where God uses the Hebrew word mana’ for withholding rainfall.  Sometimes bearing with you is holding you back, keeping you, retaining you and acting as your spiritual umbrella.  Sometimes bearing with you means keeping you out of the rain.

There is a lot to do when I take the step of bearing with you, but none of it implies tolerance for what is false, evil or injurious.  Whether I am the wall around you, the floor under you, the cable that bends with you or the umbrella that keeps you dry makes no difference to the truth.  If I am going to bear with you, then I must reflect the character of the One who did those things for me.  

Ready for your walking shoes?

Topical Index:  bearing, walk, anecho, mana’, Amos 4:7, Ephesians 4:2
August 20  If you will not believe, surely you will not be established.  Isaiah 7:9

Dictionary Definitions

Believe – What is faith?  Ah, it seems like such a simple question until you try to give your definition.   Faith is _____________.   You’ll probably need a pretty big blank space to fill in.  Just remember faith is a verb, so don’t use static concepts, nouns or “beliefs” in your definition.  Before you get too frustrated, let’s see if we can get some help from the biblical texts.

The Greek word is pistis.  It is usually defined as a relationship with God – or something like that.  But immediately we have a problem.  You see, John never uses faith as a noun, so it can’t be a “relationship”.  Paul and John consider “faith” from a Hebrew context.  The actual word “faith” is very rare, but we do find words like hope, fear and trust.  That takes us to the Old Testament idea of the Greek pistis.  The word occurs in the LXX, but what we find most of the time is nothing like hope, fear or trust.  What we find is the Hebrew root ‘mn.  It’s the same root that shows up in the word amen.  Now this seems really confusing.  What does amen have to do with faith?

The most common expression based on the root ‘mn is ‘emet, the Hebrew word for “truth.”  Amen, of course, expresses the thought that what I have just heard is vouched as true before God.  So, the Old Testament idea of faith is not tied to my “beliefs.”  It is tied to establishing myself in the truth.  In other words, it is setting my feet on the solid rock of God’s unassailable character.  Faith is not my relationship to Him.  It is gaining the stability that comes from Him.
Isaiah helps too.  This verse includes a wordplay.   “If not ta-aminoo (you will believe), surely not te-amenoo (you be established).”  The root ‘mn is used in both words – to believe and to establish.  In other words, there is a direct connection between believing and securing.  The opposite of believing is not doubting.  It is tearing down.  If I believe (verb), I secure God’s truth as the foundation of my actions.  If I do not believe, I tear down God’s truth and am left without a firm foundation.

We often adopt the Greek idea that faith is about certain beliefs.  We think faith is about true statements.  “I know my Redeemer lives” becomes a statement of faith.  The focus of our attention is on the connection between what we claim to know and the relationship that it fosters.  We think of faith in connection with correct doctrine.  But the Old Testament seems to say something else.  The Old Testament says faith is truth in action!  If I believe, I set myself on God’s word.  I engage His promise and make it my reality.  Faith is something I do for me.  I move myself from instability to stability.  I step onto a sure foundation.  It hardly matters what I say or what I claim.  It matters where I stand, so help me God.

Topical Index:  faith, ‘mn, amen, pistis, ‘emet, truth, foundation, Isaiah 7:9
August 21  “How often I desired to gather your children in the way a bird gathers her chicks from under her wings.  And you did not desire it.”  Matthew 23:37
The Difference

Did Not Desire – My wife and I had a 3AM conversation.  Obviously, it was serious.  She pointed out, rightly so, that I struggle with the willingness to remove those fall-back habits in my life when I am under severe stress.  I am most vulnerable when I feel I am not up to the job or I am not good enough.  She pointed out that this has been an issue all my life.  Of course, she’s right.  I have struggled with perceived inadequacy as long as I can remember.  But at 3AM in the morning, it isn’t about childhood.  It’s about hypocrisy.  My ‘ezer observed that I have a difficult time living up to the stuff I write.  She was doing her job as the grinding wheel.  3AM conversations are the application of serious grit, not easy polishing.  She said, “Until you really want to change, it just won’t happen.”  Jesus said the same thing.  In translation, the Greek word points out the difference between saying I want to change and being totally committed to making the change happen.

Matthew uses the Greek verb thelo.  It’s translated “to will, to wish, to desire.”  There’s another Greek verb that means almost the same thing.  It is boulomai.  But there is a difference.  Thelo implies the action necessary to accomplish the desire.  I don’t just want something.  I go after it and get it.  It is purposeful action toward a goal.  Boulomai also means desire, but it does not imply I actually do something about it.  There is no consequent action.  I often say I want to play the blues, but if I don’t pick up the guitar, take the lessons and fight my way through the riffs, my desire is boulomai, not thelo.  

Jesus desired to draw the children of Jerusalem to Himself.  The word is thelo.  He did something about His desire.  He died.  But the children of Jerusalem did not desire (thelo) to be gathered.  They expressed religious sentiments.  They attended to the ceremonies and the rituals.  They spoke the right God-language.  But they fell under boulomai – their desire was never converted into action.

This small shift in meaning is the essential core of a lot of repetitive sinful behavior.  Those of us who have been awakened to the realm of the Spirit know the difference between good and bad.  We don’t usually sin in ignorance.  We sin in defiance.  We simply aren’t willing (thelo) to give it up.  Yeshua has done all that needs to be done to rescue us from our tragic state of existence, but we aren’t buying.  Why?  Because we really aren’t willing to change.  We want the benefits of grace without the pain and suffering of repentance.  We want the Messiah without the blood.  As Albert King used to say, “Everybody wants to go to heaven, but nobody wants to die.”

Yeshua spilled His blood so that I would be able to spill mine.  That’s right.  He didn’t die so I could skate into Paradise.  He died so I could endure the agony of redemption.  He died to show me the way through the pain.  When I accept His gift, my standing before the Judge of all Mankind is changed.  I am forgiven.  But I must still be transformed if I want to know what it’s like to have the Spirit living through me.  And that will hurt.  Jerusalem will not give up its children without a fight.  It is blood sport.   For those who have been redeemed, the victory is guaranteed, but that doesn’t remove us from the battle, does it?  Are you willing?

Topical Index:  desire, will, thelo, boulomai,  transformation, Matthew 23:37
August 22  “You were faithful over a few things; I will set you over many.  Matthew 25:23

Faith Is Action

Faithful – God gives.  That is an essential part of the foundation of Christian thought.  God, the Sovereign Master of the universe, gives.  He determines the distribution of assets.  They are His, not ours.  He determines the degree of obligation.  They are His rules, not ours.  But above all else, God gives.  He liberally supplies what each of us needs in order to fulfill the purposes of our lives.  We are slaves, it is true, but we serve a wonderfully benevolent King who makes each of us an object of His concern.

What does it mean to be faithful to such a Master?  You can see from the parable that faithfulness has nothing to do with a careful examination of the relationship between slave and King.  To be faithful is to act on behalf of the Master for His benefit and glory.  In fact, in the parable, the Master gives no instructions at all about how His slaves are to treat His possessions.  They are more or less free to do what they will.  But those who are faithful know the character of the one they serve, and as a result, they put to use what He entrusts to them in order to increase the Master’s influence.  In other words, their faithfulness means they act as if they were the Master.  

The familiar word pistos is given an action-oriented context in this parable.  My faith in the Master is converted into my actions on His behalf.  To be faithful is to exercise my duty toward the Master.  It is to reliably perform what is expected of me.  My theology might be a mess.  My doctrines might be confused.  My grip on biblical translation and interpretation might be slipping.  But it doesn’t matter.  I am called to execute my duty toward the one who redeemed me regardless of my ability to articulate the nuances of the circumstances.  My wife knows if I am faithful by how I act toward her in relation to my vows.  She does not have to consult the marriage license to determine if she is correct.

I am sure you’re convinced.  The Spirit guarantees conviction and assistance in these matters.  But notice the reward for this fidelity.  It’s not a gold brick driveway to my mansion in heaven.  I don’t even get a bonus jewel in my crown.  What do I receive for this display of faithful action?  More responsibility over more of His assets.  I am rewarded with the opportunity to display even greater faithfulness.  In other words, the reward of faith is faith multiplied.  The joy I feel for standing firmly on the foundation of the character of my Master is increased by giving me more ground to stand on.  As I learn to be attentive of the expectation of the Master in small things, He rewards me by allowing me to learn to be attentive in bigger things.  There is no retirement plan in this process.  There is only the continual development of faith; the process of engaging greater expectations.

Is that the heaven you look forward to?  Is that what you are preparing for in your acts of faithfulness?  Does this help you see why the chain of faith will never end?

Topical Index:  faithful, pistos, parable, responsibility, reward, Matthew 25:23

August 23  Do not labor for the food which perishes but for the food which endures to everlasting life, which the Son of Man will give to you; for God the father sealed this one.  John 6:27

Tomorrow’s Bread

Do Not Labor – The daily devotional of Oswald Chambers for July 27 is profound.  One of the sentences reads, “No man ever receives a word from God without instantly being put to the test over it.”  This is Chambers at his best.  He recognizes the biblical approach is confrontational.  If we won’t submit and obey what God offers us in His word today, we can be assured we will not discover anything tomorrow.  We must eat today’s bread in order to be ready for tomorrow’s bread.

Yeshua simply follows that biblical pattern of confrontation when He tells the crowd that they have come looking for the wrong nourishment.  They are in pursuit of what sustains the body.  Yeshua offers them nourishment that sustains the whole person (not the soul – that would be a Greek dichotomy).  Then He slaps them with the confrontation.  “Do not labor.”  The Greek is ergazesthe me.  Both words are important.  

First, the verb is ergazomai – to work.  The second word is me, the conditional negative.  It is “not” in a dependent sense.  Me is about what is supposed or imagined.  It stands in contrast with ou which implies an absolute negative; a negative that does not depend on conditions.  For example, 7 + 3 is not 11 (that’s ou) and God is not many.  But “do not (me) labor” imagines the condition under which someone works toward a goal.  It is not a necessary event in life, but when it happens, there are some conditions that should not (me) be part of the work.  What are those conditions?  Answering that question is where the confrontation occurs?

Yeshua tells me if I work for the purpose of providing nourishment alone, I will automatically miss the mark.  Let’s translate this concept into modern events.  If I consider my job merely as a means of providing me with what I need to stay alive, then I will never find God’s eternal purposes in my work.  I won’t see the hidden hand of God behind the blessing of work itself.  I won’t recognize there is more to my work than merely filling the table for a meal.  I will be caught in the seduction of the “now.”  I will work for things rather than for purposes.  My work will not endure because it will be work outside of the conscious awareness of God’s purposes.  This kind of work characterizes most of the world.  It is hand-to-mouth labor.  And Yeshua tells us it is fruitless.  The very thing that appears to be real is, in fact, deception.  It doesn’t last.

We all know this, don’t we?  We know that all the effort we put accumulating things just puts more on the piles of rust and rot.  But still we pile them up.  Yeshua asks us to look deeper – what lasts is the fruit of righteousness, work that is aligned with the Father’s purposes.  By the way, that is a lot more than simply getting saved.  There are things to do in the Kingdom but they are only of value when God directs the effort.  My idea of what counts for righteousness doesn’t really matter.  I can pile up noble rust just as I can pile up profane rust.

Notice how we are to make the distinction.  The Son of Man will give us work that lasts.  Ah, it isn’t my work or my inspiration or my evaluation.  It is His.  Work that endures is work He gives me.

So, now the question is really simple – and very confrontational.  Are you doing His work?  Have you been assigned?  Is your effort according to His instructions?  If it isn’t, then why are you laboring so hard?

Topical Index:  work, not, me, ou, ergazomai, John 6:27, Oswald Chambers
August 24  “Do you think that these Galileans were sinners beyond all the Galileans?”  Luke 13:2

Those Sinners!

Beyond – How do we know who is really a sinner?  Well, the answer is obvious, isn’t it?  We just look how they died.  If they were really bad, then they die in horrible ways.  After all, God doesn’t punish the righteous.  They die after long and useful lives in peace and calm assurance.  But those sinners – God gets them in the end.  They suffer because they deserve it.

That’s the kind of thinking that people expressed to Yeshua in this event.  Some Galileans were sacrificed by the Roman oppressors.  They died horribly.  Even after death, their remains were defiled.  So, they must have been very bad people.  Yeshua rejects such foolishness.  In fact, He goes even further.  He says unless we repent, we deserve no better death than these.  Yeshua confronts this religious bigotry and demands a personal accounting before a holy God.  In the end, we are all Galileans.

It’s so easy for us to employ the “sin meter.”  We are desperate to find someone who is worse than we are and boost ourselves up in the process.  We rank sins in order to gain ground toward righteousness.  So, we end up with mortal sins, venial sins and other hierarchies of sinfulness (Dante suggested ten levels).  Why is a “white” lie less hideous than sexual infidelity?  Why do we distinguish between petty theft and grand larceny?  The answers are obvious and hidden at the same time.  We make these distinctions because the impact on others, society and the state are different.  But at the same time, we allow these differences in impact to divert us from the real standard – holiness – under which all sins have equally disastrous consequences.  It’s perfectly proper to distinguish differences in the impact of sinful behavior, but it is never appropriate to use those differences to justify my sinfulness.  God Himself denotes the differences in consequences of sinful acts for the society of Israel, but He makes no distinctions whatsoever when it comes to personal accountability before Him.  We must do the same.  We must resist with all that we are the temptation to count others greater sinners than we are.  We must fight the temptation to rank sins instead of consequences.

Luke uses the Greek words para pantos. Literally, these mean above all.  Translated this way, we see the issue is ranking sins according to some measure.  Yeshua rejects all this.  Without repentance, every sin brings death.  The playing field is level.  But Yeshua was torah observant and the torah clearly distinguishes between the earthly consequences of sins.  There is no contradiction here as long as we recognize the proper context.  There should be no contradiction in our lives either.  We know the difference between stealing a penny and stealing ten million pennies.  But we also know the essence of the act is the same.  Except for the grace of God, we are all para pantos sinners.  Never let it be said of you and me that we did not identify completely with someone else because he or she was a “great” sinner.

Topical Index:  sin, sinner, para pantos, Luke 13:2
August 25  “Cut it down!  Why does it even use up the ground?”  Luke 13:7

Wasted Lives

Use Up – Parables make one point.  That point is often a function of the event context of the parable.  So, after Yeshua rejects the religious ranking of sins, He tells this parable about a fig tree that doesn’t produce.  The parable is about lives that appear to waste God’s good earth.  The parable is about those people whom we decide aren’t worth the ground they walk on.  In Greek, the word is katargei.  It combines kata and argeo, giving the sense “what makes or renders idle or useless.”  What the owner suggests is not simply that this tree doesn’t produce.  He says the very presence of this tree spoils or pollutes the ground, rendering the soil useless for anything else.  In the owner’s eyes, it’s time to get rid of it.  But the vinedresser sees something else.

Put this parable in the context of the sin of the Galileans.  What Yeshua emphasizes is the short-sightedness of those who pass judgment on the worth of others.  Just as the master viewed the tree as worthless, so it is with those who judge others as polluting sinners.   Just as the vinedresser in the parable argued it was too soon to destroy the tree, so Yeshua proclaims it is too soon to pass judgment on God’s handiwork in another.  The time will come for judgment, but it is not now.  As long as the vinedresser is working on the productive capacity of the tree, the possibility for good fruit remains.  And as long as God’s hidden hand operates in the world of men, the possibility of redemption and restoration remains.  The last half of Isaiah 61:2 has not arrived (see Luke 4:18-19).  As long as it has not arrived, God works among us.  Who are we to say He can no longer restore someone to righteousness?

The terrible consequence of ranking sins is premature rejection of the sinner.  Too often we conclude that such-and-such a person is a wasted life.  There’s no use in continuing to pray, to reach out to, to love as a neighbor.  This person is so bad he is beyond redemption.  Better to let him go.

You’ll object.  “Hey, I don’t do that.  I never give up on someone.  I keep praying, keep supporting, keep loving – no matter what.”  Really?  A couple you know gets divorced.  Do you find that you let one side go?  A business associate is caught in corruption.  Do you stop calling him?  A family you know has a child who is trapped in drugs or violence.  Are they still on your invitation list?  Someone in your church has an affair.  Does her name disappear from the roster?  

Yes, the Bible provides consequences for sinful acts, but those consequences are never about permanent removal from the community.  God’s consequences always include purposeful restoration.  “Return to Me,” is the foundation of every repercussion of sin.  Maybe we need to take the same approach as the vinedresser.  “Let me care for this tree and let’s see what happens in a year.”

Topical Index:  use up, waste, katargei, vinedresser, Luke 13:7, Isaiah 61:2, Luke 4:19
August 26  and do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect.  Romans 12:2

Connected

And – How many times have you heard this verse?  Dozens, I’ll bet, but we often miss the connection in this verse.  It is not a stand-alone declaration of spiritual progression.  It is tied to something else – the part that comes before the “and”.  Without the connection, the rest of Paul exhortation isn’t effective.

kai in Greek is such a simply word.  Obviously, it’s used thousands of times.  Nevertheless, its frequency doesn’t not mean it is not important.  In this verse, it’s vital.  We will never be transformed unless we take the first step and the first step is not found in this verse.  

What’s the first step?  “Present your body a living sacrifice.”  Ah, now we see why Paul speaks about the renewing of your mind in this verse.  He has already covered the sacrifice of your body in the previous verse.  The two are tied together.  Paul is not endorsing a separation of the mental and the physical (a Greek dichotomy).  He is being a good Hebrew.  Mind and body are one.  If you won’t sacrifice your body, you cannot renew your mind.

Oh, darn (or something stronger)!  It would have been so much easier to separate body and mind.  It would have been so convenient to take the mental-spiritual route and focus my religious attention on my thoughts instead of my deeds.  That’s what I really want (says the yetzer ha’ra).  Just let me contemplate the divine, improve my spiritual intuition and revel in the wonder of the words.  But don’t ask me to give up my bodily desires.  Don’t ask me to put my behavior on the altar.  I don’t mind giving God my mind as long as I can hang on to what I do with my body.  Being a “carnal” Christian is a pretty good deal.  It allows me to have it both ways.

Of course, that little obnoxious word kai ruins everything.  If I am going to experience transformation, if I am going to know what it means to renew my mind, then I must sacrifice my body first.  Obedience comes before knowledge.  Sacrifice before renewal.  There is no spiritual development in mind only.  If you aren’t experiencing daily delight in the Spirit, look first to the body.  You might find something that didn’t get placed on the altar.

Topical Index:  body, mind, renewal, sacrifice, Romans 12:2, kai
August 27  and do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect.  Romans 12:2

Pattern Recognition

Conformed – Let’s go to visit the blacksmith.  Of course, today you might have to travel a long way to find one.  Most of the operations of a blacksmith have been given to machines.  But we all know what a blacksmith does.  He takes metal and shapes it into something useable.  He heats, bends and pounds on the metal until he produces a sword, a plow or a horseshoe.  That takes real effort and a lot of beating.  And that’s what Paul has in mind with the Greek word suschematizo.  Literally, it means to shape according to a pattern.  It is “to fashion with.”  The verb implies a schematic.  This is constructing by blueprint.  

Paul instructs us not to be shaped with the pattern of this age.  But we wont’ be able to identify the pattern without adopting Paul’s worldview.  Why didn’t Paul spell out the pattern to avoid?  Why isn’t the next verse something like this:  “Don’t smoke, drink or go to wild parties?”  Why did Paul feel confident that his readers would know what he meant without mentioning the details?

The answer is built into the culture of the early church.  When I became a Messianic believer in the first century, I entered into the commonwealth of Israel.  As James points out in Acts 15, I heard Moses taught every week.  My culture was the culture of Torah.  The people of my congregation were practicing Torah.  I prayed, learned and lived Torah.  And Torah was radically different from the patterns of behavior in the surrounding world.  My conversion brought me in touch with an entirely different way of living, a way that challenged my previous patterns at home, at work and at worship.  Paul doesn’t have to spell it out because the ways of the “new” man were an obvious part of the community.

But things changed.  The “church” adopted a Greek worldview.  In the process, it moved from a Torah-oriented culture of radical difference to a culture that embraced, accommodated and, in some cases, even promoted patterns that would have been considered anathema in previous centuries.  That syncretization is still going on today.  Now we are so far removed from the culture of Torah that we no longer know the difference between the patterns of this age and God’s point of view.  Because the “church” has adopted the world’s ways a little at a time over nineteen centuries, we have moved away from God’s worldview in incremental steps.  We are like the proverbial frog in the heated pot.  Since the change is only one degree at a time, we don’t notice the difference until it kills us.

You can get your cold slap in the face by reading Deuteronomy seriously.  Any reading shows us the dramatic contrast between Paul’s view of godly patterns and our view of syncretism.  It is impossible to read the exhortations in the New Testament for godly living if we remove those exhortations from the culture of Torah.  That is why the church today has nothing really radical to say to the world.  The church is the world, wrapped in God-language.  It is not radically different.  It does not compete with the culture of the world.  It does not offer a completely different way of life.  No wonder we are so confused and impotent.  We can’t be transformed because we are trying to tweak the world’s blueprints instead of throwing them in the trash.

So, what can we do?  Well, we can start by changing what we are able to change, right now.  We can stop trying to accommodate to the world’s timetable, expectations and attitudes.  We can start with one step from Deuteronomy today, and add another tomorrow.  We can be willing to be different.  The patterns of this age are no friends to the righteous no matter how well they have been shaped to fit the pew.

Topical Index:  syncretism, suschematizo, fashion, conform, Romans 12:2, worldview

August 28  “say not to yourselves, ‘The LORD has enabled us to possess this land because of our virtues’, . . .”   Deuteronomy 9:4

Fallout
Virtues – Why does God bless?  Do you think His blessings are the result of your goodness?  Do you think He provides for you because you have been more obedient than others?  I have often heard people say that because they tithe or because they attend church regularly or because they give to charity, God will bless them.  Watch out!  This kind of thinking is laced with heresy.  We do not obligate God.  Moses had to remind the people that God’s blessing was the result of God’s purposes, not their spiritual uniqueness.  In fact, the possession of the land came about because God disposed of the wicked, not because Israel earned the right of occupancy.

“It’s not because of our virtues,” says Moses.  The Hebrew is tzedakah.  We could translate this as righteousness.  Our righteousness doesn’t buy us anything.  It is God’s plan and purpose that changes the course of history.  We need to remember this.  It’s just too easy to start thinking God will do what I want Him to do because I have been so good.  Didn’t the prophets tell us our righteousness is as filthy rags?  They also remember us of the arrogance of virtuous assertion.  Moses’ warning must constantly echo in our ears.  I may be blessed simply because God is taking care of someone else’s unfinished business.  

We in America are most susceptible to the sin of manifest destiny.  We have been blessed.  We have also leveraged that blessing at the great expense of many others.  Yet we expect God will reward our land because we have done so much for Him.  What arrogance!  I wonder if we ever considered the fact that our blessings might just be the accidental left-overs from something God was accomplishing in other nations.  The mix of nationalism and religion is a potent source of hubris.  No Torah-observant follower of the Lord can allow himself such egotism.  God works among the community of all men and in executing His plan, some rise and some fall.  It is not their righteousness that brings success or failure, gain or destruction.  It is God’s hidden hand that turns the hearts of kings.  The punishment of the wicked may result in accidently blessing to others.

Realizing that blessings come from fallout helps us remain humble, grateful and obedient.  Only the most foolish will ever think their good deeds produce divine favor.  God is no man that He might be bribed by my conformity or appeasement.  I am a fool to think so.  Nevertheless, God does make promises, doesn’t He?  He promises if I give to the poor, it will be counted as a loan to the Lord and He will repay.  He promises if I live according to His instructions, He will use me for His purpose (and care for me so that I might act as a magnet for Him).  He promises I will be an object of His concern, He will never abandon me, I will be conformed to His character and someday His justice will prevail.  But, of course, none of these promises really depend on me.  They are all ultimately about who He is, not about what I earn.

Today we may need to be reminded that fallout produces blessings.  We may need to be reminded that I am not so wonderful that I can command God’s favor.  God is doing things beyond me that affect me.  Today might be a good day to get some perspective.

Topical Index:  blessing, virtues, tzedakah, Deuteronomy 9:4
August 29  “And now, O Israel, what does the LORD your God demand of you?  Only this:  . . .”  Deuteronomy 10:12

Community Requirements

Demand – We don’t like the sound of this, do we?  What God demands doesn’t sound much like the gentle, compassionate God we hear about in church.  We would rather have this Hebrew word translated asks.  In fact, that’s what the word usually means.  It is sha’al and it is used almost two hundred times in Scripture for asking.  You will find it in God’s instructions about the questions children ask of parents, about asking for help, about asking the proper form of worship or legal proceedings and dozens of other uses.  But here the translation of the Jewish Publication Society has decided sha’al should be translated “demands.”  Why did they choose something so harsh?

The answer begins with the context.  Moses has just recounted the history of the people of Israel in the desert experience.  It is a rather sad history of disobedience, revolt and hard-heartedness.  In spite of all that, God graciously provides a land for the people.  He promised it to Abraham and He does not break His promises.  But circumstances for the people have changed.  They are no longer under the authority of Pharaoh.  Now they belong to God.  He is their sovereign ruler, and like any ruler of any kingdom, He has expectations of His citizens.  In fact, these expectations are more than just kingly desires.  They are conditions of occupancy.  If you want to live in the land of the King of kings, you must submit to His demands.  It might sound harsh to a people who is used to voting on the rules they live by, but in the 10th Century BC, it would have been so common no one would have lifted an eyebrow.  We don’t live in the time of Moses, but maybe we should.  All our protests about God’s demands might fade into the desert sand if we just understood that the Kingdom is a monarchy and its citizens are under the direct rule of the King.

Of course, sha’al isn’t usually about stern demands.  It’s usually about reasonable questions and requests.  I think God’s demands are always questions and requests.  That doesn’t mean God isn’t demanding.  He is.  The Ten Commandments are demands for certain kinds of behavior and attitudes.  But beneath those demands is the goodness of God.  His demands do not rest of dictatorial authority.  They rest of loving creativity. God loves His children.  Therefore, God can expect – and demand – behavior of His children.  This is the meaning of divine jealousy.  So put away the backdrop of the divine moral policeman or the heavenly judge.  Yes, in some sense God really is the Judge of all mankind and we must be constantly aware of His right to judge.  But God is kind.  He says of Himself that He is compassionate, merciful and long-suffering.  That does not give us opportunity to trample on His authority, but it does give us a chance.  He doesn’t ask or demand more than we can do.  He shows forbearance (what a wonderful word).  But most of all, He loves.  Celebrate His goodness buried inside His demands.  The King has spoken and His words are joyfully received.

Topical Index:  demands, sha’al, ask, love, Deuteronomy 10:12
August 30   Now to Him being able to keep you without stumbling, and to set you before His glory without blemish . . .   Jude 24

Source Criticism

Without Stumbling – Zodhiates poses a question about this verse:  “Is Jude promising we shall live our lives without ever stumbling?”  If we answer, “yes,” then Jude seems to stand in contradiction to Paul and James who argue that we often fail to keep the Torah.  If we answer, “no,” then we seem to deny Jude’s claim of sinless living.  In addition, we have the preponderance of our own experiences – experiences that remind us daily of our failures to live up to God’s code of holiness.  What are we supposed to do?

We can start by noticing the Greek word aptaistos comes from the negative plus the word ptaio (to stumble).  This is not the same word used for falling (pipto).  Stumbling over a sin is not the same as falling into sin.  Paul makes the distinction very clear in Romans 11:11.  It’s important.  If we think life in Christ consists of never making another mistake, we will immediately be discouraged.  Our confidence in our relationship to the Father will be shaken.  Let’s face it.  We all continue to sin in spite of our best efforts not to.

But we don’t fall.  To fall is to return to the pattern of sinful action that once ruled over us.  To fall is to step away from the relationship with the Father and decide to live according to my own best advice.  Falling is not the same as stumbling.  Those who fall are not convicted by their sin.  They are numb to the Spirit.  Those who stumble are agonized until they are restored.  Unrepentant sinners are unconscious of their condition.  Stumbling sinners recognize their bloodied knees.

There is another important point here.  Notice the power source.  Jude doesn’t say we will not stumble.  He says Yeshua has the power to keep us from stumbling.  In other words, the verse is about the source, not the result.  Yeshua is able even if I do not lean entirely on Him at all times.  My stumbling does not diminish His ability.  It only shows I did not avail myself of His strength in that moment.  Zodhiates question points in the wrong direction.  The verse isn’t about me.  It’s about Him.  The question should be, “Does Jude promise Yeshua is always able to sustain my righteousness no matter what the circumstances?”  And the answer is, “Of course.  He is the source of my righteousness.”

John would say, “My little children.  Take heart.  Yes, you may stumble, but that does not erase the goodness of God or the power of the Messiah.  There is restoration in the cross.  God forgives.  So, pick yourself up, dust off your shoes and start walking again.  The one who redeemed you is able to keep you.  Lean entirely on Him and He will supply what you need.”

Sin is a part of the life of every righteous follower.  After all, we were not made righteous because we conquered our sin.  We were made righteous because we are sinners.  The only victory sin has in the lives of the redeemed is to convince us we can’t make it.  That’s entirely true.  We can’t make it, but it doesn’t matter.  We can’t make it, but He can.  It’s His life in me, not my life in Him.  So, when you stumble, praise God.  He is the source of your righteousness.  Then get up and lean harder.
Topical Index:  sin, stumble, fall, aptaistos, pipto, Jude 24
August 31  Taking a Break
September 1  “Even if I bear witness to myself, my testimony is true, for I know where I came from and where I go.”  John 8:14
The Questions Answered

Bear Witness – Why were the Pharisees so distraught about Yeshua’s teaching?  They were distressed because He did not fit the proper protocol.  In rabbinic Judaism, a true teacher had to have a long lineage of predecessors.  The teacher would quote these men, perhaps offering commentary, but rarely offering new teaching.  The truth was passed down from rabbi to rabbi.  Only prophets arrived on the scene without a lineage, and the Pharisees were not about to convey the status of prophet on Yeshua.  So, the constant theme of the gospel of John is the subject of witness.  John seeks to demonstrate that Yeshua is the Messiah.  It’s obvious that the testimony and the witnesses are crucial to his effort.  But if we read this particular exchange in Hebrew, something else comes to the surface.

If we were Hebrews, we would know that two letters in Deuteronomy 6:4 in the Torah scroll are unusual.  “Shema, Yisrael, YHWH eloheinu, YHWH ehad” is written with an enlarged Ayin in Shema and an enlarged Daleth in ehad.  Why?  Because the combination of these two letters is the word “witness” (‘ed).  This word refers to someone who will be a true witness.  Every time a Jew says the Shema, he proclaims a true witness to the Lord.  When Yeshua speaks of himself as a witness, he draws attention to the proclamation of the one true God.  But while the speaker of the Shema bears witness to God, Yeshua suggests that he bears witness to himself.  The implications must have been startling.  They verged on blasphemy.  

If that weren’t enough, Yeshua follows his declaration with two answers.  The answers imply two questions:  Where have you come from and where are you going?  Do those questions sound familiar?  They should.  You will find them in Genesis 16:8.  They are the two questions asked by the angel of the Lord to the slave Hagar.  What Yeshua implies by his answer to these two unasked questions is simply:  He is the one who asks because He is the one who knows the answers.  In fact, He is the only one who truly knows the answers.  There is no human being alive who can give a truthful answer to both questions.  We might know where we have come from but not a single one of us truly knows where we are going.  The only one who knows the true answer to the second question is God.

This confrontational exchange between Yeshua and the Pharisees hides much more than it reveals.  Buried in the implications is a statement about the true witness of the Shema, the true questioner of Hagar and the only one who truly knows life’s purposes.  But you have to read it with Hebrew eyes to hear what it says.

Doesn’t that make you wonder what else is under the surface of the gospels?

Topical Index:  witness, Shema, Hagar, ‘ed, John 8:14
September 2  Now the deeds of the flesh are evident, which are:  immorality, impurity, sensuality,  . .   Galatians 5:19

Body of Lies

Impurity - The Greek is akatharsia.  This word comes from kathairo (we derive the English “catharsis”).  Here Paul makes it a negative, so the meaning is “not cleansed”.    The background of katharos is ritual cleansing.  It is not the same word that is used for the purity of holiness before God.  That word is hagnos (it comes from a word meaning “to stand in awe”).   Why would Paul speak of ritual cleansing rather than purity of heart?  This doesn’t seem to make sense.  After all, he was not writing to Jews.  His audience may not have known all the Jewish laws for ritual purification.  And he is trying to press the point of being separated from the sins of the world.  Wouldn’t he choose hagnos rather than katharos?  

The answer lies in the Old Testament background of the word katharos.  The equivalent Hebrew word for “cleanse” is taher.  It is used more than 200 times in the Old Testament.  In almost every case, it is about ritual purity.  These are the actions that need to be taken before, during and after religious events.  They included ritual washing of hands, preparations of sacrifices, prayers and many other details.  But the intention of all of these actions is to point us toward God’s holiness, not to make us holy.  The Bible says over and over that no amount of ritual conformity on our part will ever make us holy and acceptable to God.  Only God can clean us up from the inside.  God will do the real cleansing.  He will wash away all the guilt and all the judgment.  He will forgive.  

When Paul uses the Greek word akatharsia, he is saying that these people have not allowed God to wash them clean.  They are still practicing the art of self-justification.  They still believe that they can become pure on their own.  When we see this connection, the damnation that Paul brings upon his first century audience really hits home now.  Our present religious rituals, like rote prayers, communion without consecration, baptism without commitment, Easter and Christmas celebrations, attending church and any other actions we do, cannot replace what God has to do if we are to be His people.  Without God’s cleansing, none of the rest of this matters.  With God’s cleansing, all of it is a proclamation that we have been washed by our Creator.  Either way, it is not about us.  Being cleansed today means letting God remove the guilt and sin that has polluted my life.  That’s a job I can’t do for myself.

Paul is condemning those who think they can make it to God their way.  

But he is also saying more than this.  He uses akatharsia in a sequence.  The sequence is “adultery, fornication, akatharsia, lustfulness” – four words that he groups into his comments about sex sins.  People who practice the art of self-justification also violate God’s sovereignty over their bodies.  They believe that they are in control.  They believe in the rights of human beings to decide their own fate.  Whether it is abortion or intercourse, they think that it’s up to them.  They have not understood the ritual of consecration to God.  So, akatharsia also belongs in the sex sins group.  It is the description of a life that serves itself.  

There is still more.  Association with those who were impure violated ritual purity.  So it is with akatharsia.  If we associate with those who flaunt God’s sovereignty, we are tainted with their impurity.  We are unclean by contact and implicit endorsement.  If you aren’t standing up for God’s authority, you are lying down with the unclean.  This is why Paul says to the church in Corinth, “If you allow sexual misconduct in your group, all of you share in the guilt and blame”.  Impurity is a contagious disease.  It will spread wherever it is not resisted.

Topical Index:  impurity, ritual, akatharsia, clean, justification, body, Galatians 5:19
September 3 Now the deeds of the flesh are evident, which are: adultery, immorality, impurity, sensuality,  . .   Galatians 5:19

Added Sin

Adultery – Yesterday we looked at this same verse.  Only yesterday the verse did not contain the word “adultery.”  That’s because the current best scholarly edition of the Greek text from the oldest manuscripts does not have the word moicheia in it.  That word is found in the Textus Receptus, the Greek text available when the King James Bible was translated.  So, if you compare the King James to modern translations, you will see this difference.  In King James, the deeds of the flesh include adultery.  In modern translations, they do not.  Isn’t that convenient?  In 1611 those who committed adultery would not inherit the Kingdom.  Apparently today they don’t have to worry about it. (
Not quite!  Even if it is added to the text, it has quite an important history.  It is the same word Jesus uses when he speaks of the evil that proceeds from a man’s heart.  In the Greek translation of the Tanakh, it is the word found in Jeremiah and Hosea when the prophets tell the people of God that they have whored after other gods.  It is a very strong and fairly clear word.  It means exactly what we think it means – illicit sex with someone who is married to another.  However, the range of this word is a little bigger than the act of intercourse.  It also means “to seduce” or “to be seduced” and it carries the sense of using deception and cunning to get control of someone.  Here the word describes one of the actions of a larger class of actions called porneias.  This larger group of actions is the next word in the list.  

In order to understand why Jesus and Paul include adultery in the list of sins that separate us from God, we have to know a bit more about the contemporary culture of the first Century.  The Greeks viewed adultery as a one-sided affair (pun intended).  The prohibition against illicit sex with a married person applied basically only to women.  Men were more or less expected to have sex with other single women and these actions were commonplace in the Greek and Roman world.  In fact, the proliferation of sexual relations outside marriage became so great that one of the Roman Emperors actually passed a law against it – a law that had almost no effect on curbing the practice.  

The Tanakh has a lot to say about adultery.  God’s commandment against adultery establishes the commitment of both partners in marriage as one of the most important foundations of community life.  Yeshua refers to God’s intention when He is confronted by the Pharisees on the issue of divorce.  The reason for demanding fidelity in marriage is not only to protect the family.  Marital fidelity is also a symbolic representation of exclusive loyalty to God.  How we respect our vows with another person is a reflection of how we respect our commitments to God.  This is the reason that prophets use the symbols of fidelity and adultery to point out the apostasy of Israel.  

In the Tanakh, the focus of adultery is still on the adulterous woman.  Obligation for fidelity seems to rest on her.  However, when Yeshua and Paul used this word, they made it clear that the proper context involved both male and female partners in a marriage.  For the first time in thousands of years, women were granted the same responsibility and the same respect as men.  Neither party had license to pursue sexual relations with another person.  God’s ideal of monogamous commitment was re-instated.  In addition, Jesus amplified the requirement by teaching that the lustful desire for another was equivalent to the act of sexual exploitation.  Adultery was not confined to the physical sexual act.  It was a matter of the heart.  In a culture that regarded sexual relations as commonplace as any other physical pleasure, this requirement radically separated early Christian believers from their contemporaries.  Women were to be no less respected than men when it came to the unconditional divine command to love as Christ has loved.  Women were not property and were not to be treated as such.  Men were called to exhibit the same exclusive loyalty to their spouses that they would show to their God.  The consequences for violating God’s intention were clear:

Marriage is to be held in honor among all, and the marriage bed is to be undefiled; for fornicators and adulterers God will judge (Heb. 13:4)

Now that adultery is no longer the special burden of women alone, believers are told quite clearly that engaging in seduction, being seduced, considering and contemplating seduction and, of course, completing the act of seduction is a direct affront to the God who created us male and female.  It circumvents His sovereignty by proclaiming (usually in secret) that I have the right to do what I wish with my body.  That, says Paul, is entirely wrong.  God gave you your body.  It is His right to tell you how you are to treat it.  

King David seduced Bathsheba.  He violated God’s sacred intention.  When he was confronted and he repented, he did not go first to Bathsheba to ask forgiveness.  He went to God.  He knew that his sin was in God’s face.  Adultery is about our desire to dictate to God how we will use our bodies.  That is a “right” we do not have.

Topical Index:  adultery, moicheia, marriage, Galatians 5:19
To read an article about the whole list, click here.
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September 4  and being in agony He was praying very fervently; and His sweat became like drops of blood, falling down upon the ground  Luke 22:44
Quiet Time

Very Fervently – “Prayer is not ‘quiet time’ but a time of wrestling and passion.”
  So says Peter Leithart.  He goes on to say that the contemporary worship experience of prayer, laced with soft romantic music and comfortable surroundings, will never prepare us for the wrestling match with God or the battle with evil.  We are not taught to pray.  We are taught to feel good.

When Yeshua stepped into the Garden on the night of His betrayal, He came face-to-face with the real enemy of all Mankind.  It was not a praise and worship experience.  The Son of Man struggled so much that His sweat was like blood.  He agonized in prayer.  The Greek is ektenesteron, a word that comes from the idea of stretching out or extending.  It is about being pulled to the limit.  Think of the rack.  Do you pray so intently that you are stretched to breaking?  Does your worship service end up on the floor, agonizing over the lost, weeping for sins, crying out to the Lord?  In our culture, we would consider such behavior inappropriate.  But, of course, without the practice of fervent prayer, we are simply not equipped to face the real enemy.  Without community training in wrestling with God, we will fold when the pressure really comes.

Greek has a very limited vocabulary for prayer.  English is even worse.  But Hebrew has an enormously rich vocabulary around the concept of praying.  That vocabulary includes everything from growls to shouts, from songs to crying, from meditation to sackcloth and ashes.  The human experience before the King of glory is not limited to a few, stripped-down syllables.  It must be as wide and deep as the object of its desire.  Prayer must reflect God’s view of the world, and that view is not limited to “folding your hands and bowing your heads.”  In the Hebrew worldview, prayer is life!  Becoming human is the process of being in communication with the Creator.  Therefore, I live only insofar as I am advancing in my communication with Him.  Perhaps that is why the Psalms contain such depth in vocabulary and such emotional range for prayer.  Human beings are the creatures that pray and prayer becomes the avenue of their existence.

So, where does this leave us?  I don’t know about you, but I struggle with prayer.  It is rarely restful for me.  Often I don’t even know what to say.  I feel inadequate to the task.  I waver over asking a sovereign God who knows me better than I know myself to do anything for me.  Since I want only to pray according to His will, I often find that I am lost about what requests to voice to Him.  But, of course, He knows all this.  There have been times when I could only cry, times when I shouted (and not in joy), times when I pleaded, but most of the time, I feel confused, so humbled that I don’t want to speak and desperate to hear His voice.  Perhaps that’s why I pray the psalms.  I know that my life with Him depends a great deal on my ability to communicate with Him – no, that’s not right.  It depends on my willingness to speak with Him.  Ability has little to do with it.  The Spirit knows those things too deep to be uttered.  I think in the end I am just one of those men who were never taught to pray.  I believe it takes teaching and since I did not grow up in a culture of open, audible prayer, my growth was stunted.  Now I need to catch up.  How about you?

Topical Index:  prayer, ektenesteron, Luke 22:44
September 5  “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another, even as I have loved you,”   John 13:34

Kingdom Ethics

Love – Why does Yeshua say this is a new commandment?  Doesn’t the Torah teach us to love one another?  Isn’t that the point of loving your neighbor?  What makes this particular statement so unique?

Christians have often cited this verse as the basis for an ethical principle.  They have claimed that the New Testament is no longer based on Jewish legislated morality but on an eternal principle of moral action.  That principle is love for each other.  But this presents a problem.  Childs makes the observation, “The biblical narratives are not a collection of teachings on virtue, character, and morality.  In fact, the Bible amazes us by its remarkable indifference to our conceptions of good and evil.  Rather its chief concern is not the doing of man, but of God.  ‘It is not the right human thought about God which forms the content of the Bible, but the right divine thoughts about man’ (Barth, 43).”
  In other words, the Bible is not man’s attempt to develop an appreciation of the divine or a code of ethics based on the divine.  The Bible is God’s thoughts about us!  Attempts to derive ethical principles from the Bible miss the point.  The Bible is not about ethical principles.  It’s about God’s view of the human condition.

How does this insight help us?  First, it corrects all attempts to come up with some kind of universal moral directive – like “love each other.”  It’s popular to say that the hallmark of Christian living is love, but this is a mistake.  Why?  It’s a mistake because it strips away the context of life in the Spirit.  It holds up an independent principle not anchored in God’s personal interaction with us.  Principles of ethics are Greek-based concepts derived from human reason about what is good, but the Hebrew Scriptures are not about principles.  They are about a living, dynamic, personal relationship – a relationship that has ebbs and flows, that weaves its way into all sorts of human activities and that isn’t always so neat and organized.  The Scriptures are stories and thoughts about concrete, real-life events woven into the fabric of God’s interactions with us.  The Bible, as Childs says, is remarkable in its indifference to our categories of right and wrong, good and evil.  For example, why create the Tree?  The Bible is about God’s point of view, not ours – and it does not accommodate our trivial questions.  

Secondly, by recognizing that “love” is not a principle, but an event-relationship, we see that Yeshua’s new commandment is the extension of God’s point of view.  “As I have loved you,” qualifies what was already there.  I already knew that God loves.  He loves me and He loves my neighbor.  I already had Leviticus 19:18.  But now I discover that God’s love embraces self-sacrifice on behalf of others.  It is more than benevolence.  It is costly benevolence, in character with the Son who died for me.  When I find myself in relationship with Him, I realize that my life becomes an expression of His life.  And so does my death.  There are no limits on what God would do to rescue me.  There can be no limits on what I will do to rescue you.  It’s not quite as simple as WWJD, is it?

Topical Index:  love, agape, ethics, principles, relationship, John 13:34, Leviticus 19:18
September 6  Be diligent to present yourself approved to God as a workman who does not need to be ashamed, handling accurately the word of truth.  2 Timothy 2:15
As Greek As It Gets

Handling Accurately – Some days I just want to throw up my hands in frustration.  Here’s a perfectly good Hebrew instruction, but when it gets translated, it takes on a completely different life.  Suddenly it’s changed to something about accuracy instead of intricacy.  Oh, orthotomeo is a Greek verb that means “to handle correctly or skillfully,” but the King James captures the Hebrew idiom much better – rightly dividing.  What’s the difference between “rightly dividing” and “handling accurately?”  Let’s think about it.

What comes to mind when you think about accuracy?  If you’re a well-trained Greek thinker, accuracy will lead to concepts like correct, exact, error-free and precise.  The processes of accuracy include meticulous care, conscientiousness, attention to detail and work without errors.  In other words, one right way, one correct answer, one perfect interpretation.  The Greek-trained mind wants the Truth (with a capital T) and that means no mistakes, no debate and no “opinions.”  But is this what Paul has in mind?  Does Paul instruct Timothy to get to the one right answer through exhaustive exegetical methods?  I doubt it.

Sha’ul (Paul) is a Hebrew thinker.  That means he employs the seven principles of Hebrew-rabbinic interpretation.  To “rightly divide” is to understand the intricacies of the text at all of its different levels.  And some of those levels are filled with opinion, debate and tension.  That’s part of what it means to “divide” the text.  I have to be able to cut it apart in ways that help me see everything that’s there.  I simply cannot come up with one right answer.  That’s impossible.  God’s Word is far more complex, far deeper and far too mysterious to allow me to discover one answer.  Only Greeks wants everything neatly tied down.  The Hebrew people are too busy reveling in the magnificence of God to worry about tying everything down.  They have a much better appreciation for human finitude.

OK, so Sha’ul wasn’t Greek.  So what?  Well, it might help if we understood the seven principles of rabbinic interpretation that he used before we start plowing through the words he wrote.  After all, if we really want to understand Paul, we need to read him as Sha’ul, the Jewish theologian.

So, what are the seven principles?  They are nothing like the kind of principles that you will find in most seminary classes on proper exegesis.  Those classes are almost universally based on a Greek epistemology (how we know things).  Hebrew doesn’t work that way.  Here are the seven rabbinic principles:

1. Kal va-chomer (simple and complex, literally “light and heavy”) – reasoning from something known to something less known, from something obvious to something less obvious.  This principle often employs the phrase “how much more.”  You can see this principle at work in Yeshua’s statements about a father who gives to his son (Matthew 7:9-11)  If an earthly father knows how to give good gifts, how much more will your heavenly Father know what to give.

2. Gezerah shavah (“equally cut”) – reasoning from an analogy of inference from one verse to another.  A similarity in one passage is connected to the similarity in another passage.

3. Binyan av mikatuv echad (“building a teaching principle based on a verse”) – reasoning from a verse to a main proposition.  In other words, finding a larger principle on the basis of a verse.

4. Binyan av mishnaic ketuvim (“building a teaching principle based on two verses”) – reasoning from two verses to a larger principle.

5. Kelal uferat-perat vekelal (“general and specific-specific and general”) – teaching from a general principle to a specific application, or from a specific application to a general principle.

6. Keyotza bo bamakom acher (“as comes from it in another place”) – teaching based on what is similar in another passage.

7. Devar halamed meinyano (“a word that is learned from its own issue”) – something that is learned from its own subject.

When Sha’ul instructed Timothy to “rightly divide”, what do you think he had in mind?  Was it Greek logic, contextual historical-tradition analysis, form or source criticism?  Hardly!  Sha’ul wanted Timothy, a Greek proselyte, to learn the Hebrew way of thinking, to know how to use the seven principles through the four levels of Scripture (the PaRDeS – Pashat (simple), Remez (hint), D’rash (search) and Sod (hidden)).  What has happened to us?  We are so Greek that we think Scriptural interpretation is about clinical exegesis.  

Boy, do we have a lot to learn.

Now you have a little hint (remez), so let’s look at these during the next week.

Topical Index:  exegesis, hermeneutics, seven principles, orthotomeo, 2 Timothy 2:15
September 7  If they call the Master of the house Beelzebub, how much more those of His household.  Matthew 10:25

Principle #1

How Much More – The first principle of rabbinic interpretation is common in Yeshua’s teaching.  This is but one example from Matthew.  That principle, kal va-chomer (simple and complex, literally “light and heavy”) is reasoning from something known to something less known, from something obvious to something less obvious.  So, Yeshua observes that if it is appropriate to call the Master of the house of ha-satan by the demonic name, how much more obvious is it to call the servants in his house by the same name.  In other words, those who serve the devil are of the same character as the devil.  And those who serve God will be of the same character as God.  In this interchange with His detractors, Yeshua employs a rabbinic principle to demonstrate the fallacy in their argument that He is from the devil.  How can that be possible when He does good works?  These detractors all knew the principle.  Yeshua merely used it against them.  

But if we don’t understand this principle was commonly accepted exegetical practice, we will not see how sharply Yeshua employs it.  We will miss the entirely Jewish character of His debate.  We will go right on thinking Yeshua is really “Jesus”, the founder of Christianity.  Moreover, we won’t see the principle in action in Paul, Peter or John.  They used rabbinic methods too.  If we are going to really think like they thought, if we really want to understand what they said, then we will have to change the way we “rightly divide” Scripture.

Most Christians have some inkling of proper exegetical processes.  That is to say, they have learned (usually by osmosis) what it means to give a sermon, prepare a Bible study or a devotional or teach a Sunday school lesson.  They have aids and books and commentaries.  All of these are very helpful.  I use many similar resources (as you can probably tell).  But I also know the Hebrew approach to Scripture is very, very different than the typical, Greek-based exegetical exercises we go through.  We who are Greek-trained are looking for answers.  I suspect most Hebrew thinkers are really looking for questions.  God has the answers, but most of us don’t really understand the questions.  My guess is that as we dig deeper into rabbinic thought we will discover deeper questions.  Sometimes really knowing life is nothing more than knowing what the question is.  Of course, discovering the question is often much more difficult than coming up with an answer.

Can I ask you to take a deep breath and allow yourself the luxury of not knowing the answer?  Would you be just as secure, just as joyful, just as comforted in the arms of the Lord if you only knew the questions?  This is not a facetious inquiry.  So much of our distress and anxiety comes from the constant pursuit of answers.  Principle No. 1 – “how much more.”  If your heavenly Father knows how to care for the birds of the air, how much more will He know how to care for you?  It’s a question, isn’t it?

Topical Index:  Principle #1, how much more, kal va-chomer, Matthew 10:25
September 8  For when God made the promise to Abraham, since He could swear by no one greater, He swore by Himself.  Hebrews 6:13
Principle #2
By Himself – The second principle of rabbinic interpretation is a bit complicated, but once you understand it, you will see why many biblical passages seem to “wander” from one idea to the next.  The principle of Gezerah Shavah (“equal category”) is based on the idea that similar words in different passages are connected in some way.  Behind this principle is the thought that every word has been chosen by God so there are no accidental constructions.  So, if God chose to use ‘ezer in Genesis 2, there must be some connection to the use of the same word in other passages of Scripture.  After all, all the words come from God.  

Let’s see how this principle is applied in the letter to the Hebrews.  (You can find the entire section here).  http://www.abu.nb.ca/courses/NTIntro/OTinNT.htm

“In Heb 6:13-14, the author of the Letter to the Hebrews explains that, in his promising to Abraham, God swore by himself, because there was none greater by whom to swear. In fact, God made a three-fold promise to Abraham after his successful testing, when he showed himself willing to offer Isaac as a sacrifice. The author cites only one of these three promises: "I will surely bless you and I will surely multiply you" (Gen 22:17) (6:14). He explains in Heb 6:16 that only God swears by himself, unlike human beings, who swear by something or someone greater than themselves. The author's interest in the fact of God's oath to Abraham stems from his interest in Ps 110:4, which he interprets in light of the Messiah, in Heb 5:5-10 in tandem with Ps 2:7: "Yahweh has sworn and will not change his mind, 'You are a priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek'." Implicitly, the author is appealing to the exegetical principle known to the early rabbis as gezerah shavah ("an equal category"). What is common to both passages is God's swearing of an oath: "By myself I have sworn (ômasa)" (Gen 22:16) and "Yahweh has sworn (ômesen) and will not change his mind" (Ps 110:4). The author believes that what he can determine about God's oath-taking from Gen 22:16-17 may be transferred to Ps 110:4 and used to interpret Yahweh's oath to the son that he is a priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek in Ps 110:4. In particular, he holds that in Ps 110:4, even though this passage does not say so explicitly, Yahweh must have sworn by himself, as he did when he swore to Abraham, because there is no one greater by whom God could swear. Since God swore by himself it follows that the oath made to Christ in Ps 110:4 is certain. Thus, in Heb 6:16-17, the author's point is that the character of God's promise to the readers is certain insofar as Yahweh swore by himself when he swore that Christ would be a priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek.”

Some of the most difficult arguments to follow in Hebrew thinking involve this principle.  They are difficult to follow because this is not the way Greeks think.  Our Greek view of biblical interpretation usually begins with context.  We believe if one passage does not share the same contextual environment as another passage, the two are not related.  We think there is no necessary connection between a verse in the Tanakh about the blessing that comes with forgiveness and righteousness imputed to Abraham.  But this is exactly the connection Paul makes in Romans 4:6-8.  Paul uses a concept in Psalm 32 to justify his interpretation of Genesis 15.  The key words (“take into account”) are connected with Gezerah Shavah.  As Greek thinkers, we might see this as unfounded and forced, but for a Hebrew rabbi, it was absolutely brilliant.

What lesson do we learn?  Reading Scripture requires understanding the mind of the author, not applying criteria we assume to be the only way to interpret the text.  Most theological argument over interpretation begins by not appreciating the different thought patterns of the authors.  Loosen up.  Reconsider.  Look again.  Maybe the “one right answer” method just isn’t part of the plan.

Topical Index:  Gezerah Shavah, principle #2, equal category, by himself, Hebrews 6:13, Romans 4:6-8
September 9  by abolishing in His flesh the enmity, [which is] the Law of commandments [contained] in ordinances, that in Himself he might make the two into one new man, [thus] establishing peace.  Ephesians 2:15  
Principle #3

Two Into One – There are a host of issues with this verse, none of which are easily resolved without understanding principle #3 - binyan av mikatuv echad (“building a teaching principle based on a verse”).  You will notice all of the words in brackets in the NASB translation.  Most English translations will have to add words to try to make sense of Sha’ul’s interpretation because there is a prior commitment to replacement theology (the idea that grace replaces the Torah) which makes it necessary to read this verse in a way that is not Jewish.  But these translations ignore Sha’ul’s rabbinic exegesis.  In this verse, Sha’ul is arguing from a particular verse to a larger principle.  He is building on one thought in order to draw a greater conclusion.  In other words, he says that same thing twice, once in particular and the second time in general.

Let’s see how he does this.  First Sha’ul says Yeshua broke down the wall that separated us from peace with God (v. 14).  How did He do that?  He did it by bearing the enmity between God and Man in His own flesh.  Now here’s the telling point.  What was the enmity?  Was it the Law (as the NASB translation suggests), or was it something else?  Notice the introduction of the bracketed phrase [which is] actually implies that the enmity is the Torah.  But this ignores the third principle.  The principle suggests that Sha’ul is really repeating one idea with a larger, more general idea.  So, abolishing the enmity is the same as making the two into one.  Sha’ul tells us Yeshua removed the thing that separated us from God and restored peace.  What separates us from God?  It simply cannot be the Law.  Sha’ul himself tells us the Law is good and holy.  God gives the Law in order that men might know His will for living.  No; what separates us from God is our disobedience of the Law.  Yeshua takes the results of this disobedience on Himself in order that the two opposing parties might be at peace.  The new man is once again restored to a place where he can find peace with the Law of God because now he is able to obey it.  Sha’ul argues from the single case of Yeshua taking on the punishment due sinners to the general case that we are now at peace with God.  This verse has nothing at all to do with removing the Law from a believer’s life.  It is about the result of sin and the relief of forgiveness found in the blood of the Lamb.

Many Christians misunderstand this verse simply because they fail to apply rabbinic interpretative principles.  They treat the rabbi Sha’ul as if he were a Greek named Paul.    Applying Greek exegetical categories leads us to terrible dilemmas:  1) the Law is good but somehow also bad,  2) the Law was for Jews but not for Christians,  and 3) the Law was replaced by grace and now we are left with “spiritual” guidance based on our own views about love.  Worst of all, we just can’t make any sense of Yeshua’s practice of Torah.  We need new eyes, my friends.  And God will give them to us – if we look.

Topical Index:  principle #3, binyan av mikatuv echad, Ephesians 2:15, law, curse
September 10  Jesus said to him, “You have said it yourself; nevertheless I tell you, hereafter you shall see THE SON OF MAN SITTING AT THE RIGHT HAND OF POWER and COMING ON THE CLOUDS OF HEAVEN.   Matthew 26:64
Principle #4

Two Into One - Binyan av mishnaic ketuvim (“building a teaching principle based on two verses”) is reasoning from two verses to a larger principle.  It happens all the time in the New Testament.  In this verse, Yeshua takes part of a verse in Psalm 110:1 and inserts it into a verse from Daniel 7:13.  Here are the two verses:

“The Lord says to my Lord: ‘Sit at My right hand until I make Your enemies a footstool for Your feet.’”  Psalm 110:1

“I kept looking in the night visions, and behold, with the clouds of heaven, one like a Son of Man was coming.  And He came up to the Ancient of Days and was presented before Him.”  Daniel 7:13

Notice the changes Yeshua makes.  He alters the verse in the Psalms so that it reads “sitting at my right hand.”  Then He combines it with Daniel’s vision so there is no doubt  His application of Psalm 110 to Himself implies He is the Son of Man who is presented victoriously to the Ancient of Days.  But the implication goes further.  Yeshua suggests that He is the one “coming on the clouds,” a role ascribed to God alone.  In this use of principle #4, Yeshua combines two verses to reach a larger conclusion.  What is that conclusion?  He is God!

Read the story again.  Did you notice no one shouted, “That’s terrible exegesis”?  No one questioned His scholarship.  They all knew exactly what He was doing, and it was proper procedure.  It wasn’t the hermeneutics that made them furious.  It was the conclusion.

Yeshua was a rabbi too.  If we read His words from the perspective of a rabbi, we see more clearly how He handles Scripture, how He interprets the Word and what techniques He employs to draw out its meaning.  Perhaps we need a course in rabbinic thought before we run around proclaiming the teachings of Jesus.  Our approach is like using the dialogue from West Side Story as if it were the words of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet.  

What do we learn today?  We learn to be careful.  Maybe all that Yeshua says isn’t quite as obvious as the translations make it seem.  Maybe we need to pay a lot more attention to the culture before we start drawing conclusions about contemporary applications.  Maybe there’s room for dialogue rather than dogma.

Topical Index:  principle #4, Binyan av mishnaic ketuvim, Psalm 110:1, Daniel 7:13, Matthew 26:64, hermeneutics, interpretation
September 11  For the whole Law is fulfilled in one word, in the statement, YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF.  Galatians 5:14  
Principle #5

One Word – From the general to the specific.  The principle of Kelal uferat-perat vekelal teaches from a general principle to a specific application, or from a specific application to a general principle.  Rabbi Sha’ul uses it all the time; no more so than in this section in the letter to the Galatians.  First, he quotes the general principle: Love your neighbor.  Then he draws out specific implications of this general principle in negative (works of the flesh) and positive (fruit of the Spirit) examples.

This is a rabbinic principle we can get our arms around.  Almost every sermon you hear will use some application of this rabbinic principle.  Pastors love to start with a biblical passage, explain its general sense and then apply it to dozens of real-life examples.  In fact, the “application” sermon has become a staple of pulpit oratory.  You hardly expect to go to church without hearing something like this.

But often familiarity breeds inattention.  We know the application model, so we stop thinking about the general principle behind the specifics.  We limit ourselves to the specific applications, thinking we have exhausted the general principle.  How does this show up in our lives?  Well, there’s a general principle about ownership: God owns everything.  We are simply leaseholders.  But we often apply the general principle to our money, thinking His ownership is only about our financial assets.  So, we tithe and walk away; believing we have fulfilled the terms of the lease because we have taken care of the financial application.  You have undoubtedly already filled in the rest of the lesson.  The general principle of ownership is about everything, not just finances.  God owns your life, your body and even your time.  What you do with all those things is also part of the lease agreement.  But it’s so easy to forget the general principle by concentrating only on the specific applications, isn’t it?

One more example might help.  God loves His creation.  That’s the general principle.  This general principle implies that God loves me.  But in this application is another general principle.  God loves me no matter what I do or who I am, where I go or how I feel.  God just loves me.  The specific applications of this general principle are very, very important.  We often espouse the general principle and then turn right around and act as though the principle doesn’t apply when I am sinful, angry, discouraged, running away from my troubles or any number of other “less than spiritual” activities.  Wrong!  The general principle still applies.  We just have to stop ignoring its full implications.  Open the Bible to your favorite Psalm.  I’ll bet you will very quickly read a general principle followed by specific applications.  David was a rabbi too. (  Now, enjoy # 5, kelal uferat-perat vekelal.  

Topical Index:  principle #5, kelal uferat-perat vekelal,  general, specific, application, Galatians 5:14
September 12  For it is written in the Law of Moses, “YOU SHALL NOT MUZZLE THE OX WHILE HE IS THRESHING.”  God is not concerned about oxen, is He?  1 Corinthians 9:9

Principle #6

Is He? – Does God care about oxen?  Of course He does!  Doesn’t the general principle (remember #5) apply here?  God loves His creation, therefore He cares about oxen.  So, why does Sha’ul ask the question?  Because Sha’ul is about to apply the sixth principle of rabbinic interpretation;  keyotza bo bamakom acher (“as comes from it in another place”), that is, a teaching based on what is similar in another passage.  This is exegetical analogy.  It isn’t oxen Sha’ul wants us to notice.  What he wants us to notice is that just as God cares about oxen, so He also cares about those who labor on behalf of others.  Oxen are fed in their labor.  So should the servants of the Lord be fed and cared for by those whom they serve.  Sha’ul draws an analogy based on the similarity of circumstance, that is, reward for laboring.

Frankly, a verse about feeding oxen has nothing to do with paying ministers.  The context isn’t the same.  The historical period isn’t the same.  The language isn’t the same (unless your pastor is like a bull).  One verse doesn’t seem to be connected to another verse, except by this process of rabbinic analogy.  Then it makes sense.  But if you were asked to find biblical support for rewarding pastors, I’ll bet you would never have thought of a verse about oxen - unless you were a brilliant rabbi like Sha’ul.

Sometimes this principle is used in even more mysterious ways.  Rabbinic thought connected many apparently unrelated verses because they shared the same letters or words.  The actual context or meaning of the individual verses had little to do with the rabbinic insight.  Consider this example:  

Lamentations 3:4 says, “Let us lift up our heart with our hands unto God in the heavens.”  Deuteronomy 11:13 tells us “to love the Lord your God and to serve Him with all your heart.”  From these two verses, the rabbis connect the word “heart” and conclude that serving God with all your heart means praying.  Do you see the principle at work here?  Taken independently, you might never conclude that serving the Lord was the work of prayer, but when principle #6 is employed, the two verses share something in common (the word lev) and that means they must somehow be related.

As Greek thinkers, we resist this principle.  We want a logical connection.  Otherwise, we complain the verse is taken “out of context.”  But of course it’s taken out of context.  Context doesn’t matter here.  It is the analogy or the similarity that matters.  Maybe we need to put our nice, neat, logical criteria on the shelf for awhile and listen to the sages.  Maybe we would learn something important.

Topical Index:  principle #6, keyotza bo bamakom acher, I Corinthians 9:9, oxen, Lamentations 3:4, Deuteronomy 11:13, heart, prayer
September 13  “and if you do not do well, sin is crouching at the door; and its desire is for you, but you must master it.”  Genesis 4:4
Principle #7

At The Door – “The exact moment when the human being becomes endowed with the evil impulse was discussed by Antonius and R. Judah the Prince, and the decision was as stated above, viz., the urge comes into existence at the time of birth.  ‘Antoninus asked R. Judah, “From what time does the evil impulse exercise its power in the human being – from the time of the embryo’s formation or its emergence from the body?”  He answered, “From the time of its formation.”  The other retorted, “In that case it ought to kick about in the womb and come out of its own accord!  Surely it is from the time of its emergence!”  R. Judah said, “Antoninus has taught me something which is corroborated by a Scriptural text, viz., ‘Sin coucheth at the door’ (Gen. iv. 7) – i.e. the opening of the mother’s body”’

This little discussion illustrates principle #7, devar halamed meinyano (“a word that is learned from its own issue”).   Something is learned from its own subject.  Here the  subject is the yetzer ha’ra.  Its connection to Genesis 4:7 allowed Rabbi Judah to see that the human being comes under the power of the evil inclination at birth, not at conception.  

Of course, modern, Greek-thinking, scientific Man might object to this entire argument as mythological nonsense.  There is nothing “spiritual” going on in the birth of a child.  It is all simply a matter of anatomy and reproduction.  What’s the difference between the birth of a rabbit and the birth of a human being?  Not much, really.  But the objections of the Greek-thinking modern Man won’t have much effect on the rabbi.  He doesn’t share the mechanistic worldview.  His world is filled with mystery, awe, reverence and discovering principles from within the very words God uses.  

Remember PaRDeS, the four levels of Scriptural meaning.  This principle seems most likely to lead us to Sod, the level of mystery.  The twists and turns of Hebrew mystical thought are often tied to intricacies within the words themselves.  For Greek thinkers, it is a strange – and sometimes wonderful – world, and it takes a great deal of getting used to.

We have reached the end of the rabbinic principles of Scriptural interpretation.  Have we learned anything really important?  I hope we have learned at least this much.  The Bible is not quite the so-familiar territory we thought it was.  We will have to be much more careful and patient as we continue to explore the Book of all books.  God is at work here.  May His name be blessed.
Topical Index:  principle #7, devar halamed meinyano, Genesis 4:7, yetzer ha’ra, Talmud
September 14 Therefore, a man shall leave his father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife, and they shall become one flesh.  Genesis 2:24
Picture This

Therefore - “Therefore” means that as a result of something previously explained, the following happens.  Therefore, “therefore” is a very important word.  Without it we will not know why a man (iysh) should forsake (that’s what it really says) his parents and cling (cleave) to his ish-sha.   So, let’s back up.  Adam offers the word “woman” because the woman comes out of the man.  She is bone of his bone, flesh of his flesh.  Notice he does not say “blood of my blood.”  That is already established in the creation of Man.  But now Adam sees she is the perfect complement to him, the one he was designed to embrace as his equal under God.  She comes from him.
When Adam has been separated so that he confronts himself in the person of Havvah, he is to be reunited with her.  His destiny in this relationship is to re-establish the unity that existed before she was taken out of him.  He is to bring her back to him – to recreate the unity so they are once again “one flesh.”  That’s what the “therefore” is for.
“Therefore” is the Hebrew word ‘al-ken.  It has a very interesting pictograph.  It is the picture of looking toward the open palm of life.  In other words, to move from one truth to another is to move toward life.  In Scripture, “therefore” is the step from one revealed insight of God’s creation to another revealed insight.  Knowledge is always connected with obedience.  To understand the insight is to act upon it.  ‘Al-ken is not restricted to our notion of logical conclusion or rational analysis. ‘Al-ken is about what we are to do as a result of what we understand.  Its two components mean “what is foundational and what is correct that leads to action.”
Man and woman are two elements of the same original union.  We are to bring about the restoration of that union by an exclusive relationship that reunites what was once a single entity.  That is the purpose of marriage.  It is not lust abatement, economic leverage or passionate possession.  It is re-union.  It is homecoming.  It is two becoming one again.   This is “soul-partner” language.   It is what we are all yearning to find.

The two critical verbs in this ultimate declaration concerning marriage are equally informative.  The first is azav.  It means “to leave, abandon, forsake or loose.”  The consonant picture is the idea of a leader cut off from the house.  The second verb is davaq (to cling, to cleave, to join with).  The pictograph of davaq (Dalet-Bet-Qof) shows us a tent door to a house behind.  In Hebrew, the future is behind us, out of sight.  We can see where we have been, but we are not able to see where we are going.  This word is the picture of a new home, one that is in the future, over the horizon.  So, these two verbs actually paint the same picture as the word description of the verse itself.  A man is cut off from living in one home and finds a new home in his future.  That new house is the place of the ‘ezer, the place where he is re-united with himself in union with the one who was made for him.
Perhaps husbands need to take some time to reflect on the biblical view of “one flesh;” a view not based in the Greek overtones of sex.  Perhaps husbands need to discover what they are missing.  Perhaps they need to realize that reunion is the goal of marriage.  Then they may choose to become one again.

Topical Index:  davaq, ‘al-ken, therefore, cling, marriage, Genesis 2:24
September 15  But I want you to understand that Christ is the head of every man, and the man is the head of a woman, and God is the head of Christ.  1 Corinthians 11:3

Head Wounds

Head – Oh my, what difficulties this verse can cause!  So much confusion, misapplication and down-right persecution can be traced to a non-rabbinic interpretation of Sha’ul’s comment.  Combined with a few other gems from the Pauline letters, the church marched to the tune of Plato and Aristotle’s misogynist drumbeat.  Unfortunately, in some places it still does.

Let’s see if we can untangle at least a little bit of this mess.  Paul (Sha’ul to his Hebrew buddies) does not think like a Greek.  That should be no surprise by now.  Eastern Semitic rabbinic interpretation and exegesis is not like Western Greek philosophical exegesis.  So, it is simply impossible to apply Greek categories to Sha’ul’s rabbinic pronouncements and hope to have any appreciation at all for what he really says.  In this case, Sha’ul’s entire conceptualization of the relationships between men and women is anchored in the Torah, not in Platonic philosophy.  Sha’ul is a fully compliant, Torah observant Jew.  He accepted the Torah as the words of God.  Nothing he says could ever disagree with his own Scriptures, especially with the Torah.  So, if we want to know what he says here, we must first read it as a Torah observant Jew would read it.  That starts with noticing that kephale (head) in Greek is not the same as rosh in Hebrew.  

Kephale means head, but in what sense?  Does it mean head like the head of the military or the head of the government, or does it mean head as in “headwaters” of a river?  One meaning is about authority; the other about source.  Gilbert Bilezikian has analyzed every instance of the Greek word kephale in ancient Greek literature.  He concludes, “There seems to be no instance in profane Greek literature where a ruler or a hierarch is referred to as head” with the word kephale.  Further study shows that the writers of the LXX use more than a dozen different words for head as authority, only using kephale a few times.  In fact, Bilezikian finds only three cases out of 180 where the LXX clearly uses kephale for authority.  Apparently, these translators chose to avoid this meaning of kephale.  Furthermore, when we look at the use of kephale in the New Testament, we find kephale is most often used in the common Hebrew sense of source, not authority.  This is especially true in Sha’ul’s comment here.   If we read this text from a rabbinic point of view, the three part hierarchy makes sense.  If we read it from a Greek point of view, it doesn’t.   Let’s see why.

Sha’ul lists three pairs of words in this hierarchy:  Christ-man, man-woman, God-Christ.  But this order makes no sense at all if Sha’ul is building a hierarchy of authority.  If that were the case, the order should be God-Christ, Christ-man and man-woman (in descending order).  But even this has internal difficulties.  Is God the authority over Christ?  Not according to Bible.  The Father has put all things under the authority of the Son.  The Son has been granted all authority.  Furthermore, the Father and the Son are one.  How are we to understand the biblical view of Christ’s authority if Sha’ul claims God is the kephale (authority over) Christ?  

But what happens when we read the text as a rabbi?  Kephale becomes rosh as “source”.  The hierarchy makes sense.  The source of the new man is indeed the Messiah.  The source of the incarnate Christ is indeed the Father.  And, as Genesis 2 clearly reveals, the source of the woman is the man.  In fact, Sha’ul’s sequence is also chronological (as Bilezikian notes).  Yeshua is the chronological source of all Mankind (“in Him were all things created”).  Adam is the chronological source of woman (“because she was taken out of man”).  And God is the chronological source of the Messiah (“in the fullness of time”).  

What’s the bottom line?  This verse cannot be used to justify the authority of men over women.  Such an idea is rooted in Greek philosophy and misogyny, not in Scripture.  While this is only one verse, upon further exploration we would find that no Scripture suggests the male has a divine prerogative to dominate a female.  In fact, Yeshua specifically denies any such distinctions within the Body.  The travesty of the Church is its willingness to embrace a pagan philosophy rather than listen to the Holy One of Israel.  It’s time to seek repentance – and change!

Topical Index:  authority, kephale, rosh, source, rabbinic, women, 1 Corinthians 11:3
September 16  And when he had given him permission, Paul, standing on the stairs, motioned to the people with this hand; and when there was a great hush, he spoke to them in the Hebrew dialect, saying,  Acts 21:40
Rewind

Hebrew Dialect – The single greatest impediment to understanding the words of the New Testament authors is our refusal to hear them in their own culture.  For nearly two thousand years, the Church has generally considered the apostles as if they were Christian converts from Judaism.  Yes, the Church acknowledges these men were ethnic Jews, but it contends, even today, that they left Judaism behind to become followers of the Christ.  Hear the words of Ronald Fung.  Claiming to describe Paul’s “pre-conversion” life, he writes, “the fanatical zeal which he [Paul] displayed as a devotee of Judaism was inspired not only be his desire to please God, but also be a desire to seek the favor of men, but the call of Christ had set him free  . . .”

In addition, Fung cites Barclay approvingly, claiming “faith in Christ and full commitment to the Torah are mutually exclusive in Paul’s soteriology.”
  Claims like this about Paul are not unusual in Christian theology.  As far as the history of the Church is concerned, Sha’ul, the Jewish rabbi, converted to Christianity to become Paul, the apostle, a Greek-thinking apologist for a radical break from the legalism of the Jews.  Of course, that isn’t what Paul says (but who cares what he says).  


As a result of the theological bias, other elements enter the vocabulary of the Church.  We inherit “mind-body-soul” from Greek philosophy and think it is Pauline.  We speak as if Paul’s comments about women in particular circumstances are universal principles for all times and places (a Greek idea lodged in the eternal logos).  We move toward an interior religious experience (individualism) rather than a community (Body).   All of this changes when we take Sha’ul at his word.  He is a Pharisee, a Jew from the tribe of Benjamin, a follower of the Way, a believer that Yeshua is HaMashiach.  So, when Sha’ul speaks to this audience at the Temple, he addresses them in Hebrew.  

Ah, but you might object.  The Greek text reads te ‘Ebraidi dialekto (in  Hebrew dialect).  Yes, it does say this, but look at Acts 2:7 where the same Greek word, dialekto, is used.  Clearly in Acts 2 the word must mean language, not dialect.  The surprise of the men from outside Israel is this:  “these men speak to us in our own language.”  So, why do the translators use the word “dialect” in Acts 21?  Once again, we encounter theological prejudice.   The claim that Jews in the first century spoke Aramaic is based on a particular theological view of the Babylonian captivity.  But support for this claim is not found in the text or the archeology.  It’s another example of the artificial separation of the Church from its Jewish roots.  Is it any surprise the Church required specific renunciation of Judaism?  Consider the following:

“I renounce all customs, rites, legalisms, unleavened breads and sacrifices of lambs of the Hebrews, and all the other feasts of the Hebrews, sacrifices, prayers, aspirations, purifications, sanctifications, and propitiations, and fasts and new moons, and Sabbaths, and superstitions, and hymns and chants, and observances and synagogues, absolutely everything Jewish, every Law, rite and custom and if afterwards I shall wish to deny and return to Jewish superstition, or shall be found eating with Jews, or feasting with them, or secretly conversing and condemning the Christian religion instead of openly confuting them and condemning their vain faith, then let the trembling of Cain and the leprosy of Gehazi cleave to me, as well as the legal punishments to which I acknowledge myself liable.  And may I be an anathema in the world to come, and may my soul be set down with Satan and the devils.”
 
Sha’ul spoke to them in Hebrew.  He was one with his own people in thought and language.  The only way we will ever understand him is to enter into Jewish thought and language.  Then, perhaps, we can begin to recover a wasted legacy.  It’s time to rewind.

Topical Index:  Hebrew language, dialect, dialekto, Acts 2:7, Acts 21:40
Post note:  You might find another required affirmation of the Church just as disturbing:  “I accept all customs, rites, legalism, and feasts of the Romans, sacrifices.  Prayers, purifications with water, sanctifications by Pontificus Maxmus (high priests of Rome), propitiations, and feasts, and the New Sabbath “Sol dei” (day of the Sun), all new chants and observances, and all the foods and drinks of the Romans.  In other words, I absolutely accept everything Roman, every new law, rite and custom, of Rome, and the New Roman Religion.”

September 17  For me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain.  Philippians 1:21
The .44 Magnum Bible

To live – Sometimes the whole thing is just too much to capture in comfortable words.  That’s when you need to shout it out!  You need a spiritual explosion; a mood-altering impact word that grabs the emotion, not just the idea.  But how do you do that in a language that has no punctuation, no underlining and no wiggle room for literary impact.  Paul does it with staccato impact words – rapid fire bursts of spiritual proclamation.  Rabbi Sha’ul takes a Hebrew way of expressing emotional overload, converts it into Greek and throws the words at the reader.  The result is immediate shockwaves.  We just don’t see it in English.

In Greek, this sentence has no connecting verb.  There is no “is” here.  It literally reads, “For me, the living Christ and the dying gain.”  Think of it as pulling the trigger four times on a .44 Magnum.  Bang!  Living!  Bang!  Christ!  Bang!  Dying!  Bang!  Gain!  Sudden impact (refer to Dirty Harry).  The words slam into you, knocking you off your feet.  Why?  Each word delivers a lethal blow because each word is not what you expect.

Let’s take a look at the bullets Sha’ul fires.

The first bullet is to zein.  This is a 200 grain hollow point.  It is the present active infinitive, but with a definite article (to).  That means it is the subject of the sentence, not the verb.  It is being alive, right now, the action of living.  What would this mean to his readers?  They would think of all the things that make life worth living.  Prosperity, health, good relationships, social community and well-being; summarized in one word, shalom.  That’s what the good life is.  It’s shalom.  But before we can even rest in the comfort of this thought, the second bullet hits us in the chest.

Christos.  “Wait!  I want life to be shalom.  I want it to be full of all good things.”  Sha’ul slams me with another reality.  Life is Christ.  To be actively alive right now equals Yeshua HaMashiach.  In fact, Sha’ul is even more abrupt.  Life is the Messiah.  The Messiah is the source, the vital energy, the means and the goal of living.  Put aside all those other distractions and focus on this.  Bang!  Right in the center of the target is Yeshua – and nothing else!

kai to apothanein.  The third hollow point explodes into our heads.  But the shape of this bullet is just slightly different.  It is an infinitive with an article (“the dying”) but here it is in the aorist tense.  This happens only one time and it’s finished.  Not like being alive.  That goes on and on.  Dying is a terminal event.  But . . .

Bang!  kerdos!  Gain!  The final shot turns everything upside down.  The first three rounds knock me to the floor.  But this one kills me.  The Greek word means profit or gain from an investment.  Sha’ul simply says dying is like going to the bank to withdraw all the principle and interest.  It’s cashing in (a very Hebraic metaphor).  While the world shudders over the thought of dying, Sha’ul sees dying as pay day.  The head shot is the money shot.  Bang!  You’re dead.  You win!

Sometimes the English robs us, doesn’t it?

Topical Index:  dying, living, gain, Christ, Philippians 1:21, zein, apothanein, kerdos
September 18  Vindicate me, O LORD, for I have walked in my integrity, and I have trusted in the LORD without wavering.  Psalm 26:1

Fill Me Up

In My Integrity – Would you be able to make this request of the Lord?  Can you honestly say you have walked with integrity and trusted God without wavering?  That scares me.  I know myself too well.  So, how could David say such things?  His life seems to have had its own share of disobedience.  Is he so much different than I am?  

When I read this verse in English, I stagger under the implications.  How can I expect God to vindicate me?  I go away discouraged and disillusioned.  I’ll never make it.  My sins overwhelm me.  But when I read this verse in Hebrew, things change.

The Hebrew word here is tom.  It’s an unusual word because it apparently from two distinct verbal roots.  The first meaning of tom is to see something come to an end.  You will find the word in Ezekiel 15:5, for example.  Basically, it means to be completed or finished.  It is commonly translated in Greek with teleios.  That’s important because of the connection to Matthew 5:48.  You’ll see why in a minute.

The second verbal root of this word describes moral uprightness or blamelessness.  It’s used in the sacrificial system to describe the offering brought to the temple.  Sometimes it’s applied to human beings, as in Song of Songs 5:2 where is describes the faultless beauty of the beloved.  Of course, there is the very strange object called the thummin (Exodus 28:30), a word that comes from this same root.

What’s important about this word is that it is essentially ambiguous.  You can only tell which meaning should be used from the context.  Sometimes it’s about completion; sometimes it’s about blamelessness, and there’s no way to tell which one unless we examine the context of the passage.

David certainly uses the word in the sense of blameless.  He claims that he has faithfully trusted the Lord and that his manner of life is blameless.  Wait!  What about Bathsheba (and a few other notable events)?  David’s use of this word must mean his manner of life is in the direction of God, not that he has never fallen along the way.  In other words, he has walked with integrity because he has not allowed sins to permanently derail him.  He knows repentance and forgiveness, and on that basis, he claims blamelessness.  David stands before the Lord a forgiven sinner, not a faultless saint.

Now let’s look at that difficult passage in Matthew 5:48.  Have you ever wondered why the Greek translation of Yeshua’s reference to Leviticus is so messed up?  Leviticus doesn’t say, “Be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect.”  It says, “Be holy for I am holy.”  How could the translator make such an enormous error?  Why did he use teleios instead of agathos?  Do you suppose he chose this Greek word because Yeshua used the Hebrew word tom in His commentary on the Leviticus passage?  If He did, then the inherent ambiguity would allow the translator to choose either teleios or agathos and still be correct.  Did Yeshua tell us to be fully complete or to be blameless – or maybe both at the same time?  Maybe walking toward the Lord with a forgiven heart is the same as being complete.  What do you think?

Topical Index:  tom, blameless, complete, teleios, agathos, Psalm 26:1, Matthew 5:48
September 19  . . . remember that you were at that time separate from Christ, excluded from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world.  Ephesians 2:12

Now Things Have Changed

Excluded From – Paul likes to use opposites to capture important ideas.  We do the same thing, contrasting opposites in order to make our ideas clear.  But Paul’s use of opposites isn’t quite the same as ours.  Sha’ul thinks like a rabbi, so his idea of opposites isn’t quite like the Greek idea of contrasting pairs.   Sha’ul uses opposite the way that Hebrew poetry uses antithetical parallelism, that is, one idea is elaborated by showing how it is disconnected from another idea.  While we tend to think of opposites in terms of distance from each other, Sha’ul often expresses opposites in terms of their distance from the center.  For him, Yeshua HaMashiach is the center.  So, he views everything in terms of its distance from Yeshua.  To be opposite is to be further away.

Think about this verse.  Sha’ul says that once we who are Gentiles were far away from peace with God.  We were separated from Yeshua and, as a consequence, we were excluded from Israel.  The Greek verb is apallotrioo.  Here it is a passive perfect participle.  Yes, I know.  Who can remember what those grammatical designations really mean?  But in this case, the grammar is very important.  The passive means that the action happens to us, not that we did it.  Sha’ul is saying that some other force or circumstances caused us to be separated.  That external force is sin.  Sin did something to us.  Furthermore, the verb is a perfect tense participle.  That means it describes an action in the past that has continuing consequences in the present.  Something happened that continues to keep us out.  

The opposite of being in the commonwealth of Israel is to be a victim of sin.  Sin takes us far off, away from God, away from Israel, away from the covenants of promise.  Yeshua brings us close, back to Israel, back to peace with God, back to the covenants.  When sin attacks us and we fall into its clutches, we are without hope.  But Yeshua delivers us.  He restores us to Israel by removing the separation.  We are no longer opposite.  We are now near.

Behind all this is the Hebrew word zur.  You will find its connection to this Greek verb in the LXX translations of Job 21:29, Psalm 58:3 (57:4 LXX), Psalm 69:8 (68:9 LXX) and Jeremiah 19:4.  It basically means “to turn aside.”  It is the word used for strangers and aliens.  This is important.  It implies that once you are part of Israel, you are no longer zur.  Now you belong.  Sha’ul says that same thing in this verse.  Notice what he does not say (we will be Greek for a moment).  He does not say that once Yeshua brings you near, you will be a Christian.  He says that once Yeshua removes the separation, you will come back to Israel.  You won’t be a stranger to the household of God.  

Accompanying the translation “excluded from” is the possible nuance that we did something to push us out.  Sha’ul is more compassionate here.  We were thrust out by an alien force.  Since it is an alien force, it spawns offspring of the same nature – alienation. God intends fellowship and citizenship, the opposite of being a stranger.

Once more we see that Sha’ul sees Yeshua at the center of Israel.  Not the “new” Israel that so many Christian theologians suggest, but rather the same Israel established at Sinai.  Sha’ul uses a very Hebraic expression to help us see we were once aliens and strangers.  Sin made us that way.  But now things are different.  Now we belong to the people of God.  The gap is gone.  Praise His name, He brought us home.

Topical Index: excluded, alien, stranger, zur, apallotrioo, Ephesians 2:12
September 20  . . . remember that you were at that time separate from Christ, excluded from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world.  Ephesians 2:12
Return To Me

Covenants Of Promise – “Come back to Me,” says the Lord.  The Hebrew verb, shuv, is used more than one thousand times in the Scriptures.  God must be serious about this.  He made a promise and He intends to keep it, no matter how long it takes or what He must do.  That promise is found in the covenants.  There is more than one covenant.  There’s the covenant with Noah, with Abraham, with Moses and the people, with David and with Phinehas.  God makes promises.  Lift up your hands in thanksgiving.  What would it be like if God didn’t make promises?   Furthermore, God makes promises He keeps.  Rejoice!

Of course, not all covenants are unconditional.  The covenant with Noah is unconditional.  The sign of that covenant is still with us today.  When you see the rainbow, you can think of the unfailing promise of God.  That’s much better than a pot of gold.  The covenant with Abraham is unconditional.  God made the promise to Himself.  It can never be broken, abrogated or annulled.  Israel will be His chosen people forever and He will bring about the blessing for the entire world through Abraham’s descendents.  

Then there’s the covenant with Moses.  At Sinai, God establishes His covenant with the people.  This covenant is really the constitution of the nation.  In other words, it is not a promise to be chosen as God’s people if you do such-and-such.  That promise was already made with Abraham.  The covenant with Moses is a promise that if the people obey the commandments and instructions (Torah) establishing the nation, then God would bless them in such a way that they would fulfill the purpose of His choosing.  God wanted to turn the people into a blessing magnet so that the nations of the earth would see the great works of God through the children of Jacob and return to Him.  The purpose of the Mosaic covenant is evangelism.  “I will bless you,” says the Lord, “so that others will come back to Me.”  

Sha’ul just gives us a history lesson here.  The purposes of God haven’t changed.  The method of God hasn’t changed.  The goal has always been to bring the alienated nations back to the covenant of obedience so they might enjoy peace with God, hope and fulfillment.  Sha’ul reminds his Gentile readers that once they were outside Israel, but now they are no longer strangers.  They have returned to the covenants of promise.  The conclusion is obvious.  God’s intention is to bring the strangers into the house of Israel.  That means He fully expects those who come back to live under the same constitution He established with His children at Sinai.  “Return to Me” is the same as “Return to the instructions that I gave you.”

Topical Index:  Torah, return, shuv, constitution, covenant, Ephesians 2:12, promise

September 21  . . . remember that you were at that time separate from Christ, excluded from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world.  Ephesians 2:12
Alien Nation

Having No Hope – From the biblical perspective, there is no man without a country.  If I am not a citizen of the commonwealth of Israel by faith, then I am a citizen of the Alien Nation.  What’s the difference?  A citizen of the Alien Nation is someone without hope and without God in the world.  From the looks of things, there are a lot of citizens of the Alien Nation in this world.

“Having no hope” is a devastating remark.  Sha’ul puts the emphasis on “hope.”  “Hope not having,” reads the text.  Elpida me echontes.  Each word is worth considering.  Elpis is the Greek noun that means desire for some good with an expectation of attaining it.  Sha’ul tells us the citizens of the Alien Nation have no possibility of obtaining what they desire.  Their dreams are shattered, evaporating before their eyes.  Their lives are fruitless, performance with prosperous result.  No matter what they do, they will fail to get what they want.  Of course, citizens of the Alien Nation will strenuously object.  “I have money.  I have power.  I have achieved my goals.  I have wine, women and song.”  Go read Ecclesiastes.  It’s all havel havelim.  Vanity! Wind!  Worthless effort!  Why?  Because the only thing that really matters in life is peace with God.  Unless that is the foundation of everything, all the rest is helpless hopelessness.  Sha’ul is not evaluating life by the world’s standards.  Of course, he knows all about shalom.  He’s just like the rest of us.  He would love to have health, wealth and happiness.  But Yeshua HaMashiach changes things.  The core of my existence is no longer the undomesticated and enslaving yetzer ha’ra.  I am freed from myself.

Sha’ul uses the Greek negative me, not ou.  There’s a reason for this.  me is the conditional negative.  It is “no” that is the result of actual circumstances, the experiential “no,” like “I will not do that today,” or “There is no change in the weather.”  ou is the unconditional “no.”  It means that there is never any other alternative.  “2+2 is not 5,” and “Yeshua will not abandon those who hope in Him.”  Do you see what Sha’ul is saying here?  The citizens of the Alien Nation are without hope, but not forever.  They are without hope as long as they remain strangers to God and separated from Israel.  Their hopelessness is conditional.  It can (and does) change.  In the midst of hopelessness, there is a possibility for deliverance, but it won’t come without closing the gap.  And that’s something no citizen of the Alien Nation can do.

Finally, there’s echo.  It’s not just “to have.”  It implies continuous possession.  It is primarily about holding something in your hands.  You’ve got it.  It’s yours, and you’re going to keep it.  But nothing that you accumulate under the banner of this world is yours to keep, is it?  That’s the point of Ecclesiastes.  You lose it all when the end comes.  No matter what you do, it passes out of your hands.  All those desires that you thought you had a reasonable expectation of retaining simply vanish with the grave.  Qohelet, the author of Ecclesiastes, comes to the conclusion that what’s left is simply enjoying what you can – if you can.  Qohelet suggests that even those moments are the gifts of God.  You don’t have control of them either.

There are some things in life that you really can have.  They are the things the Lord promises to His children, Israel.  They are eternal because they are covenants from God.  We can count on Him.  All the rest is me (maybe) stuff.

Topical Index:  hope, have, no, elpida, echontes, me, ou, Ephesians 2:12

September 22   Do we nullify the Law through faith?  May it never be!  On the contrary, we establish the Law.  Romans 3:31
Taking A Stand

Establish – Put yourself in Rome in the first century.  You are part of a small group of believers.  You have heard the good news of peace with God through Yeshua, the Messiah.  How did that happen?  Since we’re imaging, we’ll pretend that you’re just as much a Gentile then as you are today.  You’re one of the masses of people who are under Roman rule; not Jewish, just part of the Empire.  Perhaps you heard the news from someone you know.  Perhaps you were merely curious.  But one thing is certain.  When you became a believer, you joined the Jewish synagogue.  How do we know this?  Everything that Paul teaches assumes a thorough understanding of Scriptures, and in the first century, the only Scriptures available were the Old Testament books (Tanakh).  You are an adopted, proselytized Messianic believer grafted into the commonwealth of Israel.  You might not be Jewish by birth, but you are certainly Jewish by life choice.  That’s why Sha’ul can say, “Faith establishes the Law.”  When you came to believe, you took a stand.  That stand was on Torah.  You decided God’s instructions for living would be your instructions for living.  

Sha’ul uses the Greek verb histemi.  It means “to stand, to place on firm footing, to stabilize.”  The Hebrew equivalent is qum, a verb that means “to rise up, to set up, to establish.”  Where do we find this verb in Hebrew thought?  We might look in Genesis 6:18 where God establishes a covenant with Noah or in Exodus 6:4 where God reminds Moses of His covenant established with Abraham.  You can see Sha’ul’s choice in Greek points us to the permanency of God’s covenants.  Those covenants are the basis of the Law.  In fact, from the perspective of God’s unwavering character, the Law, in its entirety, is a covenant.  Can faith ever undo a promise God made?  Impossible!  Don’t even think like that says Sha’ul.  Just the opposite is true.  When we become believers in the promised Messiah, the one who re-establishes our relationship with the Father, we take a stand for the Torah.  We say to the on-looking world, “By these principles I live.”  That establishes the Law for us, and it happens because of faith, not in contrast to faith.

Sha’ul makes a lot of assumptions about his readers.  He assumes they know the promises.  He assumes they know the story.  He assumes they know Torah.  But he does not assume that they cannot be confused about this issue.  That’s why he spends so much time elaborating the connection between faith and Torah.  One endorses the other.  One validates the other.  They are both necessary.  They just have different spheres of operation.  One (faith) brings us into community.  The other (Torah) shows us how to live in the community.  Some Christians speak as if Paul is a convert to Christianity.  They think he left Judaism behind and moved toward a Hellenistic, Greek orientation.  He would say, “Impossible!”  No man who claims that faith puts the Law on firm footing could ever be accused of setting it aside.

Topical Index:  Law, Torah, faith, establish, histemi, qum, Romans 3:31
September 23  “. . . to open their eyes, and to turn them from darkness to light, and from the authority of Satan to God; in order that they may receive forgiveness for sins, and an inheritance among those being sanctified by faith in Me.”  Acts 26:18
Conversion

To Turn – It’s quite common for Christians to speak of Paul’s conversion on the road to Damascus.  Unfortunately, that’s imported theology.  The Greek verb epistrepho is consistently used for the conversion of Gentiles, never for the conversion of Jews.  Paul’s mission was to bring the Gentiles into the house of Israel through Yeshua.  He explains that mission to Agrippa in this passage.  He says Yeshua instructed him to open the eyes of the Gentiles and enable them to convert from a life dictated by the demands of Satan to a life under the benevolence of God.  That mission statement could hardly be ascribed to the Jews.  They were not under the authority of Satan.  Jews did not convert to the God of Scriptures.  They already believed in the one true God.  What they needed to see was the truth about the Messiah Yeshua.  But nowhere in the New Testament (the Ketuvim Netzarim - writing of those who follow the Nazarene Yeshua) is this ever called a conversion.

You will find the same Greek verb used in Acts 11:21 concerning the Gentiles in Antioch, in Acts 14:15 for the appeal to men in Lystra, in Acts 15:19 where James specifically refers to the Gentiles and in James 5:19 and 20 where it is applied to returning sinners.  This Greek verb is the equivalent of the Hebrew shuv, the most important verb in the Tanakh for returning to the one true God of Israel.  

Almost all of us are converts.  We came from Gentile backgrounds.  We served false gods, perhaps not intentionally but certainly willingly.  We chased the dreams the world offered.  We subscribed to religions of man-made dogmas.  We were far from the house of Israel.  So, epistrepho applies to us.  Somehow God touched us and brought us into the company of His people.  We are converts.  Unfortunately, in this age many ethnic Jews also need to be converted because in spite of their heritage, they are really Greek in the way they think and act.  They are just as much citizens of the world as we were.  But when Sha’ul wrote his letters and when Luke wrote his chronicle, there was a clear distinction between those who were faithful followers of God (Jews) and those who were outside the house of Jacob.  Conversion meant becoming an adopted son or daughter of Israel’s God, not of some new religion called Christianity.   Sha’ul was never a Christian.  Neither were any of Yeshua’s closest disciples.  They were all Jews who believed Yeshua was the promised Messiah.

Why is this so important?  What difference does it matter now that Christianity is well-established as a religion that also worships the one true God?  The reason is matters is simple:  Sha’ul thinks, speaks, writes and preaches as a Messianic Jew.  In fact, every author of the New Testament has the same worldview – Jewish.  As soon as we start to treat the words of these men as if they were something other than the words of Messianic believing Jews, we misunderstand them.  They do not share the worldview of the Greeks.  They do not employ Scripture in their letters the way that Greek thinkers do.  They do not have the same view of social responsibility, government, ethics, money, power, religion or the “church.”  Their worldview comes from second Temple Judaism, massaged by rabbinic thinking.  If we want to understand them, we must resist all attempts to “convert” them to a new religion.  They never left Judaism.  They just saw their Messiah come.

Topical Index:  conversion, epistrepho, shuv, Judaism, worldview, Acts 26:18
September 24  For the law of the Spirit of life in Yeshua HaMashiach set me free from the law of sin and death.   Romans 8:2

Principal Principles

Law – One makes you bigger; one makes you smaller.  Seems like Alice isn’t so far away after all.  Of course, Sha’ul isn’t speaking like Alice or singing like Grace Slick.  He’s talking about two different principles; two types of nomos (rules).   One lets you live; the other kills you.  The principal difference between these two is life and death.  One held us captive to inevitable death.  The other set us free to live.  These two are the most important governing rules of human existence.  But if we don’t know what they really are, we will flounder around trying to come up with our own principles for living, and that is almost always disastrous.

Sha’ul sets these two principles in opposition: freedom and life on one hand; sin and death on the other.  We know Sha’ul’s thinking about the sin and death principle.  It’s the attempt to operate on our own terms.  It’s being disobedient to God’s revealed instructions.  It’s turning away from the source of life.  Of course, with all the activity in the world it certainly doesn’t appear as though the law of sin and death holds so many hostage.  It looks like they are just doing the best they can, accumulating what fulfills their desires and trying to be happy.  The reality of sin and death is disguised as angelic expressions of light.  Only God can remove the blinders and when He does the world looks like a very tragic place.

On the other hand, Sha’ul rejoices in the law of the Spirit of life in Yeshua.  This law sets me free.  It has the power to transform my tragic existence into a journey with Yeshua and peace with God.  But did you notice that it does not set me free from rules?  It sets me free from the rules that kill me, but it doesn’t set me free from every rule.  I still am under the law of the Spirit of life.  And what is that law?  It should be obvious what Sha’ul has in mind.  He is a Pharisee of the Pharisees, a Torah-observant follower of the Messiah, a scholar of the Tanakh, a sinner saved by grace, a citizen of the commonwealth of Israel.  What law provides life to his community?  It is Torah, of course.  That’s what God said it would do, and that’s what it does.  When we live according to Torah, God uses us to fulfill His purposes and we are filled with the Spirit – all because Yeshua redeemed us.

Sha’ul does not say the law of sin and death is removed because all law is removed.  He does not say that the principle of “love one another” has replaced all of God’s previous instructions.  He does not say the Torah was deficient and needed to be replaced, or it was temporary and has now been superseded.  He says Yeshua got us out from under a rule that was killing us so we could live according to a rule that will fulfill us.  How does the saying go?  “If it’s good enough for Paul, it’s good enough for me.”  Apparently, the law of the Spirit of life in Yeshua HaMashiach was pretty good for Sha’ul.

Topical Index:  law, principle, nomos, Torah, life, death, Romans 8:2
September 25  These are the statutes and the judgments and the laws which YHWH has given between Him and the sons of Israel, in Mount Sinai, by the hand of Moses.  Leviticus 26:46

One Plus One
Laws – Did you realize Yeshua and all His followers believed in more than one Law?  There was the Law of God, written by the hand of Moses.  We call this Law the Torah.  But in the time of Yeshua, that wasn’t the end of the matter.  The “canon” of Yeshua and the apostles wasn’t confined to the books we call the Old Testament (the Tanakh).  There was more – a good deal more – most of which we have never heard.  

Consider this quotation from Sifre Torat Kohanim, an ancient rabbinic commentary.  On this passage from Leviticus, the rabbis taught:

“These are the rules and judgments and laws which the LORD established between Himself and the children of Israel through Moses on Mount Sinai.”  The “rules” refer to interpretations of the text, “judgments” refer to the principles of jurisprudence, and “laws” [torot, plural] teach that two laws were given to Israel on Mount Sinai: one written, and the other one was given orally.”

When Rav Sha’ul asserts he believes everything that is in accordance with the Law and the prophets,
 he positions himself among the Pharisees who accepted both the written and oral Torah as God’s holy word.  Rabbi Sha’ul says he is a follower of the Way which some call a sect.  Notice that he does not consider it a sect of Judaism.  It is the real religion of the Jews, firmly set on the Law and the Prophets, hoping in the one redeemer Yeshua who lived and died in Sha’ul’s own experience.  There can hardly be a stronger case for the absolute unity of the Torah in the Tanakh and the Ketuvim Netzarim (the writings of those who follow the Nazarene).  

Have we settled the issue?  “Paul” is not a Greek-thinking convert to a new religion called Christianity.  He is a rabbi who follows Yeshua, holding fast to all that YHWH has revealed to His people Israel.  What does this mean for us today?  It means we need to re-read, re-think and re-evaluate everything “Paul” says in light of his rabbinic commitment.  He isn’t the man the Church has pretended to find among the pages of the New Testament (the Ketuvim Netzarim).  He is much closer to Moses than Martin Luther, much more like Amos and Aquinas and a thinker like Solomon, not Schleiermacher.  Everything he says has to be filtered through the eyes of a Jewish rabbi who encountered a Jewish Messiah on that road.  It’s time to go back.  Maybe then we will discover that some of those difficult passages in his letters aren’t quite so strange after all.  Are you ready to look with eyes that see and listen with ears that hear?
Topical Index:  Paul, Sha’ul, rabbinic, Ketuvim Netzarim, oral torah, Acts 26:46

September 26  YHWH is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear?  Psalm 27:1

But I’m Afraid

Fear – Maybe it helps to be the king.  I can see why David doesn’t fear anyone or anything.  He has God on his side and he’s the king.  That’s a big advantage.  But what about the rest of us?  We don’t command armies, order legislation or have the power of life and death in our hands.  Does this verse really apply to us?  I hope it does, but if I’m really honest, I’m still afraid.  I’m afraid of public humiliation.  I’m afraid of economic collapse.  I’m afraid of betrayal.  Or even cancer.  Or whatever is on the top of this list for today.  The funny thing is David could easily have all those fears too, plus some big ones that go with being the king.  So, what makes it possible for David to say he’s not afraid?

If we read very carefully, we discover David doesn’t actually say he’s not afraid.  He just says there is really no one to fear.  That’s not the same as feeling afraid anyway.  But David has a very good point.  No person should make us quake because God is sovereign over every man.  David says God is his light.  David sees what life is like because he looks at life from God’s point of view.  That clarifies a lot.  All those things I fear start to fade away when I see what the world looks like through God’s eyes.  When God shines the light on the dark, I see the truth.  He’s there.  There’s no monster under my bed.

David also says YHWH is his salvation.  That’s not quite the evangelical word we use.  For David, salvation is yishee, deliverance and rescue.  It’s very here-and-now stuff, not pie-in-the-sky get-to-heaven thinking.  I’m in danger.  YHWH rescues me.  That’s salvation.  It’s tangible and temporal.  Yes, I experience rescue from everlasting death (is that an oxymoron?) but my attention is focused on right now because I live in the right now.  

God’s point of view and His tangible rescue mean I don’t fear anyone.  The Hebrew verb yare has five different senses (see TWOT, Vol. 1, p. 399).  The first is the emotion of fear.  David’s claim doesn’t rule this out.  The second is the intellectual anticipation of evil.  God’s light and rescue eliminate this, if I stop to mediate on the truth.  The third sense of fear shifts toward positive expressions.  “Fear YHWH” is the equivalent of showing awe and reverence.  Fourth, yare means righteous behavior.  Finally, there is a use of yare in the sense of formal religious worship.  So, David is occupied with the distinction between the first and second sense; both negative.  But one is normal emotional reaction; the other results from a failure to recognize the goodness of God.

Yeshua employs these subtle distinctions in Matthew 10:28:  “and do not fear those who kill the body, but are unable to kill the soul; but rather fear Him who is able to destroy soul and body in hell.”  Yeshua’s comment is a word play on the multiple uses of yare.  There is only one to really fear – and what “fear” means before that one is the crux of the matter.

Maybe I don’t have so much to fear.  Maybe my emotional reaction just leads me to settled confidence in the Lord of hosts.  One fear becomes grounds for another fear.  Right?

Topical Index:  fear, yare, Matthew 10:28, Psalm 27:1
September 27 YHWH is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear?  Psalm 27:1

Swampland

Fear – The question is rhetorical.  The expected answer is “No one.”  But that answer usually leaves out the one person that I really do fear.  Even when no one else can bring me low because the Lord is my shepherd, there is still an echo of the Garden in this question.  Whom shall I fear?  Me, that’s who!  I am the only one capable of wrenching myself out of the Lord’s protective cover.  I am the only one able to murder myself in my desire to control my own destiny.  I might not fear any other person, but when I meet God in the Garden, I might answer as Adam did.  “I heard You walking and I was afraid.”

Perhaps we could use a quick refresher course on Adam’s startling response.  Take another look at our exploration on June 15. (http://skipmoen.com/2009/06/15/the-beginning-of-wisdom/).  In the swampland of desire, the creature I must fear is me.  Put aside all those unwarranted concerns about other people and see the truth.  You are the enemy of your soul.  Adam knew it.  David knew it (Psalm 51).  Yeshua knew it (Luke 12:20) and Sha’ul knew it (Romans 7).   No wonder Rav Sha’ul cried out, “Who will deliver me from the body of this death?” (Romans 7:24).  Is there any protection against the enemy within?

Yes, thank the Lord, there is!  The same God who delivers me from my outside enemies knows my internal battle as well.  He knows the weakness of my frame and the destructive penchant of my animal ego.  He came to deliver me from the body of this death resident in my very being in the world.  Oh, by the way, that’s why conversion is dying.   We don’t help by putting the emphasis of conversion on life everlasting.  We would serve the lost much better if we actually told them the answer to our deepest fear is dying.  That is the only answer for this kind of fear.  The enemy must die so that I might be freed from its terror.  God tells me the absolutely amazing answer to my greatest torment, the fear of myself, is that I can die and still live through Him.  Life in the Spirit is the only life free of fear because “I no longer live but rather, Christ lives in me” (Romans 8: 9-11 and Galatians 2:20).  

There’s not much more to say, is there?  All the people of the world seek ways to stay alive.  The Christian knows the answer is to die.  The world fears death because it is the final loss of control.  Christians know dying is the only control we have.  It’s everything upside down.  Everybody wants to go to heaven, but nobody wants to die.  Everybody who wants the presence of the Lord knows that dying is the only way to get there.
Topical Index:  fear, yare, Genesis 3:10, Psalm 51, Romans 7:24, Romans 8:9-11, Luke 12:20, dying, Psalm 27:1
September 28  YHWH is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear?  Psalm 27:1

Preparing To Fear

Fear – The children of Israel read the 27th Psalm in preparation for Rosh Hashanah.  They do this as a matter of preparation for repentance (teshuvah from the verb shuv).  Why is the 27th Psalm so important to the beginning of the Jewish year?  The answer is discovered in examining how fearful our true selves really are.  An enormous pain accompanies a deep and penetrating examination of what I am really like.  So often I discover within me the unrelenting power of the yetzer ha’ra.  I find all kinds of dark corners where God’s light is not allowed to reveal my secrets.  I discover my monstrous ego, ready and willing to defend its desires and its “honor” at anyone’s expense.  No matter how carefully I have tried to uphold God’s Torah, I always uncover areas where I have failed.  I assert the truth of Ecclesiastes 7:20, “There is no one on earth that does only good and never sins.”  John simply reiterated this Hebrew insight when he said, “If we say we have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves and the truth is not in us” (1 John 1:8).  It’s a terrible and terrifying thing to look deep within, but it’s the only way to really prepare for fear.  Rabbi Burnam taught, “Our great transgression is not that we commit sins: Temptation is strong and our strength is weak.  No, our transgression is that at every instant we can turn to God -- and yet we do not turn!"  We must learn to fear the power of the yetzer ha’ra, a power which we cannot destroy but only domesticate, if we will.  Fearing myself is the preparation to fearing the Lord, and fearing the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.

Ah, but now you will say, “This makes me feel so unworthy.  This makes me feel so rotten.  Why should I dwell on these things when most of the time I do what’s right?”  Most of the time the Herpes Simplex virus simply co-exists with the healthy body, causing no ill effects.  It’s there, dormant and disguised.  But sometimes things get out of balance and the virus comes raging to the front.  Now I can’t ignore it.  It’s all over me.  Of course, if I pretend that I don’t carry the virus all the time, then I won’t take the steps to prevent its outbreak and I’ll be surprised and dismayed when my mouth is suddenly attacked by cold sores.  The yetzer ha’ra is always there, providing passion and energy.  Pretending it is not part of being human is a fool’s errand.  Pretending it is controllable without the Spirit is a dangerous diversion.  And when I really look, when I really peel away the onion of “goodness”, I discover there is a lot more for God to deal with than I thought.  Adam was right to fear himself.  He just didn’t realize how much.

Of course, David gives us hope.  I can’t look into the dungeon of my soul too long without relief, but mood-altering aspirin won’t fix things.  In the morning, the dungeon will still be there.  God must open the dungeon door and shine the light of the Spirit on what I find in there.  It will sear, but it will cure.  My hope is in the Lord, not in me.  He is able.  I am not.  But I have to look.  So, even when it comes to the deepest of all fears, I can trust that He knows what to do.  “Lord, take me.  Burn me up on Your altar that I may live again by your Spirit.  I don’t want to be afraid anymore.  I will look.  Help me see and then blind me.”

Topical Index: fear, yare, Ecclesiastes 7:20, Psalm 27:1, 1 John 1:8, yetzer ha’ra
September 29  “Do not think that I came to annul the Law or the Prophets; I did not come to annul, but to fulfill.”  Matthew 5:17
The Heart Of The Matter

To Fulfill – In 144 AD the Church branded Marcion a heretic and rejected his truncated Bible.  Marcion taught that Christians had no further use of the Hebrew Scriptures except as a matter of historical interest.  He also rejected a great deal of the New Testament books as too “Jewish.”  He accepted the gospel of Luke and ten Pauline letters as the only true canon for Christians.  The Church rejected this heresy, but it didn’t quite demolish the theological position behind Marcion’s claim.   Marcion’s heresy was based on his belief that the Law and, consequently all things Jewish, was done away with in the death and resurrection of the Christ.  In other words, Marcion read this verse as follows:  “Don’t think I came to erase the Law and the Prophets; I did not come to erase but to finish.”  Marcion believed that Jesus completed the Law making it no longer necessary or essential for Christians.  The Church threw out Marcion, but it kept his theology.

A few weeks ago, someone wrote to me with the following statements:

“The only parts of the scriptures that are for the Gentiles are Paul's letters.  All of the rest is directed to Israel.  Yes, every word that Jesus said while he was the dusty Nazarene here on planet Earth was for Israel, not for us. . . . Skip, grace is the only thing that’s supposed to squeeze through! This is the administration of grace! The administration of law is over! Christ is the end of the law, Rom 10:4. . . The law of Moses is a “dispensation of condemnation” designed to drive one to helplessness in Christ. We are not to go back and follow the law, Gal 4:9 – 11.”

Marcion is back from the grave.  Abraham Heschel writes, “Marcion remains a formidable menace, a satanic challenge.  In the modern Christian community the power of Marcionism is much more alive and widespread than is generally realized . . .”

Perhaps we could put a stop to this heresy once-and-for-all if we just realized what Yeshua said in Hebrew.  Our confusion comes from the Greek word pleroo.  The Greek verb means “to make full, to fill up” and specifically with prophecy “to fulfill, accomplish or bring to an end.”  There’s the confusion.  This Greek verb can be read to mean “to end,” but Yeshua wasn’t speaking Greek.  Matthew is a translation from Hebrew and in Hebrew the meaning comes from the root kiyem which means “to cause to stand or uphold.”  So, the Hebrew sense of this statement is about interpreting the Scripture correctly.  To annul the Law is to misinterpret the Law.  To fulfill the Law is to correctly interpret the Law.  In either case, the Law remains.  

You will notice that Yeshua’s ministry is concerned with correcting the interpretation of the Torah and when the Torah is correctly interpreted, it demands action.  To fulfill the Law is to do what is dictated by the Law.  That is an on-going consideration obviously not set aside by Yeshua’s death and resurrection.  When the Church removed itself from its Jewish roots, it adopted the spirit of Marcion even as it rejected Marcion himself.  In spite of branding Marcion a heretic, the Church has adopted his point of view.  The idea that the Law has been set aside is a complete bastardization of Yeshua’s statement.  From a Hebrew perspective, such thinking is simply impossible.  God authored the Law and there nothing will annul it, not even the passing away of heaven and earth.

Does Marcion live in your religious assembly?  Is he hiding between the pages of your hymnal or peaking over the edge of the pulpit?  Is he authoring your Sunday school material or your devotionals?  Until you put him in the grave for good, you will be playing silent host to Satan who would like nothing better than your rejection of God’s Torah.

Topical Index:  Law, annul, fulfill, Matthew 5:17, pleroo, kiyem, Marcion
 

September 30  One thing I have asked from the Lord, that I shall seek: that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, to behold the beauty of the Lord and to meditate in His temple.  Psalm 27:4

Priorities

One Thing – What is the most important thing in life?  What must be the absolute goal if life is to be worth living?  Before you quickly supply an answer about the relationship with God, consider what the world would say.  If you asked the average person what’s the most important thing in life, what do you think you would hear?  Undoubtedly, you would listen to the same list of priorities found in Ecclesiastes – with the same result.  In the very end, it’s either God or a gun to the head.  With Ecclesiastes’ observation in mind, let’s look once more at David’s single-minded focus.

“One thing I have asked from the Lord.”  In Hebrew: akhat sha’alti meet-YHWH.  The first word is from ehad.  You’ll recognize it in the Shema.  The Lord is one.  Of course, if we were doing rabbinic exegesis, we would connect these two instances of the word.  The one thing I ask is from the one Lord.  In fact, I ask for the Lord’s uniqueness in me.

Sha’ul paints the pictograph of control, strength and what consumes.  In other words, to ask is to control the strength of what consumes – to have authority over someone or something that can provide what you want.  If you’re going to ask the Lord, then you better know what you really want.  He can provide, of course, but you are presuming on His benevolence by asking, so you must be sure that what you ask is worthy of the request.  David understands this, so he asks what the Lord cannot deny – he asks for time in the presence of the One.  David desires one thing.  He desires to be with the One true God.

Did you notice that the most important thing in David’s life is not the accumulation of stuff, the preservation of power or the reputation among peers?  The most important thing isn’t even a relationship with a personal savior.  David’s one thing is to be where the Lord is and to contemplate who the Lord is.  There is nothing here about asking for me.  The entire focus is on worshipping God in His presence.

Our age is defined by its passionate preoccupation with self.  Even in our religion, the focus is often on what God can do for me.  It might not be as naïve (or heretical) as the prosperity gospel crowd, but it is ever-so-subtle to turn even religious zeal into self-improvement.  We want God to make us better servants for His cause or to improve our understanding of His word or to develop our spiritual gifts for the church.  Even with God-language, the focus is still on us.  But not for David!  David just wants to be in God’s presence, to delight in God’s glory and to meditate on the goodness of the Lord.  Don’t you suppose that God will honor such a request without delay?  What could please Him more?   I turn away from the frightening clamor of those deep, dark recesses within me by shifting my focus from me to Him.  Want out of the dungeon?  Follow the light.

Topical Index:  ehad, sha’al, ask, one, Psalm 27:4
October 1   “and I also say to you that you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build My church;  . . .”  Matthew 16:18

The Great Commission

I – We need a new Bible, the Word of God according to evangelical interpreters.  Of course, you might argue that we already have such a book.  I had two men show up at my door this morning who wanted to share the “good news.”  I think they were a little dismayed when I began to explain Scriptures to them in Hebrew terms.  One man vociferously defended the fact that we are born sinners by consistently pointing to the verse in Romans – “as by one man sin entered into the world”- arguing that this means we all have a sinful nature.  He refused to acknowledge that the verse doesn’t actually say this.   It didn’t matter what the verse said.  It only mattered what he believed it said.

Yeshua tells us something about the great commission in this verse in Matthew.  He says that He will build His church.  I don’t think we actually hear what He says.  We think He says, “You will build My church by proselytizing, recruiting, programming, planting or otherwise making members.”  Our great commission is church planting.  Yeshua’s great commission is quite different – disciple!  Yeshua is most concerned with pouring life into other lives so that others will experience first-hand the presence of God in their midst.  Yeshua makes us responsible for attaching ourselves to others in life-to-life involvement.  He rejects all of the disconnected, passive, hierarchical systems of the world.  He pleads for unity.

But we build.  We build organizations, programs, processes, campaigns, schools and missions.  We construct edifices that absorb funds, time and people without creating community.  We make the “Church” the head of the organization and we become its CEO’s.  No wonder the “church” is a mess, emulating the behavior of the world, driven by the same systems and goals.  This is a variation on an old, old theme – taking God’s goals into my hand so that I can control the outcome.  Havvah tried it in Genesis 4:1.  We are still attempting to make it work today.  We call it “partnership” with the Lord (just as she did) but the truth is that we only want the Lord to assist us, not to run the show.
Today the “church” loves control.  In spite of the rhetoric, it endorses a passive Body, a professional hierarchy and a financial model that spends but doesn’t produce.  It seems to reflect one of those basic patterns of the world.  Heaven forbid we actually empowered believers in the Body to do what God has equipped them to do.  That would threaten the staff’s control.   If we allowed (notice the word) such a thing, it would be His church, not ours.  

The great commission isn’t about bringing in the un-churched.  What kind of word is that?  What does it imply about our focus?   Most of us seem to attend the “church” started by Eve – a church that thinks it is the general partner is a joint venture.  Maybe it’s time to stop trying to do God’s work for Him.  “Disciples, wanted, not decisions.”

Topical Index:  church, Eve, Havvah, Matthew 16:18

October 2  And they sewed leaves of the fig tree and made loin coverings for themselves.  Genesis 3:7

Privacy Issues

Loin Coverings – As Adam discovered, fig leaves don’t really do the job.  Rembrandt might have used them to cover certain parts of the body, but I don’t think that is the point of this text.  The Hebrew word for loin covering is hagore’, from the root hagar.  The verb means “to gird, to put on a belt.”  But the pictograph really tells the story.  It means “to make private (by fencing) the pride of a person.”  Interestingly, one of the cognates of this word in Babylon was about a military belt which served no useful purpose except to show off the status of the person.  It was a belt of pride in prominent display.  When Adam attempted to sew fig leaves for coverings, he was trying to conceal something, but it wasn’t his genitals.  It was his disobedient pride.  There are additional insights in the Hebrew word translated “pride” comes from the root ga’ah.  Its basic meaning is to rise up, to be lifted up or exalted.  That’s precisely what Adam wished to conceal from the eyes of the Lord.  He wanted to put a fence around his self-exaltation, to cover his rising up against God’s command.  The verb ga’ah paints the picture, “what comes from the lifting up of strength.”  With great remorse, Adam discovered lifting himself up produced the necessity of privacy.  One time he could be entirely open about who he really was.  Now his true self had to be concealed.

So, why pick the fig tree?  Perhaps you never asked feeling embarrassed to take a peek.  But you would have missed something important.  You see, the words are ale teena (literally, leaves of vine); the consonants for the root words are Ayin-Lamed-Hey and Tau-Aleph-Vav-Hey.  The picture is “what comes from knowing (experiencing) authority” “what comes from securing the strength of a covenant.”  I doubt if “fig leaves” really matters here.  What matters is the picture behind “fig leaves”; namely, Adam attempts to produce an authority secured by the strength of a covenant from his own efforts.  He needs a covenant that will cover his self-exaltation.  He needs to get himself under control.  He chooses an insufficient means (which God corrects) but nevertheless, he recognizes the need for something that will conceal what has been revealed.  The idiomatic expression used here (“leaves of the vine”) points us toward a much deeper reality.  This is a remez; a hint at something more important.  It isn’t being naked that needs to be covered up.  It’s far more humiliating than exposed genitals.  What must be covered up is the unleashed aggression of the yetzer ha’ra.  What must be covered up is what’s on the rise; the will to power that wants to dominate.  Adam tries to find a strong covenant able to harness this force.  He uses something that carries the same imagery of the unbridled evil inclination.  ‘alah (the root of ale) means “to go up, to ascend, to spring up, to excel, to be superior.”  Adam attempts to use “what springs up” to cover “what is rising up”.  He tries to control his sin.  He fails.  So do we all when we fight fire with fire.  This is not God’s way.

Your evil inclination is a spring-loaded snare.  Unleashed, it will attempt to ascend to the heights.  It knows no limits in its rise to power.  So, the Lord says, “You must master it.”  But not with leaves of the vine!  To master the yetzer ha’ra, we must submit.  Domestication comes from another direction – descent, what is low and humble.  The covenant of strength that covers us is a covenant of blood, a covenant of death.  If you haven’t died, you aren’t alive.

Topical Index:  yetzer ha’ra, ale teena, ga’ah, fig leaves, hagore, loin coverings, Genesis 3:7
October 3  For in the day of evil He hides me in His booth; in the covering of His tent He hides me;  Psalm 27:5
Gone Fishing

Hides – Have you ever wanted to run and hide?  When you were a child, it was a game.  Now it’s real.  Sometimes the world just comes unleashed, shows up at your door with all its ferocity and wants to literally bury you.  That’s when running and hiding seems like a very good idea.  But just like those childhood games, someone always finds you.  If you’re going to hide, you better pick a place where you either can’t be found or you’re protected from every evil.  David knew such a place.  So do we.  The only problem is how to get there.

Perhaps the Hebrew word safan (to hide or keep secret) contains a visual clue about the path to protection.  The phonetic word doesn’t mean much more than its translated equivalent, but the pictograph offers something else.  The consonants Tsadik-Pey-Nun provide the picture of a hook (desire or need), a mouth (word or speech) and a fish in a stream (life, activity).  In other words, this Hebrew verb is the perfect picture of “gone fishing.”  Take the hook.  Go to the river.  Catch a fish.  That’s hiding.  Leave the territory of evil intent behind and go where no one knows where you are.  Go fishing with God.

I remember driving across eastern Washington State years ago.  There’s a very small town there called Farmer.  At that time, it had exactly one store.  There was a single gas pump in front of the run-down, clap-board grocery-bar.  When I arrived, there was a hand-written paper sign on the door.  “Gone fishing.”  Now, the town of Farmer is in the middle of a desert.  As far as I knew, there wasn’t a stream within fifty miles in any direction.  But there was the sign.  Its message was as clear as the cloudless sky.  “I’m not here.  I left and you don’t have a clue where I’ve gone.”  That was true of the proprietor in Farmer, but when it comes to King David, I do know where he went.  He went to God’s stream, threw in his hook and waited to catch a word from the Lord.  That’s the lesson of hiding.  You go where God is and wait to catch something.

I’ve always had a hard time with fishing.  I have no patience for the sport.  Not surprisingly, I have a hard time waiting for God too.  But if I am going to hide out with Him, I will have to learn to fish.  And the most important part of fishing is waiting.

There’s a bit more to this verse.  It’s about booths.  There’s something quite special about hiding in God’s booth.  But today, we have a different life question.  How’s your fishing?  Are you running to the right stream?  Is God on the shore with a pole in hand?  Are you waiting to catch His word?  “Gone fishing,” is unconditional.  It doesn’t say when you left or when you’ll be back.  It doesn’t say if you’ll catch something or not.  It only says you’ve learned to wait.

Topical Index:  hide, safan, fishing, Psalm 27:5
October 4  For in the day of evil He hides me in His booth; in the covering of His tent He hides me;  Psalm 27:5
Moveable Feast

Booth – The Hebrew word, sok, is the basic word behind the Feast of Sukkoth.  This is the feast of the harvest, celebrated in the Fall, the fifteenth day of the seventh month according to Exodus 34:22 and Leviticus 23:34-36.  For seven days the people move from their homes to temporary shelters called “Sukkah.”  The action recalls the wandering in the wilderness.  The central imagery surrounds the booth made from palm branches and poles.  This shelter becomes the “tent” for the people and a celebration of the tent of meeting that God provided during the forty years.  All of this imagery is tied to the Tabernacle, the visible presence of God among His people.

When David needs to run and hide, he knows where to go.  He goes to God’s tent, the shelter God provided for His people in the wilderness.  The pictograph adds to the imagery.  The consonants samech-kof are the picture of support by an open hand.  Furthermore, this imagery contains the picture of turning toward what is open or allowed or covered.  In other words, sok is about coming into the presence of God’s shelter where I find His covering and care.  If I really need to run and hide, there’s no better place than God’s tent.  That’s the same imagery of the festival during Sukkoth.  Every year, God’s people are required to remember His provision and protection, not only as a reminder of His intervention with the children of Israel following the exodus, but also as a reminder of His continuing grace each year of our lives.  The festival connects us to the God who acted on our behalf with our ancestors and who is acting on our behalf right now.  It is history repeated.

Perhaps one of the great tragedies of contemporary Christianity is the loss of historical reality.  Yes, we have the stories of the Old Testament, but we no longer have the presence of the Tanakh.  We left that behind when the church shifted its foundation from Israel to Athens.  What a shame!  To see the faithfulness of God in the present is to experience a celebration that connects us with the same God who cared for all those freed slaves.  I think God knows how desperately we need tangible reminders.  He knows that the pressures of this world and the pace of this life too often cloud our vision of His grace and goodness.  So, He established a series of feasts to be repeated every year as a way of continually connecting us with His eternal care.  Recovering that connection is vital to the growth of the Body.  Five thousand years of reminders of God’s provision and protection certainly give us ample evidence of His reliability when we need it most.  Spending a week in booths teaches everyone a great lesson.   Apparently it is a lesson worth repeating.

So, next time you need to go fishing, remind yourself of camping for a week in God’s tent.  Then you will be filled with the reality of His unfailing care.  “I am the Lord who brought you out of the house of bondage.”

Topical Index:  sok, Sukkoth, Psalm 27:5, Exodus 34:22, Leviticus 23:34-36
October 5  and He said to them, “Follow me, . . .”  Matthew 4:19
Evangelism Games

Follow – Although this passage about fishers of men is used frequently, it contains a few gems that aren’t usually uncovered.  A closer look reveals God’s evangelism games.

First, the Greek verb used here is really two words, deute opiso.  Literally, this means “come behind me.”  So, the first game of God’s evangelism is Follow the Leader.  Put your feet where I have put my feet.  You want to walk out of the mind field of life.  Steps into my tracks.  You want to experience the blessings God has in mind.  Take the path I am traveling.  

Notice that God does not play Tag.  That’s a game where I run up to you, touch you momentarily and then run away, shouting, “You’re it!”  The object of Tag is to make you responsible by passing “it” to you and then try to get as far from you as I can.  It reminds me of evangelism techniques that do nothing more than pass something to the poor victim, making them responsible for life without a step-by-step guide.  The question, “If you died today, where would you go?” as an introduction of evangelism is like Tag.  “I got you!  Now you’re on the spot.”  How different it is to invite someone to come behind me.  I must first be willing to go in front and I must clearly mark the way to travel.

There’s another game in deute opiso.  It’s very Hebrew.  It’s called Simon Says.  The object of Simon Says is to have everyone who follows the leader do exactly what the leader instructs them to do as long as the code “Simon says” precedes the instruction.  “Simon says touch your nose.”  You touch your nose.  But if you don’t hear the words, “Simon says,” you are supposed to do nothing.  What great practice for learning to listen and obey only what the external word of the leader commands.  This is the other evangelism game.  Not only do I put my steps in the steps of the leader, I must also be trained to listen to him and do only what he commands.  The Hebrew culture calls this discipleship.  

Both games have this in common.  There is a direct, immediate and continuing relationship between the leader and the follower.  The follower is expected to look carefully at every action of the leader, to listen attentively to every word of the leader and follow suit.  In other words, biblical evangelism is based on the “copy me” principle of life.  I copy you.  You copy Timothy.  Timothy copies Paul.  Paul copies Yeshua.  We walk the same way and do the same things.  We are all followers.

Oh yes, there’s one other thing about this verse that is hidden behind the translation.  The actual Greek text doesn’t read, “. . . and He said to them.”  It reads, “. . . and He says to them.”  The verb is present tense.  This is a linguistic device to emphasize the immediacy of the moment.  It’s as if this scene is occurring right now, in front of you.  

Is this your style of evangelism?  Are you following someone and, at the same time, leading another?  Have you invited someone to look at your every move and copy you?  Is your life an example worthy of copying?  Or is your evangelism more like Tag – just out to get someone.  The church complains about the lack of transformation in the lives of the congregation.  Humm?  Maybe the congregation is just copying what they really see.

Topical Index:  evangelism, follow, deute opiso, games, Matthew 4:19
October 6  and all the brethren who are with me, to the churches of Galatia:  Galatians 1:2

Chain Letter

Churches – When you read the Bible, do you pay attention to the proper context, culture and historical circumstances behind the text?  Or do you read the Bible as if it was written for you yesterday?  This is not a trivial question.   I wrote about this on April 16, but it is worth repeating many times.  Nothing is more important for understanding God’s Word!

One of the biggest problems in Christian practice is the lack of a proper understanding of Biblical exegesis.  More theological mistakes occur due to a lack of proper exegesis than any other methodological errors.  Why?  Because a great number of believers treat the Bible as though it has no cultural bias and was written in its entirety last week.  Neither of these assumptions is true.  Just like any other document, the Bible comes to us in a cultural context (in fact, in several cultural contexts) and it is the progressive revelation of God over the course of thousands of years.  These facts must become part of any attempt to interpret the text.

Imagine trying to understand the meaning of The Iliad without any reference to Greek history, mythology or culture.  Imagine reading The Iliad as if it were written last week, applying it to today’s issues without any attempt to understand what the original audience received.  That would be equivalent to how most Christians treat the Bible.  We have this tendency to pull a verse from some book, make a direct application to our lives and act as though God’s Word was written for us and no one else.  This is the “God spoke to me” variety of exegesis.  This is naïve and dangerous (just ask any woman of God who has been told that Scriptures teach she cannot preach or teach men).

Walter Kaiser emphasizes one other critical point about proper exegesis.  The Scriptures are progressive revelation.  That means they were not all available at the same time.  The fact that we have all the books now doesn’t mean the authors had all the books available when they wrote their volumes.  Kaiser’s point is that if we are going to understand the writing of any particular author, we cannot use material written after the passages we want to interpret.  We can’t use Revelation to help us understand what John was thinking when he wrote his gospel because Revelation didn’t exist when he wrote the gospel.  But we can use Psalms, Deuteronomy, Genesis, etc. because those works were available to John when he wrote his gospel.  This might seem like an obvious point until we consider the chronology of authorship in the New Testament (in Hebrew the Ketuvim Netzarim).  The order of the books in our New Testament is not an authorship chronology.  In fact, the order is completely arbitrary, established by some church council without any regard to events or authors.  Why does this matter?  Well, when we look at authorship chronology, we discover Galatians was written before any other Pauline letter.  Therefore, what Paul (Rabbi Sha’ul) writes in Galatians cannot be interpreted according to what he later writes in Romans or Thessalonians.  Galatians is the foundation for the rest, not the result of a long process of theological reflection from the rest.  The letter to the Romans does not come first.

We know that Paul wrote Galatians with the intention of having the letter circulated among the churches in that province.  And we know he wrote it after the Jerusalem council (Acts 15).  We know the real issue among assemblies in Galatia is the relationship between law and grace.  But what we can’t do in order to understand Sha’ul’s thinking in Galatians is to run to Romans 6-8 and use that to explain Galatians.  

For a fuller discussion of this issue, go here: http://skipmoen.com/2009/04/16/some-notes-on-biblical-exegesis/ But even if you don’t look at the rest of the picture, start treating Scripture as if it were a screen play.  Take it in the order that it was written.  Your exegesis will improve.  You will be able to see the relationship between historical events and the words of Scripture.  Things will make a lot more sense.  And you won’t make so many mistakes when it comes to understanding the context before the application.

Topical Index:  exegesis, Galatians 1:2, church, history
October 7  you therefore who teach another, do you not teach yourself?  Romans 2:21
Sha’ul Unraveled

You – Do you know what a “straw man” is?  Sure you do.  It isn’t the scarecrow from the Wizard of Oz.  It’s a fictitious person in an argument; someone that embodies the views of the opponent so we are able to conduct a role-play discussion.  This concept is very, very old.  In fact, it was used by the Greeks in the time of the Stoics (and earlier) to present positions that could be defeated in debate.  What we have learned in the last few decades of biblical study is this:  Sha’ul uses the same technique in his letters.  He creates a “straw man” as an imaginary opponent and then proceeds to defeat that opponent with his arguments.  He has a conversation where he plays both sides of the debate.  Unfortunately, many Christians don’t realize what Sha’ul is doing, and as a result, they misinterpret what he says.  They start thinking that Sha’ul is actually saying what his straw man is meant to say.

Romans chapter 7 is a good example.  For years interpreters thought Sha’ul’s cries for help from internal spiritual distress might be autobiographical.  But now scholars consider these remarks as a particular literary technique called prosopopoiia (character sketches), deliberately created in order to creative a fictitious person who exemplifies what Sha’ul is attempting to explain.  If this is true, then Sha’ul’s use of this technique in other places casts a new light on the meanings of his statements.

The biggest battle over Sha’ul’s theology has been the battle of law and grace.  For centuries the Church has interpreted Sha’ul as a Christian convert who moved away from Judaism and left the Law behind in his proclamation of God’s new dispensation of grace.  Of course, as we know there is considerable internal evidence against such an interpretation.  Now we see that Sha’ul’s use of the rhetorical technique of prosopopoiia illuminates the mistake of this dispensation theology.  Our verse from the letter to the Romans illustrates Sha’ul’s “straw man” technique.

Sha’ul suggests that there is someone, a fictitious person, who acts like a Jew outwardly (see verses 17-20) but who is far from Torah-observance inwardly.  This caricature is the legalist; the one who requires observance in the lives of others but whose heart is not submitted to the Lord.  When we see this opponent as a “straw man,” we realize that Sha’ul is not arguing against the Law at all.  He is arguing against the man who purports to keep the Law but actually does not.  Sha’ul calls this man exactly what he is – a hypocrite.  He is able to teach others because he knows the code, but he is not teachable himself because he refuses to obey.  This is no “second” dispensation.  It is a deliberate attempt to make up an opponent in order to show the fallacy in his thinking.  It is a conversation where Sha’ul plays both parts as a teaching technique.

Imagine what happens when we apply this common technique to some of Sha’ul’s other controversial remarks like the statements about women being silent because the Law requires it.  Those are the words of Sha’ul’s “straw man” whom he soundly defeats.  What difference will it make to you once you see how Sha’ul uses this common gambit in his constructed debates?  Will you be able to separate what Sha’ul holds as his own theology from the made-up claims of his fictitious opponents?  Will you be able to find a consistency in Sha’ul that resonates with his background as a Pharisee?  Will you stop reading every word as if the only things he said were legislated pronouncements?

Topical Index:  Sha’ul, straw man, prosopopoiia, Romans 2:21
October 8  He satisfies the thirsty soul and He fills the hungry soul with good.  Psalm 107:9

Food For Thought

With Good – Did you expect that?  Wouldn’t we expect the psalmist to say, “He fills the hungry soul with food?”  After all, isn’t this verse about what we need to survive?  The Hebrew mi le-tov is literally “He satisfies [fills or completes] good.”  The economy of Hebrew requires that we add the preposition.  Actually, the structure of the Hebrew shifts the emphasis for the entire thought.  It’s more like billboard announcements.  “For He satisfies nephesh thirsty and nephesh hungry He fills tov.”  Since this isn’t really about the “soul” in the Greek sense, these statement concern with entire person.  The psalmist proclaims, “One thirsty He satisfies; one hungry He fills.”

But what fills the nephesh?  From the psalmist’s point of view, what fills us is tov (good).  That covers the entire range of God’s grace.  It’s not just daily bread.  It’s the food that comes from another source which many do not understand (John 4).  Of course, it is daily bread.  That’s part of God’s provision.  But it’s much more, isn’t it?  It’s all the goodness of God – grace, mercy, benevolence, provision, protection, satisfaction, delight and patience.  Real food is all this and more.  When we hunger to be filled, we need to listen to the psalmist and not limit God’s outpouring of goodness.  The pictograph gives us the proper perspective.  The verb “to fill” (male) is the consonants M-L-A.  These show us chaos controlled by strength.  Isn’t that the image of God’s goodness?
There’s a crucial lesson in this Hebrew verse architecture.  Too many times we seem to put the parameters around God’s answers.  We come to Him having already determined how our needs should be met.  We plead for a shovel full of grace when He is waiting with a dump truck load.  Our lack of spiritual imagination constrains God’s goodness.  He is willing to give but we are not prepared to receive.  It’s like trying to capture the electrical power of a lightning bolt in a battery.  More than anything, we need to strip away our tiny concepts of God.  We need to enter into the Hebrew view of awe and mystery, magnificence and grandeur.  We need the verb God, not the noun God.  He just won’t be boxed.  So, why do we try so hard to squeeze Him into our mold?

Meditate on God’s goodness.  Reflect on His everlasting faithfulness.  Remember all that He has done through countless generations to bring you to the place you stand today.  Consider His commitment to your holiness.  Be overwhelmed by His willingness to forgive.  Ponder His sacrifice.  David captured it when he said, “Who is Man that You are mindful of him?”  The Hebrew point of view begins with the awesome wonder of God.  Perhaps we need a great deal more time to meditate and a lot less time to pontificate.  Perhaps the real purpose of worship is simply to stand in His presence in wonder.

Topical Index:  good, nephesh, fill, tov, wonder, worship, Psalm 107:9
October 9  Those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, bound in affliction and iron;   Psalm 107:10
Bound and Determined

Shadow of Death - The seventeen occurrences of the Hebrew word salmawet are found only in five books of the Bible:  Job, Psalms, Isaiah (once), Jeremiah (twice) and Amos (once).  Clearly the word is at home in Wisdom literature.  It’s quite an unusual word.  It combines two Hebrew words, sel (shadow) and mawet (death).  Perhaps the most famous occurrence is in Psalm 23.  Most of the time, this expression is one of terror.  The pictograph causes men to shudder.  It’s the dark canvas of turning control (sel) over to the sign that secures chaos (mawet).  Imagine sitting in a place where control of your life is handed over to chaos.   The approach of death is the sign that you are no longer in charge.  Your life is quickly turning to destruction.  

Notice the psalmist says, “Those who sit in darkness and in salmawet.”  In the 23rd Psalm, David speaks of walking through this terrifying place because he can rely on the Lord as his shepherd.  But here the prisoners cannot move.  They sit, waiting for the inevitable to occur.  They are bound in chains of iron and cords of affliction.  There is no escape.

How does this happen?  How do people get to the place where they cower before impending doom, unable to do anything about it?  The succeeding verse gives us the answer:  “because they rebelled against the words of God and rejected the counsel of the Most High.”  There are horrible consequences for putting aside God’s instructions.  When the shadow of death arrives, those who have not obeyed God’s voice will find themselves prisoners awaiting destruction.  

Notice that it does not require refusal to accept Yeshua’s sacrifice to bring these poor wretches to this terrible place.  Only two things were necessary.  First, they rebelled against God’s words.  Every Jew would know the terror of this verb, “to rebel”.  It is marah, the act of rebelling and the place of rebellion (Exodus 15:23).  What does it mean to rebel against God’s word?  The pictograph shows us “what comes from the person of chaos.”  Rebellion is disordered existence, and that is living outside of God’s instructions.  The man of rebellion is the man who refuses Torah.  

The second action that brings the terror of salmawet is rejection of His counsel.  Here the verb is na’as, to spurn, to scorn, to revile.  It is closely related to the word for blasphemy.  To spurn God’s advice and counsel is to commit blaspheme.  It has nothing to do with curse words.  It’s an attitude and action that denies God’s authority.  Blaspheme is an act of self-sufficiency.  Once more the pictograph provides the imagery:  the desire to make life first.  Simply put, God is removed from His rightful place as sovereign Lord and my life is placed ahead of Him.  

The psalmist leaves no doubt about the condition of those who reject God’s order and replace it with their own.  They desire their own lives above all else.  What awaits them is exactly what is buried in their actions:  destruction and chaos.  Me first always leads to the last thing I want.

Topical Index:  salmawet, shadow of death, rebel, spurn, marah, na’as, Psalm 107:10
October 10  and Hevel became a keeper of sheep, but Qayin became a tiller of the ground.  Genesis 4:2

Genesis In Technicolor

Keeper/Tiller – Do you think we will ever be finished with Genesis?  Each time we look there is more to see.  Take this apparently innocuous verse.  It doesn’t seem to have much theological importance, does it?  But maybe that’s because we haven’t looked deep enough.

Here are some suggestions.

Hevel (Abel) became a ro’eh tson (a shepherd of sheep).   Seems pretty uneventful until we look at the pictographs.  Ro’eh is the picture of “what comes from one who sees.”  Does that remind you of a similar phrase used later in Genesis?  Are you reminded of the name Abraham gave to the place where Isaac was to be sacrificed?  “The God who sees” just might be tied to the idea of a shepherd.  Ancient kings were called shepherds.  Do you suppose this name has something to do with their ability (and gifts) of “seeing” what the people need?  Doesn’t this sound like the kind of shepherding that characterizes God?  Is it just an accident that Hevel becomes a ro’eh.  Oh, and by the way, the Hebrew word for “sheep” (tson) means “desire for strength of life.”  A shepherd is one who sees that his flock desires (needs) strength of life.  It is his job to provide it.

What about Qayin (Cain)?  His phonetic name is derived from the verb “to acquire;” quite fitting given the statement his mother makes in Genesis 4:1.  Qayin is a man through acquisition.  The pictograph shows us an added nuance.  This pictograph is “what comes after making life,” and apt description of the result of the first pregnancy. Without venturing too far afield, consider how this name fits the circumstances.  First, Qayin is named by Havvah, not Adam.  Secondly, Havvah explicitly says that this son is her new ish (a man, not a child).  She has acquired him in a deal with God.  But recognize there are two meanings, the phonetic and the pictographic, flowing together to produce the image of Qayin.  He shares the same characteristics as his mother after the Fall.  As a direct result of her acquisition, he is also a man who acquires for himself.  

Finally, we see that Qayin is a “tiller” of the ground.  The words in Hebrew are oved adamah.  The pictures help once again.  Oved is “to experience the door of the house.”  Since the Hebrew idea of knowing is not principally cognitive but rather experiential, this picture portrays what it means to see, know and experience the passage in and out of the family dwelling.  This role should have fallen to Adam, but the text quietly suggests something else.  Qayin has replaced Adam.  That replacement is further underlined by the connection to adamah (ground).  The pictograph is “what comes from first blood, i.e. door of water.”  Applied to Adam, we see the obvious connection.  But now Qayin is the one who knows the door of the house.  He is the user of what comes from first blood.  Once again, the text hints at Adam’s replacement.  Adam disappears from the scene as it shifts to Qayin.  

Of course, there is one more hint here that we cannot overlook.  The user and usurper becomes the perpetrator.  The one who sees (Havel, the shepherd) is sacrificed.  His blood cries out from the usurped source of human being.  This painting begins to look like something from the Passion, doesn’t it?

Do you still think it an accident that Qayin was a tiller and his brother a shepherd?

Topical Index:  Qayin, Hevel, Havvah, Genesis 4:2, ro’eh, oved, tson, adamah
October 11  “And it shall come to pass that whoever shall call on the name YHWH shall be saved;  . . “   Joel 3:5

The Perfect Getaway

Saved – Have you ever heard this verse in an evangelistic crusade?  If you knew that the Hebrew verb didn’t mean “saved” from eternal damnation, would you be surprised?  Would it drive you back to the context to examine what the prophet Joel really said?  

The verb here is malat.  You can find it in Job 41:19 and Genesis 19:17.  Look at those two occurrences before you decide what the verb means.  What did you discover?  This word is about escape, not about forgiveness.  It’s about getting away from disaster, not about avoiding hell.  Of course, in Esther 4:13 and Psalm 89:48, it’s about escape from death, but the death in that context is immediate, physical demise.  Perhaps this little insight helps us to see how much of our biblical interpretation is filtered by our evangelical eyesight.  A Jew wouldn’t think that salvation was first about eternal life or punishment.  For a Jew, salvation is first about escaping immediate danger right here.  The question, “Are you saved?” is pretty much an invention of D. L. Moody and Billy Graham, not Sha’ul, Peter (Kefa) or Yeshua.

There’s something else about this verse that we need to reconsider.  Who is rescued?  Who escapes?  Those who call on the name YHWH.  Of course, calling on the name of YHWH doesn’t mean what evangelicals think it means either.  You see, calling on the name of YHWH goes all the way back to Genesis 4:26, long before anyone had any idea about the sacrificial death of God’s Son.  In fact, “calling on the name” is a technical phrase for ownership.  In other words, when men began to call on the name of YHWH, they were espousing their fidelity to YHWH.  They were declaring that they belonged to Him.  He was their master or owner.  That meaning didn’t change.  When Joel speaks God’s words and uses the same phrase, he means (and so does God) that those who escape will be those who belong to YHWH.  The Master takes care of His own.

Of course, there’s a very big difference between claiming to belong to the household of the Master and actually being one of His slaves.  What’s the difference?  A slave is obedient.  A slave depends entirely on the Master.  A slave does not have another agenda.  Those who merely visit the house may look like they are residents, but when the orders and directions come from the Master, the difference becomes obvious.  Some follow.  Some do not.  Only those who follow will escape.

Joel’s verse certainly could have wider implications.  Kefa (Peter) seemed to think so.  He initiated his great invitation to God-fearing, devout men with this very verse.  He applied the verse to a different context, something rabbinic Judaism often did.  But even Peter wouldn’t dare suggest that obedience was optional.  Escape, deliverance, rescue or salvation – whatever term you wish to employ – always entails calling on the Name and that is an idiom for obedience.

I need to remember this.  I need to have it grafted into my thought patterns and my actions.  God delivers.  God saves.  God rescues.  But that does not take away my need to obey.  I have a part to play – not in God’s grace but in demonstrating my fidelity to His ownership.  Faith without works doesn’t work.  “Lord, help me.  I want to be Yours.  I desire to belong.  I am grateful for escape which You provide.  But never let me take it for granted.  I love you.  I serve you.”

Topical Index:  save, malat, Joel 3:5, Genesis 4:26, obedience, calling on the Name
October 12  “Am I my brother’s keeper?”  Genesis 4:9

Filial Responsibility

Keeper – “It’s his problem.”  “I can’t be responsible for everything!”  “He’s just got to grow up.”  Have you ever heard yourself saying something like this?  In a world system that emphasizes the individual, we often defer involvement, feeling as though the best we can do is make the other person accountable.  Of course, the biblical point of view never diminishes personal accountability.  That’s at the heart of being a sinner.  But there is another element in the biblical worldview that cannot be ignored or deferred.  I am my brother’s keeper!  Actually, I am a good deal more than just a keeper, as the Hebrew verb demonstrates.

The word is shamar.  It is used in the opening assignment given by God.  Adam and Havvah were to guard and care for the Garden.  That’s shamar.  Their disobedience did not erase this requirement.  God expected Man to steward the earth.  Certainly Qayin (Cain) is aware of this divine assignment.  But he makes a crucial and fatal distinction.  While he cares for the earth as a tiller of the ground, his objective is to acquire benefit for himself from that care.  Hevel stands in the way of Qayin’s acquisition, in this case an acquisition of blessing.  So, in Qayin’s thinking, Hevel is of no use to him.  He no longer has caretaking responsibility because there is nothing for him to gain.

Of course, shamar won’t allow such distinctions.  Shamar is about careful attention, preservation, watchfulness and guardianship.  All of the nuances of shamar imply duty, not benefit.  This is something we do because God asks us to do it, not because we will receive personal reward.  Whether we watch over someone’s property, the Amazon rainforest, the finances entrusted to our care or the neighbor’s children, our motivation is ultimately based on God’s view of the universe.  It all belongs to Him and, therefore, I am required to treat it as He would.  By the way, shamar is also used in conjunction with God’s Word.  It requires the same commitment to care and preservation.

Shamar is a verb of duty.  It is also a verb of connection.  Duty to God connects us all – to each other, to the creation, to the Creator.  Shamar places me in the ocean of community, not simply with other human beings but with creation itself.  No wonder Sha’ul says all creation groans waiting for the day that caretaking becomes the norm.  Qayin is the first robber baron.  In his view, life is about getting what he wants no matter what the cost.  His punishment is not death.  It is alienation from all community, including the community of the land.  The one who would use any means to acquire loses everything he has.  Measure for measure.

How dangerous it is to follow the path of Qayin, not as a murderer but as an acquirer without shamar.  A man who knows nothing of duty to others is a man who will do anything to get what he desires.  Such a man wanders among the wild beasts.

Topical Index:  Qayin, keeper, shamar, duty, Genesis 4:9
October 13 “and you shall be unto me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation”  Exodus 19:6

 The Big Picture
 Kingdom – A very curious thing has happened to Christianity in the last 2000 years; something that may now be finally coming to an end.  I don’t mean the return of Yeshua.  In spite of the current crop of “signs,” no one has ever yet been right about that return and there is no reason to believe that human beings will ever be right about predicting it.  No, the situation that seems to be coming to an end is the nearly universal assumption about the irrelevance of the God of Israel.  For 2000 years, Christianity has basically operated as if Israel had nothing more than passing interest in God’s plan.

In his book The God of Israel and Christian Theology, R. Kendall Soulen makes a compelling argument for the disregard of the core of biblical teaching.  He points out that nearly all Christian theology is based on universal ethical principles, not on the particulars of a God exclusively associated with the tiny nation of Israel.  In other words, Christian theology picks its universal themes from Genesis 1-3, uses the remaining bulk of the “old” testament as proof texts for the Messiah, jumps over centuries of God’s interactions with one people and claims the universal application of justification, redemption and return in the “new” testament.  Christianity basically ignores most of Scripture.  It treats the vast majority of the Hebrew Scriptures as nothing more than historical interest with prophetic slant. 

 Just reflect of this for a moment.  Eighty percent of the Bible is the story of God’s interaction with the Jews.  In fact, since we now recognize that every New Testament (Ketuvim Netzarim) author was either Jewish or a proselyte to Judaism, the Bible really is en toto a Jewish document.  But Christians don’t treat it that way.  Christians cull out the Jewish portions and redefine the rest as God’s plan for all Mankind.  How did this happen?  More importantly, what happens when we finally begin to treat all Scripture within the framework of Judaism?

Soulen demonstrates that the early church fathers, in particular Justin Martyr and Irenaeus, provided a powerful interpretative scheme (a paradigm) for the Bible.  This scheme had four pillars:  God’s universal orientation in creation (the cosmos and Man), the Fall (Man’s moral dilemma), redemption (the role of Jesus) and final restoration (the return of the Christ).  For 2000 years, theologians have basically worked inside this paradigm to articulate the nature and scope of Christian belief.  In general, all Christian systematic theology is build upon these four universal pillars.  But notice that these pillars completely ignore God’s particular interaction with the specific people called His people, Israel.  In fact, with these four pillars in place, there is no real need for Israel at all.  It isn’t surprising that the history of Christianity demonstrates a singular lack of concern or respect for Jews.  In the history of Christian thought, Jews were replaced by the true and permanent spiritual entity, the Church.  Therefore, whatever God did with them was temporary and is now no longer of consequence.

The problem with this paradigm is the lack of biblical evidence to support it.  Verse after verse, book after book, recounts God’s specific interaction with one particular people, not with the universal stage of all Mankind.  This passage in Exodus is a perfect example.  God choose Israel as a kingdom, a mamlakah.  Everything God does in the world is filtered through this Kingdom and these people.  Without them, there is no connection to the God of Israel.  We know this is true because we read it over and over in Scripture, but when it comes to actually embracing the specific, national, personal involvement of God with this unique group, we suddenly become Enlightenment thinkers and start talking in universal terms.  We are paradigm-bound.  Forget the evidence!   Just follow the creed!

What would happen to your theology if you suddenly understood that God is the God of Israel, He shows Himself through His people Israel, He continues to work out His plans with Israel and redemption, justification and restoration are accomplished through Israel?  What if your communion with the Holy One of Israel means that you are grafted into the commonwealth of Israel, not the universal religion of Christianity?  What if the whole Bible is really for you?

Topical Index:  Israel, paradigm, kingdom, mamlakah, Exodus 19:6

 

 

October 14  But now He has obtained a more excellent ministry, by as much as He is also the mediator of a better covenant, which was been enacted on better promises.   Hebrews 8:6

Paradigm Logic
Better – Good, better, best.  That’s the kind of thinking we entertain when we come across a word like this.  In our system of thought, when something is “better,” it implies movement away from something inferior.  I once drove a car that got 20 miles to the gallon.  Now I drive a better car.  It gets 30 miles to the gallon.  My better car replaces the former, less efficient one.  Is this the kind of thought behind the covenant imagery in Hebrews?  If it is, then the replacement theologians are right.  The Mosaic covenant has been abandoned and the new covenant of Jesus, the “better” one, is now in place.

Tim Warner acknowledges the covenant question is “THE most crucial question in Christian theology.”  His argument for the replacement of the Old Testament covenant employs this passage in Hebrews.  He says: 

“One of the things missed by most Christians is a distinction between "principles" on which commandments are based and the commandments themselves. God's moral principles never change. They are uniform from Genesis to Revelation. But, specific commandments do indeed change, and are specific to certain individuals, nations, or other entities. The context of a given passage indicates to whom the particular commandments are addressed. God is always the same. His character never changes. Yet, He has not always required the same things of all people. His dealings with people vary depending on His covenants.”
 

Yesterday we noted that the governing paradigm of historical Christianity is the shift from a God who is involved in the particulars of a specific people to a God who is really interested in universal Mankind and only engages Israel as a temporary means to accomplish a spiritual goal.  According to the paradigm, what really matters in the Bible is God’s creation, Man’s Fall, Jesus’ redemption and Jesus’ return.  All the rest is interesting window-dressing.  As we noted, this dominant paradigm in Christian thinking replaces the Holy One of Israel with the universal God of the cosmos.  It shifts the focus from the actual historical events of God’s interaction with real men to the archetype encounters between the Creator and His human creation.  It is about the eternal plan of God, not the temporal dispensation of Israel.  This paradigm loads theology with universal categories (like omnipotent, omniscient and omnipresent) instead of actual historical occurrences.  The paradigm follows Man’s thinking about God rather than God’s actual involvement with men.

Warner provides a contemporary application of this massive paradigm.  For him, faith is not about the God of Israel.  It’s about the great God of creation, independent of God’s election of some minor tribe.   The only reason the Ten Commandments are still in operation today is because they are expression of spiritual principles, not actual instances of divine legislation.  The Ten Commandments as covenant rules has passes away with Christ.  Now we keep them because they are general principles of ethical action (cf. Immanuel Kant). 

For Warner, “the Old Covenant has been completely replaced and superseded by the New Covenant. I see no way to escape this conclusion.” 

But wait!  The author of Hebrews uses the Greek word kreitton, a comparative of kratos.  It means “more useful” or “more powerful.”  The guarantee of the new covenant found in the death and resurrection of Yeshua is “more useful” or “more powerful” than something else.  It is not “better” as a replacement of something else.  It is simply “more” of whatever the first thing was.  So, we need to ask, “What is it “more” of?”  And the answer comes directly from the context of this very verse.

Hebrews 8:7-12 quotes Jeremiah 31.  This “more useful” or “more powerful” covenant is the “new” covenant of Jeremiah, but that covenant is not new.  It is the same covenant God gave Israel at Sinai, renewed in the hearts of men rather than on tablets of stone.  Why is it more useful or more powerful?  Because it is written on my heart!  God doesn’t replace what He said before with something novel.  He just says the same thing in a different way.  Now His words are engraved on my very being.  His law becomes internal rather than external.  Nothing is replaced.  I just took the same old car that used to get 20 miles to the gallon and tuned the engine.  Now that same car gets 35 miles to the gallon.  The only thing that changed was the way it operates.

Warner’s paradigm doesn’t allow him to read the text for what it says.  His replacement theology requires the author of Hebrews to break the link between YHWH of Israel and the Creator God of human beings.  The message of the Bible cannot be Jewish in nature, so the author of Hebrews can’t expound Jewish theology.

But what if the renewed covenant has exactly the same content as the original?  What if the only difference is how it operates?  What if the Ten Commandments really aren’t general principles of ethical action but are simply the requirements of the Holy One of Israel?  Now what do you do?

Topical Index:  Ten Commandments, replacement theology, paradigm, Hebrew 8:6, kratos
 

October 15   “You worship what you do not know.  We worship what we know, because the deliverance is of the Yehudim.”   John 4:22 (Institute for Scripture Research translation)

Paradigm Errors

Of The Yehudim – Something is happening.  It’s not making the cover of news magazines or even religious journals.  But it looks like a movement at the “wild flowers of the field” level.  Perhaps you have subconsciously noticed the shift.  Perhaps you have a rather inarticulate awareness.  Slowly but surely, Christians who seek the Lord are re-discovering the God of Israel.  This is a paradigm shift of enormous proportion, perhaps as fundamental as the Reformation.  The old paradigm is passing away.  A new interpretation of biblical reality is replacing the old; not in a step-by-step accumulation but in a sweeping movement of the Spirit.  Ah, but maybe I’m being too optimistic.  After all, what we are recovering here has been around for 5000 years.  Why should we think that now is the time of insight and restoration?  All I know are the stories of many, many Christians who were discouraged and disappointed but have suddenly discovered life in the Hebraic view of God’s Word.  They knew there had to be more, but they didn’t know where to look until the Hebraic center of the Bible began to open.  Now a verse like this one means something entirely different than it did just a few years ago.

The Greek text reads ek ton ‘Ioudaion, literally “out of the Judeans.”  Of course, we know that the expression “Judeans” was a common idiom for “Jews.”  Yeshua says deliverance (salvation) is out of the Jews.  The older paradigm understands this statement to mean that Yeshua came from the Jews and, therefore, the salvation He brought to all men comes through Jewish descent.  This typical Christian paradigm sees the Christ-event as the center of universal history.  Since Jesus* died for all men, this statement simply means that Jesus’ Jewish ancestry is the vehicle by which God brought salvation to all men.  There is no essential connection to Yeshua’s Jewish lineage.  It is merely the means God used to accomplish a universal purpose.  But, as we have noticed, this interpretation ignores the vast majority of biblical emphasis on the fact that it is Israel’s God and God’s people Israel who are center-stage.  Only by skipping over everything between Genesis 3 and Matthew 1 do we arrive at the universal God.  And, of course, Yeshua views everything about the Father and His relationship to the Father in Jewish terms as well.  The old paradigm fails because it pretends that the exclusiveness of God’s election of Israel is ultimately of no consequence.

But this isn’t what Yeshua says.  He tells the Gentile Samaritan woman that salvation has its source and its existence out of God’s relationship and involvement with the Jews.  Salvation is not the application of some universal expiation for everyone.  Salvation is directly and intimately connected to the God of Israel and if you want to experience deliverance you must be connected to this particular God!  Israel’s God brings deliverance.  Israel’s God brings peace.  Israel’s God brings restoration.  To think otherwise is to ignore everything the Bible says.  Yeshua came for the house of Israel.  If you want to participate in the intimate relationship He offers, then you must be connected to the House He came to rescue.  Why?  Because this kind of deliverance is Jewish!  

“Wait a minute!  Are you telling me that I have to be Jewish to be saved?”  Of course not!  That is Sha’ul’s point in Galatians.  I don’t have to be a Jew to know God’s grace.  BUT!  I have to be connected to Israel’s God.  I have to be adopted into that family.  I have to be grafted into the commonwealth of Israel.  In other words, redemption means accepting the provision that the God of Israel offers and joining His Kingdom.  Salvation isn’t going to be found anywhere else because salvation is out of the Jews.  If I become a member of God’s chosen people by adoptive naturalization, then I join a community that has been dealing with this God for thousands of years.  My orientation toward life shifts toward the instructions God gives for His people.  My paradigm moves.  I delight in the difference because it is the difference God directs.  Now the whole Bible becomes my book because I am part of the family.  And I am “saved” into the family of Israel’s God.

Topical Index:  salvation, Jews, John 4:22, paradigm

*A little note about names.  I try to use the name Yeshua when we are looking at Scripture from a Hebraic perspective.  I try to use the name Jesus when I am emphasizing the Christian-Church perspective.  Hopefully, this will help you switch from one view to the other.  Of course, “Jesus” isn’t his name, but most Christian-Church theology assumes that it is.  The name itself demonstrates a step away from the Hebrew worldview.

October 16  In the day of my distress I sought YHWH; my hand was stretched out in the night and it did not cease, my being refused to be comforted.  Psalm 77:2 (ISR)

Prophetic Reverse

Refused To Be Comforted – It’s all connected.  Of course, it’s not so easy to see the connections in translation, so let’s look for them in Hebrew.  That’s where you will find the amazing intricacy of the text.  Consider this phase, “refused to be comforted” (meana hinachem).  It is found only three places in the Tanakh; here, Jeremiah 31:15 and Genesis 37:35.  Applying the rabbinic principle keyotza bo bamakom acher (“as comes from it in another place”), we discover the prophetic connection between Jacob and Jesus (Ya’akob and Yeshua).  In Genesis 37, Jacob (Ya’akob) refuses to be comforted over the loss of his son, Joseph.  Aaron Eby explains the reason why.
  Jacob laments that he will descend to his son as if mourning toward Sheol.  But we should not think of this as simply descending into hell.  The idea of descending is often associated with “going down” to Egypt.  In fact, Jacob’s refusal to be comforted is a prophetic statement that he and his sons will descend to Egypt where Joseph, the son who is no more, actually resides.  In other words, Jacob will not be comforted with the lie of Joseph’s death because, prophetically, he announces that he will descend to his son again.  Jacob may not realize the prophetic sense of his statement, but the author of the text certainly does.

When we see the same phrase in Jeremiah 31, we discover it is a prophetic announcement about Rachel’s children.  Rachel weeps and refuses to be comforted for her children “because they are no more.”  At least that’s what it look like in translation.  But the Hebrew text doesn’t say “they are no more.”  It says “he is no more.”  In other words, the text deliberately shifts from the plural (children) to the singular (he).  The rabbinic principle shows us that Rachel’s lament is connected to Joseph, the one who is described several times in Genesis by the phrase “who is no more.”  

David, Israel’s brilliant theological poet, sees the connection between Jacob, comfort and Joseph.  Of course, David also sees that the coming Messiah is Messiah ben Joseph, the one who will give himself up for the sake of the family of God.  In the first century, most Jews expected to see the Messiah ben David, the conquering hero.  Instead, Yeshua arrived as Messiah ben Joseph, the suffering servant.  Matthew recognizes this difference and used precisely the same phrase in his rabbinic commentary on Jeremiah.  He takes the Jeremiah passage and applies it to the disaster at Bethlehem, a disaster that occurs after Yeshua has descended into Egypt, exactly as Joseph descended into Egypt in divine preparation for the coming deliverance of God’s people.

What have we learned?  First, we have discovered once again the intricate complexity of Scripture, woven together with a divine hand.  Secondly, we have learned that Matthew (and the other apostolic writers) employed Hebraic imagery with rabbinic orientation.  And so should we if we wish to understand them.  Finally, we are once more confronted with a God who engineers human history for His own purposes.  He is the God of all creation, including the event-creations of men.  As we see His secret hand working behind the loss of a child, the exile and the coming of the Messiah, we must be humbled.  All the plans of Man are but straw before the King of the universe.

Topical Index:  sixth principle, comfort, meana hinachem, Psalm 77:2, Genesis 37:35, Jeremiah 31:15, Messiah
October 17  Teach me Your way, O YHWH, and lead me in a smooth path, because of my enemies.  Psalm 27:11

Archery
Teach – Did you ever take a class in archery at summer camp?  It isn’t as easy as it looks, is it?  You have to learn about holding the bow and the arrow correctly.  If you don’t have the right grip, when you let the arrow fly you might end up with an injured finger and a missed target.  If you’re going to hit the bull’s eye, you’ll need some instruction.  “Teach me,” says David.  The Hebrew verb he uses is yara, a verb about shooting arrows.  But David isn’t asking for archery lessons, so why does he choose this verb?

Yara has two verb constructions in the Tanakh.  The first is called the qal structure.  It is close to our idea of present tense active.  In this form, the verb means “to cast, to throw, to shoot.”  It’s used for casting lots, throwing stones and shooting arrows.   The emphasis of the verb is on the control of the action.  But yara is also found in the hiphil, a form that changes the present to the causative sense.  Now it means something like “to cause to shoot or to cause to throw.”  Since it is still about the control of the action, the hiphil of yara takes on the sense of teaching.  That’s the way David uses it here.  Lord, cause me to learn Your way.  For a man who knew a lot about weapons, yara is the perfect verb.  Take my skill with the instruments of death and convert it into instruments of life.  Let me shoot straight according to Your intention.  This concept of hitting the target is also found in the Hebrew idea of sin because sin is literally missing the mark.

But this isn’t quite the end of the story.  You see, yara is the verbal root of another Hebrew word, torah.  You can be sure that David was well aware of this connection.  When he asked the Lord to teach (yara) him, he is at the same time expressing his desire to know torah, God’s “teachings.”  David isn’t asking God for a personal revelation or a mystical insight into heaven.  He is asking God to illuminate Torah so that he might know the smooth path of living in harmony with the Lord.  David isn’t demanding a special “word from the Lord.”  He is acknowledging his need to understand God’s already-revealed instructions.

The Scriptures tell us that David was a man after God’s own heart.  In spite of David’s sins, God considered David a friend.  In fact, David’s relationship with the Lord was so firm that God deferred punishment on many generations after David for the sake of David’s faithfulness.  Clearly, David’s appeal to be taught the way of YHWH had significant results.

Isn’t that what we want?  Don’t we want to aim right at the center?  Then join David.  Let the Lord teach you His torah.  Practice doing what He says and your aim will get better and better.  One day you’ll shout, “Bull’s eye!” with a big smile on your face.

Topical Index:  Topical Index:  yara, torah, shoot, teach, Psalm 27:11
October 18  Teach me Your way, O YHWH, and lead me in a smooth path, because of my enemies.  Psalm 27:11

Mending Fences

Lead – When God leads, it’s all about fences.  That doesn’t sound much like leading, does it?  We think of leading as moving away from fences.  “Don’t fence me in” and “Think outside the box” are the characteristics we seek in a leader.  But we forget that God is interested in character, not competence.  He sees fences as protection, not restriction.  God leads into the areas of life that He has fenced because my character depends on paying attention to the boundaries.  When we don’t pay attention to God’s fences, we soon discover that character is much harder to recover than it is to maintain.

The Hebrew verb here is nachah.  While it is sometimes applied to human beings, it is almost always used in relation to God’s action.  Everything God does is a lesson in leading.  The consonants Nun-Chet-Hey paint the picture of “what comes from a fence around life.”  Now that’s a fence worth having!  God is the God of order.  Order requires boundaries.  God’s boundaries protect life.  Living inside His fence assures me of His favor and His favor gives me life.  Without fences, I am exposed to the chaos of an unordered world.  Without fences anything can happen to me.  Without fences I die.

Of course, God’s fences are described in the Torah.  Because they are protective measure around life, these fences are never designed to restrict me from what I need to be full, satisfied and joyful.  Quite the opposite!  Without these boundaries, all the order that life requires slips away.  This is the first lesson of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  The Tree was the boundary of ordered life.  Crossing the boundary led directly to chaos, disorder and death.  The Tree was there for protection, but the serpent convinced Havvah and Adam that the Tree was a restriction.  Our progenitors tore down the fence that protected life.  When they did, they opened the gate, allowing sin into the world (Romans 5:12).  What was once outside the protective fence now had a way to get in.

The Eagles gave us just the lyrics we need when it comes to fences.   Go ahead and listen.  Then remember that God’s fences are the answer to every desperate life.  And by the way, it’s OK if you need to cry.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vsLylyEoLDo

Topical Index:  fences, lead, nachah, Eagles, desperado, torah, Psalm 27:11
October 19  Teach me Your way, O YHWH, and lead me in a smooth path, because of my enemies.  Psalm 27:11
Rocky Road

Smooth Path – The idea of a smooth path doesn’t seem to present any problems, does it?  We know what smooth paths ought to be.  Even if I translate the Hebrew beorach mishor as “straight path” or “even way,” I’m pretty sure we are all thinking about an easy road.  That’s what we want, isn’t it?  A nice, comfortable, straight highway so we can avoid all the bumps, pot holes and detours in life.  But something interesting happens when we look a little deeper.  Maybe the “smooth path” isn’t quite so gentle after all.

The Hebrew word mishor has the basic meaning of evenness.  It’s associated with straight, righteous, plain and safe.  It comes from the verbal root yashar which means “to be right, to be level, to be upright.”  Clearly, this root is connected to the idea of a life pleasing to God.  The consonants are Yod-Shin-Resh.  The pictograph combines two Hebrew images, Yod meaning “hand” or “deed” and Shin-Resh, the picture of a prince.  So, this verb displays “the hand of the prince”, i.e. righteous deeds done properly and in order.   To be straight is to always act correctly.  Here, of course, the imagery is about moral order, not about correct facts or calculations.  

Now let’s reconsider the imagery.  Do morally correct decisions make life easier?  Probably not.  There’s a reason we have the aphorism, “Do the right thing and get punished.”  The path of delighting in God might be smooth from God’s point of view, but it is quite often a pretty rocky road from the human point of view.  We admire Sha’ul’s willingness to embrace the call of God on his life, but we would hardly consider the result a “smooth path.”  We will need a complete shift in perspective if we are going to understand the biblical imagery of “smooth path.”  A lot of the normal expectations about life here and now will have to be put aside if we are going to define beorach mishor in the same way the Bible does.

For example, we might have to let go of the persistent pursuit of personal comfort.  We might have to really embrace the needs of others ahead of our own needs.  We might have to re-evaluate luxury and see it for what it really is – an enormous temptation to have it our way.  

We might have to shelve some of those dreams we have been nourishing for years.  You know; the ones about protected living, ample finances and personal independence.  Where do those images come from?  From the biblical account of God’s redemptive work or the insurance and consumption advertisers?  If relationships are the heart and soul of Scripture, do our lives reflect a passion for people or an avid desire for things?

There are other questions, of course, but the final filter might be simply this:  Rocky Road may need to become your favorite flavor of ice cream.

Topical Index:  yashar, beorach mishor, smooth path, prince, hand, righteous, Psalm 27:11
October 20  Therefore from now on we recognize no man according to the flesh;  . . 2 Corinthians 5:16
New Glasses

According To The Flesh – How do you look at life?  How do you evaluate the actions of others?  Forget that nonsense about “not judging.”  We know judgment concerning the final outcome of every human being belongs to God.  He is the Judge of all mankind and we have no place in that arena.  But we are still asked to discern good from evil, right from wrong and righteousness from unrighteousness.  How else would be we able to join together as one Body in spirit and in truth?  So, Sha’ul’s exhortation to no longer view men “according to the flesh” is an essential element of spiritual maturity.  The question is really pretty simple:  what do you look for in another human being?

Rabbi Sha’ul doesn’t leave us guessing.  He uses the phrase kata sarka in other letters to describe what he means.  You will find it in Romans 1:3, 4:1, 8:4, 8:5, 8:13, 9:3 and 9:5; 1 Corinthians 1:26; 2 Corinthians 10:2 and 3, and 11:18; Galatians 4:23 and 29; Ephesians 6:5 and Colossians 3:22.  There are no Greek occurrences in the LXX.

So, what do we find when we look?  Sha’ul uses the phrase in two distinct ways.  The first is an idiom for ordinary human connection.  Yeshua came in bodily form as an ethnic Jew “according to the flesh.”  Slaves are to serve their masters who have an ownership relationship over them “according to the flesh.”  In instances like this, “flesh” describes some bodily relationship between human beings.  It carries no moral or spiritual implication.

But in the second sense of the phrase, Sha’ul contrasts two different paradigms.  “According to the flesh” is the paradigm that views the world in terms of human goals, achievements and processes.  It stands in opposition to the way of the Spirit which views the world from God’s point of view.  “According to the flesh” is the equivalent of “conformed to the systems of this world.”  If I evaluate a man according to the flesh, I will measure him by the world’s standards.  Is he noble?  Is he powerful?  Is he wealthy?  Is he worthy?  Is he charismatic?  Is he beautiful?  Is he inspiring?  Is he acceptable?  Sha’ul proclaims that we who follow the Way will no longer accept any of these measures of value.  We refuse to use the systems of the world to determine what is good and what isn’t in any man.  

What happens when we leave these measures behind?  Suddenly, some things that seemed so vitally important no longer matter.  Prestige, wealth, power, perfection, beauty, charm, success are all inadequate measures.  What matters, what really matters, is seeking after God, being a delight to Him and a blessing to others.  We recall the end of Ecclesiastes.  We could apply a simple little guide:  If you leave it behind at the grave, then it wasn’t really that important, was it?  

What would happen to your relationships if you refused to measure others “according to the flesh?”  Would your desperate love and hope for their relationship with God grow as the other false measures slipped away?  Would you put your efforts into relationship building for eternity rather than systems accumulation now?  Would you be excited about your new glasses and the new focus they bring?

Think of it this way:  we all know Sha’ul’s exhortation about walking according to the Spirit.  Now, can you convert all those qualities of the fruit of the Spirit (Galatians 5) into tangible behaviors so you can see the hands and feet of Yeshua?  That’s the way we should be measuring others – and ourselves.
Topical Index:  according to the flesh, kata sarka, 2 Corinthians 5:16
October 21  Husbands, love your wives, and do not be embittered against them.  Colossians 3:19
Hard To Swallow
Be Embittered – OK, so husbands are supposed to love their wives.  We know this is not just “feel good” love.  Of course, love between a husband and a wife should feel good, but what Sha’ul has in mind is love that gives up its own agendas for the good of the other.  This is agape love – benevolence toward another at cost to me.  Actually, since the relationship is mutually beneficial, loving my wife is really a good thing for me too.  But if this is true (and it is), then why does Sha’ul add the second phrase:  Don’t be bitter toward your wife?  

First, we need to look at the Hebrew word for “bitter” - mar.  The pictograph is revealing:  a person of chaos.  With this in mind, bitterness is essentially disordered existence.  Sha’ul’s statement implies that loving my wife brings ordered existence but being bitter toward her brings chaos.  So, if I know this, and I really do want to love her, where would bitterness enter the picture?

The answer comes from the root of ahav, the Hebrew verb for “love.”  Of course, there are two other Hebrew words about love, but this one is the center of God’s love and, consequently, the heart of the symbolic relationship of marriage.  Ahav consists of the consonants Aleph-Hey-Bet.  Seekins says that this picture conveys “the father revealed.”  In other words, the normal construction of “father” (ab) is separated by the consonant Hey which means “behold” or “what is revealed.”  In Hebrew, love reveals the Father.  The character of love is the character of God.  Isn’t that what Sha’ul claims in the famous passage in 1 Corinthians 13:4-8?  The demonstration of love as patient, kind, not jealous, not arrogant, not unbecoming, not seeking its own, not being provoked and not taking wrongs into account is a tangible revelation of God’s character.  To act in these ways is to act like the Father.  Didn’t Yeshua say, “If you have seen me, you have seen the Father”?  He didn’t mean that his disciples looked into the “face” of God.  He meant that they saw God revealed in the actions and attitudes of His Son.  They saw who God is in human tangible expressions.  When husbands love their wives, the same revelation of the character of God occurs.  

Why does Sha’ul caution against bitterness and the chaos it brings?  Because for me to act according to the character of the Father isn’t easy.  A man must put aside most of his worldly training about being the boss, being tough and being in charge.  His agendas must be put on the shelf.  He relinquishes his desires in favor of hers.  He lets her be all God designed her to be and does not stand in her way, trusting that God’s direction to his ‘ezer kenedgo will bring him closer to God’s purposes.  But – it isn’t easy!   This process grates against everything the world expects and teaches.  The temptation of bitterness hangs around the door, waiting for a chance to jump inside.  Many men concede to their wives rather than joyfully support them.  There is an enormous difference – a difference that can only be remedied in a heart-to-heart confession to the Lord.  God’s character is impugned by this behavior, not hers.  Perhaps that’s why Sha’ul is so direct.  Don’t let bitterness get under your skin.  If serving your wife isn’t joyful, go ask Him what’s wrong.

There is an edge here, somewhere between resentful compliance and joyful endorsement.  For every husband, that edge, the one that cuts so deep, is exposed where bitterness sharpens the claws of chaos.  When disorder creeps into the corners of your life, alarms should sound.  You are under attack, not from her but from the accuser.  Retreat to the Father who blesses order more than anyone and let Him guide you back to sanity.

Topical Index:  bitterness, mar, love, ahav, father, ab, Colossians 3:19
October 22  And Bo’az took Ruth and she became his wife.  And he went in to her, and YHWH granted her conception, and she bore a son.  Ruth 4:13

Living Signposts

Granted – Why is the book of Ruth even in the Tanakh?  It’s about a Gentile woman.  It’s filled with extraordinary, and perhaps scandalous, behavior.  It seems like an aside in the history of Israel.  It’s pedestrian.  It’s relatively insignificant.  Yet, here it is - a critical link in the line of David and the royal line of the Messiah.

Most of us probably don’t pay much attention to the story of Ruth.  You might not even know where to find it in the Bible.  But Ruth contains some amazing material, not least of which is God’s compassionate interaction with an “outsider” just like Hagar.  When Ruth declares her fidelity to her mother-in-law, she makes one of the most dramatic claims of faith that the Bible records.  It is the “grafted in” claim of every Gentile:  “your people will be my people and your God will be my God.”  That alone would be enough to keep Ruth’s story in Scripture.  But, as always, there is more.

At the end of Ruth’s struggle, she is married to Bo’az.  They have a son, Obed, who becomes the grandfather of David.  Notice the language of the text.  YHWH grants Ruth conception.  This child is the gift of YHWH.  Perhaps we need to reflect on the startling difference between this Gentile woman’s pregnancy and the bartered pregnancy of Havvah.  Ruth is the Lord’s servant.  YHWH gives her a child.  But Havvah negotiates a deal with YHWH (she thinks) to get her son, Qayin.  There is a world of difference here.  

A closer look at the Hebrew verb reveals something else.  The verb is nathan.  The consonants are Nun-Taw-Nun.  What picture emerges from these consonants?  The picture of “A sign in the midst of life.”  The consonant nun is “life.”  So, this verb contains a picture of life on both ends.  But right in the middle, between life and life, is the consonant taw - a consonant that means “sign, seal or covenant.”  Step back for a moment and consider the Hebrew view of “to give.”  It’s the picture of providing a sign or a covenant seal in the middle of life.  It’s God’s covenant dropped right in the middle of your life.  Havvah thought she could acquire a son by making a deal with God.  Ruth learned something far more important.  God gives – right in the middle of living.

The verb nathan is used more than 2000 times in Scripture.  Obviously, giving is a very important act in the Hebrew worldview.  In biblical usage, nathan has three general meanings:  to give, to put in place (used when God put the luminaries in the heavens) and to make or constitute (used when God says He will make Abraham the father of many nations).  While the phonetic meanings change according to usage, the pictograph does not change.  Each use of nathan represents a sign in the middle of life.  Whether that sign is the sun, the covenant with Abraham or the child of Bo’az and Ruth, one image is consistently clear.  God gives!  God gives into life and when He does, He brings His seal with Him.  A gift is more than charity.  It is a promise, a seal and a sign.  

How will your acts of giving be altered now that you know a gift is a promise that reflects God’s covenant with life?

Topical Index:  nathan, give, covenant, sign, Ruth 4:13
October 23  “And he shall be to you a restorer of life and a sustainer of your old age.”  Ruth 4:15
Social Security

Restorer – Let’s do a little rabbinic exegesis.  The women in Naomi’s circle told her, “Blessed be YHWH.  He has not left you without a redeemer (go’el) that his name may be famous in Israel.  And he shall be a restorer of life to you . . .”  But who are they talking about?  Are they telling Naomi that her grandson, Obed, will be the one who restores life to her and takes care of her in her old age?  That’s what it looks like, but this isn’t the way a rabbi would look at this verse.  A rabbi would ask, “Where do I find the phrase ‘restorer of life’ in other parts of Scripture?  And what does that tell me about this verse?”  

So, where do we find this phrase?  How about Psalm 23:3?  “He restores my soul.”  Of course, it doesn’t say “soul.”  The Hebrew word is nephesh, exactly the same word we find in Ruth.  The verb is shuv, the same verbal root for the word in Ruth (meshiv).  Who restores the person (nephesh)?  God, of course!  Not a grandson.

We find the expression in Job 33:26.  This text is about the restoration of righteousness.  Once again, the verb is shuv and the actor is God.  God’s restoration of life appears in Isaiah 38:16 and Lamentations 1:11.  These examples show us that life is God’s province.  He gives it (as Ruth discovered – nathan) and He restores it.  The women who speak to Naomi are not suggesting that she rely only on her grandson.  They are blessing YHWH who has once again demonstrated in tangible form His care over life itself.   His name will be famous in Israel because He has answered the cry of an old woman and provided a family for her.  He will restore her and sustain her through the gift of a grandson.  In fact, the proclamation of Naomi’s friends is prophetic, for the true go’el (kinsman redeemer) is God Himself given as a child in the midst of life, who will restore us.

Of course, we could read this at the pashat level and walk away satisfied that Naomi has a grandson to look after her.  But there is more to the text than a comment on Hebrew social security.  We need to look at the hint (remez) that pushes us to see the connections to the Holy One of Israel.  We need to see His hand behind the stage, guiding the lives of these women to bring about His purposes as the real redeemer.  The son given to Ruth is only a portend of another Son, given to Mary.   Oh, yes, and by the way, shuv has a very interesting pictograph.  Shin-Vav-Bet means “securing the house that consumes.”  What is that?  It is a picture of safeguarding the house of the people God has created as His own.  We, the followers of YHWH, are those who consume.  Our God, the Holy One of Israel, restores us to life by securing the house.  How does He do that?  He does it with the gift of a Son in the midst of life, of course.

Now you know why Ruth is in the Tanakh.  This time, it’s all about us, isn’t it?

Topical Index:  shuv, restore, go’el, redeemer, Ruth 4:15
October 24  And your desire is for your husband, and he does rule over you.  Genesis 3:16

Italian Design

Desire – This verse has created an incredible amount of grief within the Body.  For centuries the Church interpreted the verse as a prescriptive curse, claiming that God intentionally turned the tables on the equality of creation as punishment for Eve’s sin.  Under this interpretation, God deliberately authorized men to rule over women.  Moreover, this interpretive scheme considers sexual desire as part of the curse.  Women were forever plagued with sexual desire for their husbands but husbands were given the power to dominate these emotionally-distressed creatures.  If you find this interpretation a bit shocking, go pick up nearly any commentary on Genesis written prior to 1950.

Of course, things have changed.  Now conservative commentaries modify this interpretation by removing the sexual overtones and suggesting this is not a curse but rather a description of reality in the post-fall world.  Of course, many theologians resist the former language of domination, but they nevertheless argue that the Bible teaches women are to be submissive to men.  

In 1921, Katherine Bushnell challenged much of this interpretive scheme in her book God’s Word for Women.  In a field dominated by men, her work remained largely ignored.  The “curse” model of Genesis interpretation continued.  Nevertheless, Bushnell’s scholarship points to a linguistic sleight-of-hand that ultimately created the “curse” model, thanks to a Catholic monk named Pagnino.  According to Bushnell’s research, the crucial term, teshuqah, has two distinct linguistic etymological backgrounds.  The first follows the path of the LXX, winding its way back through ancient Syraic, Ethiopic and Arabic roots to the Hebrew text.  This path provides us with the meaning “turning.”  With this meaning, the statement in Genesis is not about Eve’s “desire.”  It is about Eve turning away from God and toward her husband as the center of her life.  In other words, God observes that Eve’s sin is the result of Eve’s decision to make Adam more important than God.  She chooses to take of the fruit because she opts for her evaluation of what is best in the fulfillment of her role as ‘ezer kenedgo.  She puts her choice ahead of God’s commandment.

The other linguistic stream follows Pagnino.  Instead of tracing the root of the word back through the LXX and the ancient texts, Pagnino introduced a new meaning to the term based on the rabbinic use in the Babylonian Talmud.  He picks up the theme of the “Ten Curses of Eve” from this commentary on the text.  His translation of the Old Testament in 1528 replaced “turning” with “lust”.   Every English translation since 1528 has adopted Pagnino’s translation.  Wycliffe, Cloverdale, Tyndale, Douey and the Authorized Version all followed Pagnino’s treatment of teshuqah as “lust,” later toned-down with “desire.”  Of course, the rest is history.  Centuries later we are still dealing with this Italian design, much to the detriment of half of the Body of the Messiah.

Over and over we have encouraged each other to base our understanding on the original texts.  For most of us, that seems difficult since we do not read Hebrew and Greek.  But there are ways to explore these languages without years of seminary training.  With this little peek into the manipulation of translation, we have all the more reason to test the interpretations we get in English translation.  For 500 years, the English Bible has carried this Italian monk’s personal preference as if it were God’s word.  It’s time to ask the question:  If God really intended men to rule over women, then how do you explain Sha’ul’s admonition for husbands to love their wives with the same self-sacrificial love that Yeshua exhibited for the Body?  How do you explain the “golden rule” applied to marriage?  How do you explain all the references to outstanding women in the early congregations (and in the Tanakh)?  It seems we maintain the translation “desire” because it is closer to what men would like to think rather than what God actually says.

Maybe it’s time to change all that – starting right now at home.  After all, what did our Lord say?  “They will know you are My disciples by your love for one another.”

Topical Index:  desire, teshuqah, turning, Bushnell, Pagnino, Genesis 3:16
October 25  And the man said, “The woman whom You gave to be with me, she gave me of the tree and I ate.”  Genesis 3:12

No Fault Insurance

You Gave – Sometimes the smallest details carry substantial implications.  The story of Adam and Havvah is filled with very small details.  Most are ignored by our all-too-familiar readings.  What a mistake!  When God gives us a story about the beginning of human involvement with the Creator, it’s advisable to search even the tiny nuances.  Let’s see what happens when we look at just such an implication in Adam’s shift of the blame.

The story goes like this:  God creates Adam.  God builds an ‘ezer for Adam.  The ‘ezer is deceived by the serpent, steps over the boundary of human dependency and provides an opportunity for deliberate disobedience to Adam.  Adam chooses to follow his ‘ezer rather than obey God’s external word.  Bad things happen.  God confronts all the parties.  They shift blame, but not in the same direction.

Adam blames the woman.  The woman blames the serpent.  The serpent blames no one (it accepts the verdict).  But Adam doesn’t imply the woman alone is to blame.  Adam ultimately shifts the blame onto God!  It isn’t just the woman who is responsible for his condition.  It is God Himself who created this woman whom he has followed.  From Adam’s perspective, the real design flaw rests with God so God is culpable for the resulting disobedience.  Adam doesn’t turn to the woman and say, “It’s your fault!”  He turns to God and says, “It’s Your fault!”

Katherine Bushnell notes that Adam’s excuse puts him on the same side as the serpent, in opposition to the Creator.  Adam attempts to hold God responsible for the consequences.  The woman does not offer the same argument.  She opposes the serpent, blaming it for her deception.  By the way, she is correct about this.  She has responsibility for her act, but she doesn’t say, “You, God, made me an ‘ezer.  What else could I do but choose to accumulate all that I can to be an ‘ezer?  It’s really Your fault, God.  You made me like this.”  No, she sees where the line of responsibility lies – with the serpent.  In spite of her deflection, she acknowledges God is not part of the fault line.

But not Adam.  

There are some pretty significant implications here, not least of which are God’s observations about the differences in consequences for the man and the woman.  But there is also a lesson.  We recognize Adam and Havvah are both accountable, but do we recognize how subtly Adam changes sides?  Do we do the same thing when we offer an excuse to the Holy One of Israel?  It’s one thing to say, “Yes, Lord, I have sinned.”  That leads to repentance which is ultimately an acknowledgment that God’s perspective on actions is the only true perspective.  It’s quite another thing to say, “Well, Lord, I’ve sinned but I couldn’t really help it.  The people you put in my life were bad influences.  You engineered my circumstances and I got overwhelmed.  I mean, You’re the sovereign God, so you could have prevented this if You really wanted to.”  We might not be so bold in our accusations, but our actions might be just as audacious.  

When it comes to facing our choices, whose side are we really on?

Topical Index:  Adam, Havvah, ‘ezer, blame, Genesis 3:12
October 26  To the woman He said, “I will greatly increase your sorrow and your conception – bring forth children in pain.  And your desire is for your husband, and he does rule over you.”  Genesis 3:16  (SRI)

Vowel Problems
Greatly Increase – Perhaps we have become so numb to this story that we just don’t ask any questions about it.  We’ve heard about “Eve’s curse” so many times that we simply assume this is what the text says.  But maybe we need to ask some questions.  Maybe we need to ask some very big questions, particularly questions about what this particular translation suggests about God.

After centuries of Greek-influenced misogyny, the Church has finally begun to acknowledge that God does not “curse” Adam or the woman.  God describes what has happened and what will continue to happen as a result of this tragic occurrence.  Since this statement is so crucially important for our understanding of the roles of men and women, we better be very careful when we investigate this verse.  But there’s a small problem.  It’s about vowels.  Hebrew has no vowels, so any translation will have to add vowels to the consonants in order to decide what the words mean.

There are two biblical possibilities for vowel construction in the critical consonants that make up the phrase translated “greatly increase.”  The consonants are H-R-B-H and A-R-B-H.  You can see that the two words look the same; the only difference being the initial consonant.  Translators usually assume the H-R-B-H root is R-B-H, a verb meaning “to be many.”  If this root is repeated here, we get the translation “to be many, many,” resulting in “greatly multiply.”  But a small shift in the vowels – from rabah to ‘arab – in the second word, changes the meaning entirely.  Now it is not a repetition of R-B-H but rather a new word, A-R-B.  This word, ‘arab, occurs more than thirty times in the Tanakh.  It means “to lie in wait, to ambush.”  If this second word is ‘arab and not a repetition of rabah, then the meaning would be “has caused to increase the lying-in-wait your sorrow.”  Rearranged in English, God says, “The one who ambushed you has multiplied your sorrow.”  WOW!  Does this make a difference!
Bushnell offered this alternative nearly 100 years ago.  It was ignored.  Why?  Because the weight of church tradition could not imagine that God didn’t curse Eve.  There is nothing impossible about this translation of the Hebrew.  What is impossible is its implication for the 2000 years of misogyny perpetrated by the church. 

Bushnell’s suggestion has further merit when we consider some other elements of this passage.  Meyers pointed out years ago that the proper understanding of the consequences is not about childbirth but rather about raising children.  So, this text can’t be about conception and bearing children.  It’s about the struggle in relationships as a result of disobedience.  That fits neatly with the second part about “desire” and the husband.  What is at stake are personal relationships – precisely the same issue in the serpent’s attempt to eliminate Adam.  We also know that God is not issuing a curse.  He is stating a fact.  Disobedience will bring a mess and that mess will extend to both children and husband.  Who is responsible for all this?  It’s not Eve alone.  The serpent did the deceiving.  Eve listened, but the serpent spoke.  Now we can see why God says, “I will put enmity between you and the serpent.”  What He is saying is this:  I am going to make it very difficult for you to ever be deceived again by this creature.  I am going to make him something other than a walking, talking, resplendent beast.  Now he will be revolting and you will never listen to him again.”  In other words, from now on, that nice friendly encounter you had with him is going to become fearful and repugnant.  The walking, talking, naked snake is going to look like something horrible.  You won’t be listening to him anymore.

Havvah is right to blame the serpent.  She is responsible too, of course, but the focus of God’s observation is about the effect of the serpent’s deception, not a prescription of eternal punishment.  If the Son is going to arrive through a woman, then the hope of Mankind rests on the submissive heart of a woman, doesn’t it?  Maybe this little story is about God assisting the ‘ezer kenegdo by creating a natural revulsion between the deceiver and the woman.  Maybe God is making sure that she will listen to Him, just as she is supposed to.  Maybe it’s all about God’s heart of compassion instead of instant punishment.

Topical Index:  serpent, Eve, curse, rabah, ‘arab, Bushnell, Genesis 3:16
October 27  He lies in wait secretly, like a lion in his den; he lies in ambush to catch the poor, drawing him into his net;   Psalm 10:9

David and Eve

Lies In Wait – The NASB does us no favors by translating this Hebrew verb “lurks.”  “He lurks in a hiding place” certainly does not convey the connection to the Garden story.  David points out that the wicked are children of the serpent, crafty and cunning, waiting for the right moment to spring a trap on the “poor.”  Of course, it helps to know exactly what kind of “poor” David intends.  The word is aniy meaning those who are suffering in a state of poverty usually as a result of oppression.  They are the ones who cry out to God for mercy and God has commanded His children to show them kindness.  The wicked, on the other hand, extort, abuse and take advantage of the aniy.  

The Hebrew verb, ‘arab, is used twice in this verse.  That’s common in Hebrew poetry.  The verb means “to lie in wait” and “to ambush.”  David employs both meanings as he describes the wicked.  

Recall the Hebrew consonant construction A-R-B in Genesis 3:16.  We noticed that the verse describing the results of the Fall for Havvah can be read with this verb as a participial nominative (“the lying-in-wait”).  Is there a more apt description than the character and motivation of the serpent to capture the essence of the wicked?  Perhaps David reflected on that Genesis account as he thought about the wicked.  Perhaps he realized that the serpent’s children are still among us, carrying out their deceptive plans to topple the afflicted.  Certainly we could have inserted this verse from the Psalms in the Genesis story and not have been out of character at all.  It seems all the more appropriate when we consider the imagery of Cain’s sin.  “It lies at the door,” says the Lord.  There is a beast here, waiting for its chance to attack you.

I’m not one who cowers under the fear of the devil’s wiles.  In fact, I rarely even think about his constant efforts to undermine God’s purposes.  I don’t watch exorcist movies and I don’t see the hand of his minions around every bush.  I know he is a very present reality, but I also know that I serve a very real God who protects me as His own.  That’s just a long way of saying that the devil doesn’t scare me.  However, I would be foolish indeed if I didn’t acknowledge his power in this realm and his desire to create chaos wherever the opportunity arises.  He’s real, all right.  He just isn’t the least bit equal with the Holy One of Israel.

Nevertheless, this verse and the stories in Genesis provide us with an important insight.  The wicked are in league with this dark prince of the air.  Whether they know it or not, they serve him.  That means they oppose YHWH.  You and I will often find ourselves at the edge of the pit, encouraged by the wicked to take just one step forward.  We will often discover “friends” who really lie-in-wait.  There’s a very good reason the Lord establishes a community for His people.  We need protection and one of the best places to find it is with each other.  One man may be deceived, but it is much more difficult to deceive an entire army.  Perhaps today is the right day to assess your strength in numbers.  Who stands side-by-side with you against those who lie-in-wait?  Thank the Lord for them.  Offer a prayer for them.  They are armor against the lion, aren’t they?

Topical Index:  lies-in-wait, ‘arab, Psalm 10:9, Genesis 3:16, community, wicked
October 28  The grace of our Lord Yeshua HaMashiach with all of you.  Amen.  Philippians 4:23

Event Horizon

Grace – Charis is one of the most important words in the Ketuvim Netzarim (New Testament).  It is by grace (charis) alone that we are saved.  God’s charis is our strength and shield as we await the return of His Son.  We are known to each other by the charis we share with each other.  The word is found in the symbolic meal (eucharist), in our greeting (“Rejoice!”) and in the character of our community.  We know this word.  Or do we?

If we recognize that Hebrew is a dynamic language, built around the flow of actions rather than the accumulation of things, perhaps we need to give more consideration to “grace” as event-language rather than spiritual coinage.  Perhaps our experience of God’s grace is much more akin to swimming in the flow than it is to being awarded a trophy.  Maybe it’s the journey, not the destination, that really matters.

We have a verb “to grace.”  It’s not very common, but we do know how to use it.  “Would you grace my presence with your company?”  This is grace as action.  What does it mean?  It means to do honor or provide credit to someone by the way that we behave.  This verb is entirely relational.  It can’t function at all without at least two “players” in the mix.  The action of “gracing” occurs only in the event of the relationship.  As soon as the relationship is removed, the word no longer has meaning.  I can’t grace.  I can only grace someone or something.

What if God’s grace is a verb?  What if God is gracing us with His presence and in that relationship we find rescue, deliverance and salvation?  It has nothing to do with us, of course.  God is the one who does the gracing.  He shows up and we are graced by Him.  But if we don’t show up, all God’s gracing won’t benefit us one bit.  If we want to experience God’s gracing event, we must get into the flow of the relationship with Him.  If love is a verb (and it is), aren’t faith and grace and joy also verbs?  None of these are “things” I can add to my spiritual treasure chest for use at a later time.  They exist only as I experience them in action, right now.  While the grammar is horrific, perhaps we should be speaking of “faithing” and “joying” and “gracing” along with loving.  Maybe we need to see our spiritual condition in terms of the journey of experiences in the household of God rather than a collection of mementos from past travels.   Do you think the Bible is a picture album or a narrative story?  When you read it, are you immersed in the flow of God among men or are you merely a critical historian observing what others wrote?

Imagine what it would be like to walk the event horizon of the intersection of God and His creation every moment of the day.  Imagine the wonder, the surprise, the awe you could experience as each new verb came into play along your journey.  Imagine what it would be like to swim, not with the Spirit, but in the Spirit.  Just imagine.
Topical Index:  event horizon, verb, grace, charis, Philippians 4:23, journey
October 29  “And I also have heard the groanings of the sons of Israel, whom the Egyptians are enslaving.  And I have remembered My covenant.”  Exodus 6:5

The Blessing

Remembered – What did God remember?  You’ll answer, “The covenant with Abraham, of course.”    You’re right, but do you realize just what this implies?  What is unique about the covenant with Abraham and why is it so important that we remember what God remembered on the day He spoke with Moses?

First, the covenant with Abraham doesn’t depend on Abraham at all.  It is God’s covenant with Himself.  Abraham is simply the beneficiary of God’s self-endorsed promise.  So, right at the top of the list, this promise can never be broken.  As long as God is God, His promise to Abraham will endure.

Secondly, the promise God makes isn’t just about Abraham.  God promises to bless all the nations through Abraham.   That means that Abraham’s offspring are the sole means for the nations’ blessing.  When Israel is cursed, the nations are cursed.  When Israel is blessed, the nations are blessed.  Now, of course, the Church has used Sha’ul’s insight about the true children of the promise in order to claim that physical Israel is not really the focus of this spiritual condition.  But this interpretative shift ignores the fact that physical Israel is the central emphasis of almost the entire biblical narrative.  There is very little emphasis of the eternal nature of spiritual Israel in the Scriptures.  The Hebrew worldview is about God’s redemption and restoration here, not in the ethereal heavenlies.  So, this part of the covenant promise is very much a geo-political issue.  As the story of the exodus proclaims, nations oppose the God of Israel with terrifying consequences.

Finally, Bonhoeffer’s insight is important here.  God has established an irrevocable relationship between the Gentiles and Israel.  Israel’s responsibility to God is to be His emissary of the grand plan of redemption.  The Gentiles do not come to God except through this promised covenant for “in Abraham will all the nations be blessed.”  We Gentiles have a relationship with the Most High God only because He chose Israel to be the bearer of His offer of peace.  We are inextricably interwoven in the obedience of Israel to the God of Israel.  As the rabbis say, “If the Gentiles only knew that they would suffer through Israel’s sin, they would establish two armies so as to guard every Israelite from wrong-doing.”

God remembered.  Since Hebrew is a dynamic language, this hardly means God simply recalled His promise.  The verb zakar is not to be translated as the mental process of thinking about something.  For God, remembering entails doing something about it.  This should not surprise us.  After all, zakar is also the word for “male,” the one who is to remember and obey.  When God remembers His covenant, He acts to bring it about.  He advances once more the divine connection between Israel and all the rest of us.  That divine connection is the reason we are counted as His.  Let’s remember who we are.

Topical Index:  remember, zakar, Israel, covenant, Gentiles, Exodus 6:5
October 30  “O woman, your faith is great; be it done for you as you wish.”  Matthew 15:28
Do You See Me? (1)

Faith - If love is what we all want, rejection is what we all fear.  There is nothing quite as damaging as being told that you don't belong.  “Don't bother me.  Can't you see I'm busy?”  “What are you doing here anyway?”  “Who told you to come?  You're not welcome.”  You can add your own variations to the theme from your life story.  Somewhere along the way we have all felt the cold sting of dismissal.  Sometime in our past we knew the flash of shame that comes when we weren't welcome.  If the world needs love, it has a very strange way of showing it.

Turned away!  Worse than that!  Not only turned back but rejected.  “Not good enough for God's care.”  This is not what we expect from Yeshua.  How could He turn away someone in need?

In what must be one of the strangest stories of the Gospels, Yeshua deals with rejection.  But He seems to be on the wrong side of the equation.  He seems to be handing out the dismissal, shunning someone in desperate need.  Is Yeshua really this callous, this demeaning?  The story compels us to look deeper, to find a way inside the window in order to feel the emotions released in this encounter.  What does the heart of God have to say when we feel as though we have been pushed away, even by Him?

You are walking along the street with several friends.  It is a pleasant day in the city and soon you will be enjoying good conversation over a great meal at the nearby restaurant.  But as you and your friends pass by the alley, you see the pitiful sight of a homeless mother with her child.  For one brief moment, your eyes lock.  As though her eyes suddenly become yours, you see what she sees – the chosen ones, passing through life as though God's favor belongs only to them, ignoring the plight of a mother who has known only sorrow.  The flash of identity passes.  But the woman in rags knows.  She steps forward.  “Please, please help me.  My little girl is sick.  I have nothing to feed her.  Won't you help us?”

The matted hair, the dirty face, the smell, the voice – an emotional assault that catches you off guard.  You were thinking about a nice lunch and good company when your world confronted this outsider.  You fight between panic and pity.  You want to get away but her words tug at your heart.  You did not come to minister to the homeless today.   You aren't dressed for it.

Your friends push you forward.  “Oh, that's disgusting.  How can people allow themselves to live like that?  There must be a shelter or somewhere she can go.”  As they try to urge you along, you see the woman following.  She is crying.

“You know, you just can't be sure.  If you give her something, how do you know she won't just buy drugs?  I hear that's all they really want anyway.”  But the woman cries out, “Please, lady, help me.”  Now you realize that she is young.  The time on the street has aged her.  She could be your child.  Children bearing children.  You wonder about the tiny body clutched in her arms.  Was it really a child, or just a doll?  Your steps falter.  

“Look, just send her away.”  One of your friends touches you reassuringly on the arm.  “We can't have her following us like this.  Everyone will stare!  It's embarrassing.”

Come with me to Cite Soleil in the port district of Port-au-Prince, Haiti.  300,000 people living on a two-square mile garbage dump.  Water so polluted that it smells.  Open sewers like the tentacles of a diseased monster.  And children.  Everywhere!  Digging for scraps.  Flies covering their faces.  Bellies swollen from malnutrition.  Slowly dying.  By the thousands!  Once noted as the poorest place in the Western hemisphere, Cite Soleil has a new badge.  It is now the most dangerous place in the Western hemisphere.  Rape, murder, robbery, beatings and every other kind of violence is an everyday way of life here.  245 miles from South Beach, 7 million people are starving to death in Haiti while the glittering crowds of south Florida drink $9 martinis and eat $100 dinners.  These are the outcasts, rounded up and put into the concentration camp of the global economy.  Surrounded by a prison of bright blue water, they have nothing to offer the world except the cry of their need.  And the world does not respond to need unless there is something to gain.  So, tip the valet parking attendant and drive away in your new Lexus.  There is no reason at all to think about Cite Soleil.

The first step in understanding this encounter with Yeshua is acknowledging which role we play.  Are we the socially annoyed or the clamoring needy?  Are we the righteous or the refugees?  This is a story about personal pride.  It is a story about who matters.  Unless we stand with the Canaanite woman, Yeshua will be nothing more than the leader of the acceptable.  God's grace falls on outcasts of the world because they know their need.  To lead like Yeshua is to see our outcast faces in the mirror, accepted only because He cares.

Yeshua encountered a refugee on this trip to Tyre.  This woman from nowhere begins to cry out, “Son of David, help my daughter.”  The Greek word that describes her cry is onomatopoetic.  It makes its own sound.  Krauge.  It is the sound of a cry.  The crying of an old crow.  Caw.  Caw.  The annoying sound designed for only one purpose – to get attention.  Krauge, krauge.  Yeshua does not respond.  

How do you get God’s attention when you have nothing but your need?  This woman teaches us a great lesson.  Need is enough.  She does not stand on protocol.  She does not consider the consequences.  She does not wait for the right setting, the right attitude or the right contact.  She “caws” after God.  She steps boldly forward and makes her need known.  She has no other way.  On every other basis, she is excluded.  But need overcomes all other reasons.

Do you have needs worth “cawing”?  Why are you waiting to cry out to Him?

Topical Index:  krauge, cry, faith, Cite Soleil, Matthew 15:28
October 31  "O woman, your faith is great; be it done for you as you wish."  Matthew 15:28
Do You See Me? (2)
Faith - The Canaanite refugee “caws” in her desperation.  “Have pity on me, Son of David.”  Her plea is not accidental.  The title she uses (Son of David) says something important.  This title was associated with the expected Messiah.  The expected Jewish Messiah.  But this woman does not belong to the people of the Messiah.  She knows she does not belong.  So she uses an official title that says, “I believe you are the Jewish Messiah, the expected one.  Won't you have pity on me even though I am an outcast?”  Perhaps she did know her place.  It was the place of exclusion.

Some commentators suggest that her initial attempt to engage Yeshua was based on a deliberate manipulation using this Jewish title.  She tried to sway Yeshua by placating Him with these words.  But there is no indication in the text that she was not completely sincere.  Yeshua often encountered people outside the Jewish religious community who recognized who He really was.  In fact, more often than not those who did not share the restricting presuppositions of the Jews were able to see the truth.  This woman sees who He is.  The question is:  Will He see who she is?

Matthew describes her appeal with the word eleeo – mercy.  But the Greek thought behind this word is not at all what Yeshua taught about mercy.  In the Greek culture, mercy was not a moral or legal consideration.  It was a psychological emotional response.  We are swept into the emotion of mercy when we come into contact with someone who is experiencing undeserved suffering.  Something in us responds to the plight of another.  We just can’t help it.  And this creates another problem in the Greek mind.  Mercy is connected with fear.  Since there is no apparent reason for this tragedy, it reminds us that tragedy could also happen to us.  Mercy is not a passion aroused when we see someone suffering because they deserved it.  We don’t feel sorry for them.  Actions have consequences.  If they are suffering because of justified consequences, then that’s right.  No mercy is required.  But undeserved suffering is another story.  It creates the fear of “what if.”
In the Tanakh (Old Testament), mercy is an obligation of a covenant promise.  The stronger party shows mercy to the weaker party.  That means giving help to one who is in need.  Mercy is a reflection of God's help toward His people.  Mercy demonstrates God's love for His own creation.  God loved us before He made promises to us.  In fact, His help toward us did not depend on our keeping the terms of the promise.  God desired to rain His love and compassion on us when we needed it most, after we have broken our relationship with Him, while we were outsiders.  

Mercy is the act of benevolence toward the one in need.  It is not sympathy.  It is not social responsibility.  It is my hand lifting your hand.  It is personally-involved compassion.  Because mercy is part of the fabric of the covenant, it is not a sign of weakness.  In fact, mercy demonstrates God’s strength.  He is so powerful that He is able to release us from punishment without compromising the Law.  How He does this is the story of the crucifixion.

Yeshua knew that mercy is about sacrifice.  It is about the sacrifice of making choices.  The Greeks were wrong.  The emotion of mercy, the overwhelming disturbance of the soul when we are confronted with one like us who is tormented, is not something to be avoided.  Life is designed to bring us face-to-face with sorrow and grief.  There is a reason for this:  God wants us to see our real status in His court.  But the Greeks did not have a personal Creator and Judge behind their philosophy.  They only had Law.   So, being merciful made them afraid.  It reminded them that life is ultimately uncontrollable.  Without a sovereign God, anything can happen.  No matter how many laws men make, the world doesn’t behave accordingly.  So, every time I feel the call of mercy, I recognize that I’m not in control – and I’m afraid.  Those who cannot abide the cost of mercy do all they can to avoid the confrontation with pain.

This woman cawing at Yeshua was not asking for sympathy.  She was asking for sacrifice.  She was asking for the Son of David to sacrifice the expected role of the Jewish Messiah and see her as a creature of God worth loving.

Mercy is the summary word of the life of Yeshua.  He made a very costly choice.  He gave up being God to be like God’s enemies – one of us.  And mercy cost God too.  He lost His only Son to the sacrifice for those who deserved to die.  Punishing Yeshua for our sins cost God the Father the unfathomable sorrow of seeing rejection spewed on someone He loves forever.  The Father saw the person who didn’t deserve wrath treated with utter contempt.  To show mercy is always expensive.  Those who cannot abide the cost of mercy do all they can to avoid the confrontation with pain.

Topical Index:  mercy, pain, eleeo, Matthew 15:28

November 1  When you have eaten your fill, give thanks to YHWH your Elohim for the good land which He has given you.  Deuteronomy 8:10 
Saying the Blessing

When – Maimonides’ list of the 613 mitzvot includes this verse.  It is mitzvot number 24, the blessing concerning meals.  In Judaism, it is called the birkat ha-mazon.  You can find several recitations on the internet.  There are several important things to notice about the birkat ha-mazon.  First, it is responsive.  The leader begins the blessing and all of the participants respond.  In other words, it is communal blessing, not an individual prayer. All who eat acknowledge the good things God provides for the sustenance of our lives.  Second, did you notice that this blessing comes after we have been filled and satisfied?  In another revision of God’s instructions, most Christian blessings come before the meal.  But this commandment specifically calls for a blessing after the meal.  The Hebrew text doesn’t actually contain the English “when.”  The Hebrew literally says, “And you shall eat and be satisfied  and you shall bless YHWH your Elohim . . .”  Of course, the idea is sequential.  First you eat, then you offer the blessing.  

If this is the prescribed biblical pattern, why do Christians commonly offer a blessing before the meal?  The reason for this aberration is found in the object of the blessing.  This is the fundamental difference between the Hebraic worldview and the Christian worldview.  Deuteronomy 8:10 is an instruction to bless YHWH, not to bless the food!  Christian blessings typically emphasize the food, not the provider of the food.  We pray, “Lord, bless this food to the nourishment of our bodies and us to Your service.”  But we have missed the point.  It is in God’s nature to provide what is good for us.  We do not have to bless what God has already blessed.  If we are about to eat what He tells us is food for our bodies, things He has already provided for us, then why are we blessing it again?  Do we think God overlooked something?  Of course, we might try to bless what God does not consider food, but that is a futile and useless exercise, isn’t it?  You can’t make shrimp into food by asking God to bless what He tells you not to eat.  But let’s not argue about this.  Just ask yourself why Christianity changed the sequence.  Do you suppose it might be connected with denying the validity of Torah?

The Hebrew point of view recognizes God has already provided us with His blessing.  Therefore, we eat, enjoying what He has given.  And when we are filled and satisfied with His good provision, we do not bless what He has already blessed.  We thank Him!   Here the Hebrew word birkat can mean both bless and thank.  To bless God is to thank God.  This simple change implies a paradigm shift.  From the Hebraic perspective, the world is God’s good provision.  It was created fruitful and sufficient.  It does not need further human spiritual endorsement nor is there any need to ask God to re-establish His goodness in the world.  From a Hebraic perspective, God has done all that He needed to do to provide for us.  So, we thank Him rather than attempt to remind Him to give us one more “good” meal.   The world shifts under our table because eating is no longer about asking God to care for us.  It is about understanding that He already has cared for us!

Topical Index:  blessing, meal, birkat ha-mazon, Deuteronomy 8:10
November 2  Do not withhold good from those who deserve it, when it is in the power of your hand to do so.  Proverbs 3:27

Determining Good

Deserve – This is simply an impossible verse!  No one can do this.  Can you imagine the consequences to your own life if you really did good to all based only on whether or not you are able?  Let’s see:  My friend is out of a job.  I have some money.  Therefore, I give it to him.  My neighbor is sick.  I have a lawnmower.  Therefore, I cut his lawn.  My co-worker is behind.  I have caught up.  Therefore, I go do his work.  An acquaintance is mourning.  I have time.  Therefore, I go to be with her.  You can see how the list will grow – too large!  How can I make myself and my resources available to anyone who is in need?  What will be left for me?  How will I take care of myself?

Ah, God’s Word rescues me.  It doesn’t say I have to do good for everyone, just for those who deserve it.  Now I get to decide if this other person is good enough to merit my help.  Really?  Is that what it really says?   Does that interpretation square with the character of God?  Did He decide to do good only for those who deserved it?  Let’s take a closer look.

The Hebrew construction here is very odd.  It is mibe-alav.  Literally, this means “from its owners.”  But what can it mean to say, “Do not withhold good from its owners”?  The root word ba’al is indeed about ownership so if we read this word as if it were about the possessors of good, then we are forced to think of good as ethical, not practical.  If they are the owners of what is practically good (good things, for example), then they already have what we are instructed not to withhold.  That’s nonsense.  So, there must be another way to understand this word.

Behind this odd word is the idea of moral obligation.  Those who “deserve” it are the “owners” of your moral obligation.  Who are you obligated to help?  Everyone who holds your moral IOU.  In this unusual sense, they have ownership over you.  Now think about those you are morally obligated to help.  Who comes to mind?  Better write down the names because as soon as you consider the question, I am quite sure the Lord brought someone to mind.  I’ll bet He reminded you of more than one.  And as you start to think about your moral obligation, the list will probably get longer.  But don’t get overwhelmed.

The second part of this verse explains how you are to do that.  You are to fulfill your moral obligation to help in whatever way it is within your power to do so.  There are two interrelated questions here:  1. who must (not “should”) I help? 2. how can I help?  We have seen that mibe-alav does not limit goodness to a particular class or type or group.  Now we discover that how I help is not limited either.  Whatever is within my power to do, I must do.  Of course, not everything is within my power.  If you are losing your house to foreclosure, it is probably not within my power to prevent that.  But I can do what is within my power.  And according to the Word of God, I am obligated to do so.  God’s way is the no-excuses way.

I remember when Rosanne and I lost everything in a financial scam.  One pastor we talked with said, “Your problems are just too big for this church.”  He offered nothing.  As Rosanne and I walked away, she said, “You know, we still have to pay the electric bill.”  

“If it is within your power,” says the Lord.  It’s not optional, is it?

Topical Index:  good, moral obligation, mibe-alav, ba’al, ownership, Proverbs 3:27
November 3  Do not say to your neighbor, “Go, and come back, and tomorrow I will give,” when you have it by you.  Proverbs 3:28
Scribal Error

Neighbor – The scribe asked, “Who is my neighbor?”  Yeshua answered with the parable of the Good Samaritan.  But we will miss some of the impact of this parable if we don’t realize the irony that the question came from a scribe.  Why?  A scribe should have known this verse in Proverbs.  It uses the Hebrew word rea’ka.  As any scribe would know, this word is not limited to the one next door, the one of my tribe, the one of my village or the one like me.  The root rea’ is very broad, basically meaning any second party in a relationship.  It is generally applied to anyone who has come into contact with you.  Who is my neighbor?  The one God brought across my path.

Just like the parable of the Good Samaritan, the proverb defines the neighbor as someone in need.  That’s anyone in need.  Not the ones I like or the ones I value or the ones who will be eternally grateful.  Anyone in need whom God sends to encounter me is, by biblical definition, my neighbor.  Yes, I might argue that the fictitious starving child in Mongolia is not my neighbor.  She is a marketing ploy intended to elicit my emotional reaction.  But that doesn’t mean the real child God brings to my attention is not my neighbor just because there are geographical distances.  A neighbor is defined by only two things:  need and divine encounter.  Whenever those two come into contact before me, I stand before the heavenly throne as God’s emissary of goodwill.

As an extension of the previous verse, this proverb does away with the “good intentions” excuse.  There is no tomorrow when need and divine encounter cross paths.  I will either respond to the moral obligation God places before me, or I will allow it to pass me by.  And the train leaves the station only so many times before it no longer will stop here.

We’re nodding in agreement.  Yes, this is the way it’s supposed to be.  Yes, this is how God treated us.  Yes, we know we have an obligation based on His grace.  But I don’t have enough to share with another.  I am barely getting by.  My time is so limited.  I’m doing all that I can now.  We walk away guilty – but we still walk away.  “Come back tomorrow when I will have more.”  How foolish!  You will never have more than you have right now to step into the crossroads of need and divine encounter.  God didn’t bring this opportunity into your life without providing the grace you need to take care of it.  “If it is within your power” means “do exactly what you can do.”  Not more.  Not less.  God does not expect you to do more than you can do, He just expects you to do what you really can do.  The only sin here is to not do what you can when you can.  The circumstances are digital.  You either do it, or you don’t.  God is not grading on the curve.  This is a pass/fail opportunity.

When I withhold benefit by deferring good, I sin.  It’s as simple as that.  I say to the Lord, “Lord, I really don’t believe You govern the universe.  You didn’t bring this person in need before me.  It’s merely an accident.  And since it’s an accident, I have no obligation to act on this now.  I can wait until a more opportune time.  Fate will make it happen again if it’s supposed to be that way.”  In other words, I decide how the universe should be run.

Who’s my neighbor?  The next person I encounter who needs help.

Topical Index:  neighbor, help, rea’, moral obligation, good Samaritan, Proverbs 3:28
November 4  “How shall I give you up, Ephraim?  Shall I deliver you, Israel?  How shall I make you like Admah?”  Hosea 11:8

What God Can’t Do

How – In systematic theology, we often speak of God’s omnipotence.  It is simply the doctrine that God can do anything that can be done.  But did you know there are some things even God can’t do.  Why can’t an all-powerful being do these things?  Because they are impossible, that’s why.

The usual range of impossible things falls in the self-contradictory category.  So, God can’t make a rock so big that He cannot lift it.  The idea is logically self-contradictory.  It does not diminish the doctrine of omniscience at all to say this is something even God can’t do.  It just doesn’t make sense.  There is, however, another category of things that God cannot do.  These things are ethically impossible.  For example, God cannot sin.  The idea of sin is a contradiction to God’s character.  No one would argue this point.  

But apparently there are a lot of believers who would argue God can break His promises.  They don’t see this as logically or ethically contradictory, so they claim God can change His mind and do something He promises not to do.  For example, in Hosea God speaks about His love, care and promise to Israel.  God says it is simply inconceivable that He will give up on Israel.  He will never break His promise, so it is impossible for Him to abandon Israel, no matter what the people do.  “How shall I give you up?”  The Hebrew adverb (‘eyk) anticipates the answer, “Impossible!”  There is no other way to understand this question.

If you agree (and it’s very difficult to see how you couldn’t), then we are forced to a conclusion many will find startling, perhaps even uncomfortable.  God deals with all people via Israel.  God’s first love is Israel.  God’s intentional plan of redemption goes through Israel.  What God does with Israel has consequences for everyone else.  Every Gentile is a Gentile because he or she has a relationship to Israel and it is that relationship that defines how God interacts with Jews and Gentiles.  Let’s put it as sharply as possible.  God is not your God.  He is the God of Israel.  Israel is His people.  If you are not related in some way to Israel, then Israel’s God isn’t your God.  Ruth is the example of a Gentile believer.  “Your people will be my people and your God will be my God.”  We can’t go around Israel to get to God.

You might object.  “But look at the history of the Church.  Look at all those people – Gentiles – who became believers.  Look at all they have done for the Kingdom.  They didn’t become Jews.  They didn’t move to Israel.  How can you say that we must be connected to Israel?”  The answer is simple:  Balam’s donkey.  God uses what we give Him to use.  He uses the mistaken, misunderstood, even deceptive and deliberate efforts of men to avoid affiliation with Israel.  He uses it, but it is not His design.  Yeshua tells us that deliverance comes through Israel.  He tells us “first to the Jews, then to the Greeks.”  Sha’ul reminds us that we are grafted in.  Nowhere is there any proclamation that we supersede Israel.  Nowhere is there any suggestion that we replace Israel.  Everything depends on Israel, including our relationship with the Father.  We don’t become Jews, but we do become adopted citizens of His Kingdom.

Here’s today’s question:  Do you think of yourself in relation to Israel’s God?  Do you see that God’s interaction with Israel is His interaction with you?  Are you a Gentile grafted in?  Or did you think God forgot His promise and now deals directly with you?

Topical Index:  Israel, promise, Gentile, Hosea 8:11, ‘eyk, how
November 5  “Let Your kingdom come, let Your will be done, as it is in heaven, also on earth.”   Matthew 6:10
Today’s Agenda

Earth – When we follow the pattern of prayer taught by our Lord, we endorse the Hebrew view of deliverance.  Praying “Your kingdom come on earth” focuses our attention of the Hebrew verb yasa’.  Of course, this verb doesn’t appear in our text, not even when we translate the Greek expression back into Yeshua’s native tongue.  But the context of the coming Kingdom is exactly what we would expect from the Hebrew worldview.  What God is doing He is doing here and now.  The focus of our attention is His Kingdom on earth.  Soulen writes, “Redemption does not mean deliverance from this history but liberation within and for it.”
  Maybe we need to read that again.  We are not adopted into the Kingdom in order to wait at the bus stop until the Heaven Express pulls up to take us away.  For the follower of YHWH, there is no escape plan.  Rapture isn’t escape.  It’s “job well done.”  If we’re not part of restoring the Kingdom here and now, we won’t be ready for His return.  God is not waiting for the end to make a change.

Christian preaching in the last one hundred years has been so preoccupied with “getting to heaven” that it lost urgency about the Kingdom here and now, where God is at work.  The new heaven and the new earth don’t happen until God is finished with His restoration work, delivering this earth from the forces of destruction.  Deliverance puts us into the battle for restoration, not for removal.  Perhaps this is why Yeshua chose the days of Noah as the context of “one taken and one left.”  We stay.  The wicked go.  God does not give up on this place and opt to leave.  Re-creation comes when His will is finished on earth.

Adopting this upside-down view of involvement in His Kingdom changes things.  We have been focused on getting people “saved.”  Saved from what?  Saved from the threat of hell?  That pushes the good news into a box labeled, “Open after I die.”  But the good news is peace with God now.  Discipleship is doing the Father’s will on this battlefield.  Dying is a sad affair because I can no longer carry on the fight for His righteousness.  Instead of hoping to get out, I should be anxious to remain in (remember Sha’ul’s dilemma?).  Today’s agenda is “Your will done here, Lord.”  

If the gospel message is removed from its context on this earth, if it ignores what God is doing in this concrete history with real people and real nations, then our lives become merely a test – and a rather pointless one at that.  When we realize our need for a deliverer, we embrace His grace and mercy.  We are ready to live for Him.  So, why not just take us home?  Why make us struggle through the valley of the shadow of death if the purpose is to get us into heaven?  Let’s just board the bus.  But that isn’t the purpose, is it?  Life is not a test.  It is the place where the Kingdom comes.  It’s where you work out your deliverance because He is working in His restoration.  Better stick around, huh?

Topical Index:  earth, heaven, gospel, Matthew 6:10, Soulen, deliverance, yasa’
November 6  “But not so with you, but let him who is the greatest among you become as the youngest, and the leader as the servant.”  Luke 22:26  
Code of Honor

Not So With You – The leadership fad will run its course.  Eventually we will learn that leadership is a verb, not a noun.  Then we will realize ubiquitous leadership training is wasted effort.  We should be training those who are born leaders, not expecting everyone born to become a leader through training.  Once we see this distinction, we can concentrate on Yeshua’s insight into leadership.  Leadership is serving, a verb for everyone.  It is the application of each person’s unique gift for the benefit of others.  Leading is serving someone else according to the way God made me.

Yeshua’s disciples thought leadership was a matter of status.  The greater the rank, the more important the person.  Those who lead are at the top of the pyramid.  But Yeshua turns it upside-down.  Serving others is God’s measure of leading.  It’s not a position.  It’s an action – an action that anyone can perform.

Now that we’ve settled this issue, we should notice one important implication.  The phrase “not so with you” (in Greek humeis ouk outos) is gender neutral.  Oh, it’s clear Yeshua is addressing His disciples, but we can hardly justify the claim that His statement applies only to them.  Yeshua declares that anyone who is a disciple will follow this exhortation.  So, every man and every woman who claims Yeshua as Lord will lead by serving another.  Seems obvious, doesn’t it?  If it is so obvious, then how can we justify the claim that husbands are the rulers of their homes and wives are to be subservient to husbands’ wishes?  Should we ignore Yeshua’s declaration?  Does serving another apply to everything except marriage?  Hardly!  If a husband is a follower for Yeshua, then he leads by serving his wife, not by demanding she serve him.  His leadership is exhibited in his willingness to give up his agenda and take care of hers.  He lives for her.  This, by the way, is exactly the behavioral expression of Yeshua’s sacrifice for the Body.  If leadership is service, then there is no room at all for status or ranked authority in the Christian home.

Most Christians are quick to apply the servant-leader vocabulary to circumstances outside their homes.  They try to emulate Yeshua’s behavior at work, at school, at church and in social settings among others.  But when it comes to marriage, the principle is suddenly abandoned.  Now men rule.  Now the curse of Eve puts a wife under her husband’s authority.  Now the man is the “head” of the home by divine proclamation.  Now women are to be silent, submissive and subservient.  And we call this leadership?  Who are we kidding?

Oh, yes, before all the women stop cheering, remember that the principle applies to both sexes.

Topical Index:  leadership, serving, authority, husband, wife, Luke 22:26
November 7  And Solomon sought to put Jeroboam to death.  I Kings 11:40
Tolerance
Sought – What a sad and tragic end of the man who had everything!  Too often we think of Solomon’s wisdom, wonders and wealth.  We forget how far he fell.  The last recorded event of his life stands in utter opposition to the humble man who served God.  At the end of his life, Solomon seeks to kill the one God has chosen to lead Israel.  Solomon forgets everything he ever knew about the sovereignty of God.  He attempts to alter God’s prophetic word with his own hand.

What happened to this great king, the world’s wealthiest man, the man whose name is a synonym with wisdom?  He fell.  How did that happen?  Well, the simple answer is “women.”  Solomon’s wisdom seemed to apply to everything except God’s warning about the temptations of power.  The Lord told His servants, the kings, to be wary of the desire to accumulate, but Solomon’s addiction took hold.  Seven hundred wives.  Well, hardly wives, were they?  More like playthings, available for his pleasure.  And more! Three hundred concubines.  More women than any man could imagine.  Along with these women came their false gods and their idolatrous practices.  Solomon, the wisest man in the world, was a complete and utter fool in the face of his sexual addiction.   By the end of his life, only one thing controlled him – his desire to keep the power that fed his addiction.  He sought to kill God’s replacement because he could not admit his failure to be God’s servant. 

There are at least two crucial lessons here.  The first is this:  great beginnings do not guarantee great endings.  A man may start with humble obedience but end in rebellious defiance.  Perseverance counts.  Over and over God tells us He defers expected consequences because of His relationship with David, and David was no saint.  But David sought humility, knew repentance and persevered.  Falling down is not as important as getting up again.  When Solomon fell, the pit was very, very deep.

If this warning were not enough, there is another lesson here.  Addictions demand fuel.  They clamor to be fed, but they can never be satisfied.  No man can remember who he slept with a year ago when there are thousands on the list.  These women are not persons.  They are food – food to quench the inexhaustible appetite for more.  Contemporary therapy calls this “tolerance.”  The more I indulge the addiction, the more it demands.  As I adjust to the new level of mood-altering abuse, my emotional-physical-psychological system becomes “tolerant” to the stimulus.  It is no longer sufficient to numb the pain.  So, I must have more.  And since there is no limit to the depth of emotional pain any man can endure, there is no limit to the need to feed the pain-numbing behavior.  Solomon was an addict.  Addiction has only one ultimate goal – destruction of everything a person is.  The world’s wisest man provides a lesson in sheer insanity.   

Do you carry a red-flag mood-altering pain-numbing won’t-be-satisfied hunger?  Solomon’s fall started with one step away from God’s direction.  One step leads to a thousand.  This kind of hunger always does.

Topical Index:  sought, Solomon, addiction, tolerance, 1 Kings 11:40

November 8  For we do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who has been tempted in all things as we are, yet without sin.  Hebrews 4:15

In This Together

Sympathize – You read Greek!  Isn’t that great?  This word is really a Greek word.  We’ve just changed a bit of the phonetics, but the structure of the word itself still contains its Greek design.  It is syn-pathos, together with suffering or misfortune.  We often think of sympathy in terms of emotions.  We focus on the common feelings because we really don’t share the same circumstances.  Every individual experiences suffering and misfortune privately.  That is to say, no two people have exactly the same experience of life’s events even if they share the same circumstances.  So, sympathy for us means sharing similar feelings.  If you lose your job, I can sympathize because I have lost a job too (but I didn’t lose your job).  However, if you think about this verse in these terms, you will miss the deepest truth here.  Yeshua does not sympathize with us in the same way that we sympathize with another.

What’s the difference?  Yeshua shares our experience.  He doesn’t share an experience similar to ours.  He shares our exact experience.  In fact, He is the only one able to understand exactly what we are experiencing because He knows everything we feel, do, think and say.  This is divine sympathy.  It goes much deeper than any human similarity.  This is sympathy at the core of my being.

Once we realize Yeshua’s ability to sympathize with us touches everything about us, we are able to absorb the next part of this verse.  Notice that He sympathizes with our weaknesses.  The word is very illuminating.  Most often it is about sickness.  Of course, from a Hebrew perspective, sickness is not merely physical infirmity.  Sickness involves the whole person.  So, my weaknesses may be emotional, physical, psychological or spiritual (if you will allow the distinctions).  No matter how we categorize them, they are holistic attacks on the person.  Weaknesses are the opposite of power.  My experience of weakness is an experience of the lack of power in my life.  Yeshua knows all about the personal and private areas of my life where I lack power.  He suffers with me in exactly those areas where I suffer most.  

Christians often focus their attention on the apologetic nature of this verse.  We use it to justify Yeshua’s sinlessness.  We focus our attention on the last few words.  But the immediate strength of this verse is the declaration that Yeshua suffers with us!  He is not a stranger to our weaknesses.  He is not separated from our greatest struggles.  He is in it with us.  Today we may need to hear this message loud and clear.  We are not alone.  With Yeshua, we do not even experience the private separation that exists in the individual uniqueness of every human being.  At the core of our existence, He is there.  Where we hurt the most, He is there.  Where our lives are but fragments of hope and despair, He is there.  Where no other can find us, He already has.

Topical Index:  sympathize, sumpatheo, weakness, Hebrews 4:15
November 9  Therefore, let us draw near with confidence to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and may find grace to help in time of need.  Hebrews 4:16
A Priest In Need

Therefore – Why do we need a high priest?   So we can feel better?  So we can be forgiven when we fall?  Yes, of course, but there is more.  “Therefore” (in Greek gar) tells us that the reason we can approach the throne is because we have a high priest who suffers with us in our weaknesses.  We will not understand the full role of the high priest unless we see the connection between the one who suffers with us and the one who is called to represent us. 

What would it be like to have a high priest who merely represented the holy God?  In His holiness, God is infinitely removed from us.  We are not worthy, righteous or holy.  We have no right to stand before Him to plead our case.  We have no case.  But a high priest is chosen by God to represent the people before the Holy One of Israel.  Having been chosen by God, the high priest is invested with a worthiness that allows him to plead on our behalf.  The author of Hebrews points out that Yeshua is not just any high priest.  He is the chosen high priest.  But more than this, He is the one who suffers with us.  When He stands before the throne, He stands in our place for He knows us.  As a result of His suffering with our weaknesses, therefore we can draw near.  The fact that He represents us in our most fragile state allows us to come before God to ask for mercy and grace.

Notice we do not come before Him in our strengths.  That would be inconsistent with the role of the high priest.  The high priest does not represent the worthiness of the people.  He represents the failure of the people.  He is an advocate for mercy on behalf of a people who have sinned.  It is sin that requires a high priest, not righteousness.  The reason we can draw near to God is because we are sinners, not because we are righteous.  Only sinners need a priest.

This is great news!  Who among us can stand before God’s throne on his own merit?  No one.  Who can ask for mercy simply because he needs it?  No one.  It is the intercession of the high priest, chosen by God, that makes our appeal efficacious.  On the basis of the high priest’s capacity to suffer with us, we are healed.  When we desperately need the compassionate hand of God in our lives, we are able to experience the Father’s grace.  God gives us audience on the basis of the high priest’s sympathy with us.  Therefore, we can speak who we are in all our weaknesses, failures and sins.  We can receive mercy.  We may find grace.  When our lives are shattered by failures and weakness, we have access.  Those are the moments when the high priest opens the door for us.  

Too often we hesitate to come before Him when we are weak and damaged.  We see our insignificance and feel the weight of our sins.  We hold back.  But it is precisely at those moments that the high priest urges us to enter.  Our moments of greatest weakness and failure are the moments when the high priest exercises His calling.  We must set aside our unwarranted fears and come with confidence.  He will not reject those whom the high priest brings to Him.

Topical Index:  high priest, therefore, gar, mercy, grace, Hebrews 4:16
November 10  Now no shrub of the field was yet in the earth, and no plant of the field has yet sprouted, for the LORD God had not sent rain upon the earth, and there was no man to cultivate the ground.  Genesis 2:5 

Prologue

To Cultivate – If you ask someone to tell you the story of Adam and Eve, you will most likely get a fairy tale version.  Our cultural fabrications and values have been woven into the sparse language of this story, adding layer upon layer of iconic images.  That might not surprise you.  The story of Adam and Eve wasn’t painted by Rubens or Rembrandt and it does not come with a family-values coloring book.

But even if you have taken the time to really read the real story, you might not have read the prologue.  You see, the story doesn’t begin with Adam being alone.  It doesn’t even begin with Adam in the Garden or the creation of Adam.  It begins here, before God sent the rain.  In the prologue, the Tanakh connects adam and ha’adamah with a verb that sets the stage for all that follows.  The verb is ‘avad – and it doesn’t mean “to cultivate.”  The translation, “cultivate,” is suggested by the context, but the verb actually means “to work, to serve.”  Of course, we think of working the earth as cultivating, but this translation leaves out the important Hebrew connection to serving the earth.  

The story tells us that there are two reasons why the earth is not yet fruitful.  First, God has not sent rain.  This Hebrew imagery speaks directly about God’s sovereign control over the sustenance of life.  To send rain is to provide for all who live on earth.  Once again the Tanakh affirms that life belongs to God, even after the creative act is finished.  Unless God gifts the earth with rain, nothing can survive.

The second reason the earth is not yet fruitful is that there is no adam to serve it.  Just as God serves the earth with the water of life, so man must serve the earth as God’s caretaker.  God gives.  Man ministers.  The connection between work and serve is vital.  The first obligation of Man is to minister to God’s creation on God’s behalf.  Nothing survives without this combination:  God’s gift – Man’s ministry.  The use of avad also tells us that work has a holy character.  Work is invested with divine purpose.  Through work, the earth is served and it becomes fruitful.  In other words, the purpose of the earth depends on the fulfillment of the divine call on Man.

There is another connection here that is obscured in the translation.  In the Hebrew text, there are two distinct words for “earth.”  Making these distinctions clear alters the meaning of the text.  “. . . for the LORD God had not sent rain upon the earth [‘erets] and there was not an adam to serve [‘avad] the ground [‘adamah].”  Now we see that the Man (adam) serves his own source of being, the dust from which he came (‘adamah).  In other words, in some sense serving the earth nourishes us.  When we work God’s creation on His behalf, we actually replenish ourselves.  God gifts the ‘erets, but Man serves the ‘adamah.  Maybe the environmentalists are closer to YHWH than they think.

To work or to serve is an act of worship.  Making this last connection teaches us that from the very beginning God fused work, service and worship into an act of self-nourishment.  When we are doing what God designed us to do, we minister to our own source of being and at the same time act as His agents to bring about His fruitful purposes.  Before the Garden, before the Fall, God designed an interconnection between our spiritual construction and our physical nourishment.  The prologue to our story of Adam and Eve is about this connection, a symbiotic relationship of benefit to all.  

This raises an important question for each of us.  Does your work nourish you?  Does it care for God’s creation and provide you with replenishment at the same time?  Is your work an act of service and an opportunity for worship?  Or is it just making money? 

Topical Index:  earth, Adam, ha’adamah, ‘erets, serve, work, ‘avad, Genesis 2:5
November 11  and you shall say to him, “YHWH the God of the Hebrews has sent me to you, saying, “Send away My people, so that they may serve Me in the wilderness.”  Exodus 7:16

Redemptive Purpose

Serve – What if this verse said, “so that they may work for Me”?  Would that shift your understanding of God’s purpose?  Once again we encounter the Hebrew verb ‘avad.  It’s exactly the same verb used in the Genesis account of Man’s need to cultivate the ground.  But here the meaning is certainly not God’s wish to establish a collective farm, is it?  God rescues the children of Jacob in order that they may worship Him.  That’s what it means to “serve” God.  Worship and service are the same thing.  Israel was called out to serve Him.  

This brings up a small difficulty.  If worship is simply the right heart-attitude toward God, then why was it necessary for God to remove the Hebrews from Egypt?  After all, they could have “worshipped” God right there.  In fact, we know many Hebrews did worship YHWH in the midst of Egyptian territory.  Why didn’t God say to Pharaoh, “Let My people establish their own churches in your cities and villages so they might have praise and worship music, hear sermons and give their tithes to the local religious establishment”?  If worship is merely attitude and ritual, why bother with the exodus?

If the question seems too historically contextual, ask the same thing about our contemporary ideas of worship.  Why was it necessary for God to remove the people from Egypt in order to worship Him, but it is apparently no longer necessary for God to remove us from our pagan environments?  Why is it acceptable for us to plant a church on Main Street when the children of Israel had to march across the Jordan?

The answer to these questions is about kingdom and community.  We would like to think the answer is about “freedom.”  We would like to think that God rescued Israel from Egypt because He wanted them to be free.  But that’s not true.  God did not offer the Hebrews freedom.  He offered them a new Kingdom.  They were still slaves after His rescue.  But now they were His slaves.  They belonged to Him.  He established the code of conduct in the new Kingdom.  The reason they had to leave Egypt was not to be free, but rather to be free of Pharaoh’s government.  “Let them go to worship Me” is equivalent to “I am taking charge and they will now live according to My design.”  No man enters the Kingdom without leaving Egypt and no community of the children of YHWH lives according to the legislation of Pharaoh.  Unless we come out, we cannot enter in.  God knew worship, work and service were all functions of redeemed purpose.  And redemption requires removal.

Once the children left, God provided them with a new way of living.  That new way is called the Torah.  It’s God’s government in practical application.  It’s the government of those who have left Egypt and joined the new Kingdom.  Now, if this had to happen in order for the Hebrews to “serve” YHWH, what makes us think we don’t need to leave Egypt in order to worship and we don’t need to live according to the new Kingdom practices in order to serve?  When did we rescue ourselves and set up our own government?

Topical Index:  exodus, ‘avad, worship, serve, work, Exodus 7:16

November 12  and YHWH planted a garden in Eden  Genesis 2:8

Double Your Pleasure

Eden – By the time Rousseau finished refurbishing the Garden of Eden, we all thought this Hebrew word referred to a tropical paradise filled with exotic plants and erotic delights.  It’s time to leave all those images behind and look at the real word play involved in this verse.  What we discover just might change your entire view of pleasure.

A little detective work reveals that ‘eden is a very unusual word.  As you know, most nouns in Hebrew have gender.  Just like French, Spanish and Latin, nouns are either feminine or masculine.  Often this gender characteristic seems completely independent of the actual object the word refers to.  For example, a full harvest is feminine but an angel is masculine (yes, that’s right, there are no blond, female angels, even for Charlie).  This characteristic produces some strange (but important) insights.  For example, the words describing Man (adam - masculine) as a “living being” are both feminine nouns (nephesh hayah).  But ‘eden is really odd.  It is both masculine and feminine.  In Psalm 36:8, ‘eden is masculine.  It describes the many enjoyments God gives us.  But in Genesis 18:12, ‘eden is a feminine noun that describes intimate sexual delight.  Of course, ‘eden is also the name of a place.  So, when we read this text in Hebrew, a host of images come immediately to mind.  God’s good gifts, sexual pleasure, luxury and pregnancy are all included in the word for the location of this Garden.  Apparently the Hebrew language defines pleasure in much broader categories than our usual imagination about Eden.

There is something else we need to notice here.  Eden was not created by Disney or MGM or the Las Vegas zoning commission.  Eden is God’s place of pleasure.  In other words, Man does not determine what will be his pleasure in life.  God puts Man in the place of God’s pleasure.  God tells Man what pleasure is – and what it is not.  The pictograph makes the point.  Ayin-Daleth-Nun is a picture of “experiencing the door to life.”  God defines pleasure as that which gives life.  And, of course, God, the author of life, defines what life is.  

This hidden picture is vitally important for us.  What happens when we decide to define pleasure in our own terms?  We take on God’s role.  We act as though we are the source of life.  We choose pleasure based on what satisfies us, what is good for us, what we find enjoyable.  But we are not God.  We do not own life.  We are but fragile creatures completely dependent on His grace for our breath and bread.  Who are we to determine what belongs in the garden?  Eden is God’s realm and His design.  Every time we choose to define pleasure based on our estimation of what is good, we eat from the tree that brings chaos, destruction and death.  From the biblical perspective, I am not free to determine the nature of pleasure.  God decides that for me.  That’s why He planted a garden in ‘eden.

How desperately we need to learn the lesson in this simple Hebrew word play!  In a culture that advocates redefining pleasure with every new stimulus, we no longer understand God’s Eden nor are we able to find it among the lesser gods of our own making.  The pursuit of pleasure only takes us further from the truth.  I don’t need to pursue what God has already given me.  I just need to obey – and let His design become my delight once again.

Topical Index:  Eden, ‘eden, pleasure, delight, sex, Genesis 2:8

November 13  “From every tree of the garden you may surely eat but from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you may not eat,  . . .”  Genesis 2:17
Fruit Salad (1)
Surely Eat – “What’s for lunch?”  “Fruit salad.”  “Oh, great!  That’s all we ever have.  Fruit salad, fruit salad, fruit salad!  I’m telling you, Eve, sometimes I wonder why God put us here.  There’s just no variety.”  

Was the commandment given to Adam really about eating?  Think about it.  Does that really make any sense?  Why would God put so much emphasis on an activity that is essential for life itself?  Adam has to eat.  That’s patently obvious.  And whether he eats from this tree or that tree really doesn’t make a whole lot of difference, does it?  If he is permitted to eat from any of the trees except one particular one, then why make a big deal about eating?  That’s what’s happening in this particular Hebrew word arrangement.  You see, the text says achol tochel.  It’s really the word achal used twice.  It’s as if God repeated Himself in order to underline the idea.  “Adam, I don’t want you to just eat to live.  You can really feast on whatever is here in the garden.  Let your eating be a joyous consumption, a celebration of enjoyment.  Go for it!”

Do you suppose God was encouraging Adam’s gluttony?  I doubt it.  Was it just about fruit salad?  I don’t think so.  We need to examine the Hebrew verb achal in order to see something beneath the surface.  Let’s start with the pictograph.  Aleph-Kaf-Lamed paints the picture of “the strength to control what is allowed.”  In other words, this verb for consumption already contains the concept of control.  It isn’t eating until I am stuffed.  It’s eating for enjoyment and delight.  This is not “all you can eat” night.  This is gourmet tasting.  The act of consuming acknowledges our responsibility to control what God allows.  We can feast because He gives us permission, but we are still responsible for how we consume.

This picture changes a few things.  First, achal is no longer just about food.  Did you think this story was about apples, pears, peaches and plums?  No, it’s about everything God gives in His place of delight.  Remember, ‘eden is God’s pleasure palace.  He puts ha’adam in the place dedicated to everything delightful because He wants the earth-creature (Adam) to experience the doorway to life (the pictograph of ‘eden).  So, food for sustenance is only a tiny sliver of all the delightful things God has given.  Start thinking of Eden as the place of endless wonder, joy, excitement, pleasure and celebration and you will begin to understand the emphasis on achal.  Feast on life in the place dedicated to delight.  

Here’s the best part.  Eden is located where God permits pleasure.  Eden marks the spot wherever God puts the earth-creature in circumstances that permit delighting in His gifts.  Achal is about consumption, not about eating food.  And what is it that we may consume with God’s delight?  Well, start your list.  How about consuming the beauty of morning skies, the wonder of bird songs, the smell of freshly cut grass, the delicious coolness of a mountain stream, the delight in the smile of a child, the exquisite tenderness in a lover’s kiss, the joy of community fellowship, the mystery of God’s presence.  Did you think Eden was paradise lost?  Think again.  And surely eat whatever God allows.

Topical Index:  eat, feast, achal, pleasure, ‘eden, Genesis 2:17

November 14  “From every tree of the garden you may surely eat but from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you may not eat,  . . .”  Genesis 2:17
Fruit Salad (2)

Surely Eat – Did you enjoy those bananas yesterday?  When we examined achol tochel, we discovered that Eden is God’s design for Man’s pleasure.  It’s the place where I can delight in all that He created for me.  We realized that God intends us to experience all good things, to enjoy every feast He has prepared whether it is aesthetic, cognitive, emotional, physical or spiritual pleasure.  His version of fruit salad extends to every aspect of creation.  But there’s still a bit more.  We need to take one more bite of this apple.

Remember that Hebrew must communicate emotional tone, emphasis and linguistic rhythm without punctuation.  To do this, Hebrew communicates information in the structure of the language as well as the arrangement of the words.  For example, emphasis is often accomplished by placing a word first in the sentence regardless of its proper grammatical position.  The translated rearrangement of the original text usually obscures this emphasis.  There is another structural method for communicating in Hebrew.  The combination of consonants themselves provides a part of the message.  Let’s apply this to our phrase achol tochel.  

We know that achol tochel is a doubled use of the verb achal.  This doubling enhances the emphasis on the word.  But now look at the actual consonants.  They are Aleph-Kaf-Lamed (achol) and Tau-Aleph-Kaf-Lamed (tochel).  Did you notice that the second word is really the first word plus the consonant Tau?  Even in phonetic equivalent (achol tochel) we don’t actually see the consonant structure because the second Aleph becomes a vowel and disappears into the collapsed sound of tochel.  But when we see the structure, we see two identical consonant constructions with an added Tau.  This is very important because the visible structure alters the pictograph.

Achol is the picture of “strength to control what is allowed.”  But what happens when I add a Tau to this picture.  Now I get “a sign of strength to control what is allowed.”  What God says in pictography is “you may have strength to control what is allowed under the sign (covenant) of strength to control what is allowed.”  To “surely eat” is to consume according to the covenant requirements.  God’s instructions are built right into the idea of consuming.  In other words, every time we delight in His creation according to His covenant, we are endorsing His sign of care and concern about us.  Abraham Heschel says that the great mystery of God is the fact that He makes us an object of His concern.  Genesis says that same thing, buried right in the Hebrew text in the very first declaration of permission.  This is “deep” Torah, written right into the structure of the language.  By the way, you can’t reproduce this in any other language.  Are you beginning to see why God chose Hebrew?

What does this mean for us today?  It means that God determines what is good.  We are placed in His world according to His instructions.  If we want real pleasure in life, we will live under His sign – the sign that guarantees control over what is allowed.  Sin is determining what is good without God’s sign.  Remove the Tau and all that is left is human control.  And as every 12-step participant knows, “Willpower is not enough.”  Perhaps you and I need to reassess our lists of what is good.  If there’s something on the list that doesn’t come with a Tau, we probably need to remove it.  Without the Tau, life is only about consuming whatever comes next.

Topical Index:  consume, eat, achol tochel, achal, sign, Genesis 2:17

November 15  And out of the ground YHWH made to spring up every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food.  Genesis 2:9

Desperado
Pleasant – When I visited the Prado in Madrid, I saw Titian’s painting of Adam and Eve in the Garden.  You can see it here. http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic-art/438588/5322/Adam-and-Eve-in-the-Garden-of-Eden-oil-painting  You’ll notice that Titian does not represent the tempter as a serpent.  Perhaps he was a bit more careful about the text than we tend to be.  This “serpent” is a lot more like something human than something reptilian, just as the text suggests.  Our mythology about the Genesis account needs some serious correction.  That correction must include a reconsideration of trees.

When you think about the garden in ‘eden (the place of pleasure), do you think about a pristine topography replete with vegetation, flowers, gentle animals and fruit trees?  That seems to be the imagery of most pictorial representations of this story.  But consider the original audience and geographical context of this account.  Would the children of Israel, recently removed from Egypt, think of the garden as grassy knolls, verdant forests, bubbling brooks and lush flowered canopies filled with brightly-colored parrots?  How could they have imagined any of this?  They lived in a semi-arid, open expanse.  They knew nothing of parrots, orchids, apples and bananas.  Their mental picture of the garden had to be based on their experience, not on the imagery of 16th century European artists.  So, where did the idea of a garden come from?  And what would they have imagined would be in it?

Most scholars tell us that the idea of paradise comes from Babylonian royal preserves.  Kings collected animals and plants which were kept in walled preserves, the ancient versions of a combination zoo and botanical garden.  Solomon mentions this in Ecclesiastes.  But God’s version isn’t just a collection.  God’s version adds something else.  God adds a door.

The Hebrew word translated “pleasant” is nechmad.  This is the root chamad plus the prefix consonant Nun.  The structure is N-CH-M-D.  The root covers a wide range of acts of desire.  It can mean to lust after, to covet, to take pleasure in or to delight in.  Obviously, both good and evil desires are covered by the same verbal root.  That’s why the word is used here and in the tenth commandment (“You shall not covet – chamad).  Look at the consonant structure.  What does the pictograph show us?  Nun is life.  Chet is a fence (what separates).  Mem is chaos.  Daleth is door or path.  So, what is pleasant?  It is the door in the fence that separates chaos from life.  

“Desperado, why don’t you come to your senses?  Come down from your fences, open the gate.”  What God has provided inside His walled preserve is all the doors that separate chaos from life.  He has invited us to consume; to use the strength to control what is allowed under His seal and sign.  What is pleasant from a biblical perspective?  It is opening the doors that lead to life.  It is to be in the Father’s will.  It is to know His blessing and His goodness.  It is to live in His preserve with Him.

“But his delight is in the Torah of YHWH, and in His Torah he meditates day and night.”  Psalm 1:2

“I delight to do Your will, O my God; yes, Your Torah is within my heart.”  Psalm 40:8

Topical Index:  pleasant, delight, chamad, garden, Genesis 2:9
November 16  “I delight to do Your will, O my God; yes, Your Torah is within my heart.”  Psalm 40:8

Biblical Maslow
Delight – Hebrew has more than one word for pleasure and delight.  Whenever we find more than one word for the same concept, we are challenged to discover the differences.  Just as there are many words for prayer, each one providing a subtle nuance in Hebrew thought, so there are shades of meaning in the difference between nehmad and haphets (the h is a guttural sound like “ach”).   Nehmad portrays “pleasant” as opening the door in the fence that separates chaos from life.  It is associated with the garden, God’s private preserve.  Haphets paints a different picture.  There is still a fence (Chet) but now it is connected with a word (mouth, speaking – the letter Pey) and desire (catch, hook – the letter Tsadik).  While pleasure is opening the door that brings us inside the fence of God’s pathway to life, delight is the desire to unravel (separate) the word.  Did you get that?  When the Psalmist says, “I delight in Your Torah,” he is punning the meaning of both words.  It is the equivalent of saying, “I desire to unravel (separate) the word of Your words about instructions for life.”  Delight is correctly parsing the words of the Lord.

Does this remind you of a commentary in the Ketuvim Netzarim (New Testament)?  Doesn’t Sha’ul say, “. . . rightly dividing the word”?  In Hebrew thought, that is delight!  One aspect of pleasure is the joy that comes from understanding the depths of God’s own words.  And why is that so important?  Because, as another great commentator once said, “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.”  How many pictographic images associated with delight are captured in Yeshua’s statement?

Linguistically, haphets is a verb about both actions and circumstances.  We find it used to describe the love between Jonathan and David, the circumstances of Esther’s selection as queen, the intimate sexuality of the lovers in Song of Songs, and the whole-hearted dedication of a king to the will of God.  But particularly in the Psalms, haphets expresses a hierarchy of desire with immediate, practical consequences.  

Maslow suggested that human beings are directed by a hierarchy of needs. http://www.colinchristianson.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/08/800px-maslows_hierarchy_of_needssvg.png  At the bottom of his pyramid of needs are physical needs like breathing, food, sleep and sex.  As we move up his pyramid, we pass through safety, community and esteem until we reach the top with self-actualization.  It’s difficult to deny Maslow’s insight, except to point out that it is based entirely on a Greek model of human existence.  In other words, it presupposes that life is about us.  To be fully alive is to be self-actualized.

But this is not David’s view.  David’s hierarchy is based on haphets and the top of his pyramid is delight exclusively in God Himself.  “Whom have I in heaven but You?  And besides You, I desire nothing on earth” (Psalm 73:25).  To know God is to know the depths (and distinctions) of His self-revelation found in His words.  Haphets pushes me toward the one source of true satisfaction and the real meaning of self-actualization:  to know Him.  Oh, by the way, that also sounds like Sha’ul, doesn’t it?  (Philippians 3:10)

Does this mean haphets is all mystical meditation?  Of course not!  This is Hebrew and in Hebrew every examination of the Word of God leads directly to action.  So, haphets is also used to describe tangible behaviors that express delight in God.  These are concrete acts of generosity toward the poor, Torah observance and worshipping in community.  In other words, delight is walking the path and knowing why we walk it.

You might consider what delights you today.  If you’re thinking like a Hebrew, your answer will be a long way from Maslow.

Topical Index:  delight, pleasure, haphets, Maslow, Psalm 40:8
November 17   And God said, “Let us make man in our image; according to our likeness.”  Genesis 1:26

Order-Taker/Order-Maker

In Our Image – What does the Genesis account mean when it says that human beings are made in the image of God?  That question has certainly been at the forefront of countless theological treatises.  Over the centuries, the Church has entertained great debates about just what is and what is not included in the idea that we somehow carry God’s image.  It would be impossible to review all the material about this idea, but it is obviously critical to our understanding of who we are.  We know that the Hebraic view does not endorse the Greek idea that every human being has a bit of the divine spark within.  We know that the Hebraic view is also a long ways away from the idea that human beings are merely extensions of the animal kingdom.  But we haven’t settled the issue about exactly how we are related to God’s image.  So, the door is open for one more look.

What does the pictograph of the word for “image” tell us?  The Hebrew word is tselem.  In this text, the word is be-tsalmenoo.  The prefix be is the preposition “in.”  The suffix noo is the pronoun “our.”  The root consists of three consonants:  Tsadik-Lamed-Mem.  These three consonants give us the picture, “the desire or need (hook) to control or have authority over chaos.”  That makes a lot of sense.  If Genesis is anything, it is the proclamation of God’s authority over chaos.  Genesis announces the God of order, the God who brings organization and purpose to the deep and who conquers the formless and void (Genesis 1:2).  If human beings have this much in common with the Creator, they too are designed to bring order to chaos and exercise authority over structure.  We represent the divine character when we bring order to life under the banner of God’s creative activity.  Our authority is derivative.  It depends on God’s sovereign authority.  But it is authority nonetheless.  As long as we are acting as His agents, we exhibit His image.

Ah, did you get that?  The image of God is not a static element in human being.  It is a dynamic activity of being human.  I carry God’s image as the order-maker when I act as the order-taker.  It is the action within the relationship that constitutes the image.  With this in mind, we can understand Paul’s commentary in Romans 1 and Onkelos translation of Genesis 1.  The image of God is a verb, just like God is a verb.

There is one more level in this investigation.  “In Our image” is not tselem.  It is be-tsalmenoo.  The root doesn’t change, but the structure of the word does.  When we add Bet and Nun, the picture enlarges.  Now “desiring control over chaos” becomes “the house of desiring control over chaos in life.”  In other words, being in God’s image is limited to the boundaries set by the Creator.  We carry His image – the dynamic exercise of authority – within the house of life that He provides.

This leaves us with only one question:  Who are we when we do not exercise our authority within God’s house of life?  At least this much seems clear.  Whatever we are, we are not carriers of God’s image.  His image flows within the boundaries.  Our actions outside those boundaries make us something other than human.  Human beings are those who minister in the house. 

Topical Index:  image, tselem, be-tsalmenoo, boundaries, Genesis 1:26

November 18  And God said, “Let us make man in our image; according to our likeness.”  Genesis 1:26
Man As Metaphor

According To Our Likeness – De’mut is the Hebrew word translated “likeness.”  It is a feminine noun.  Tselem, the word for “image,” is a masculine noun.  The text makes it quite clear that both words apply to the God-carrying earth-creatures.  But what’s the difference?  Why not just say Man is created in God’s image and leave it at that?  Why add this word?

A quick pass shows us God apparently combines masculine (image) and feminine (likeness) characteristics.  Gender words don’t seem to be a problem here.  Before sex is any kind of issue at all, the Hebrew text recognizes equality in its very choice of words.  

Next we discover that de’mut (likeness) is often used in comparison of two dissimilar things.  Wicked people are like snake venom (Psalm 58:4).  The approaching wrath of God is like the thunder of an army on the move (Isaiah 13:4).  We see these similes but where is the comparison in the Genesis text?  What simile or metaphor is involved here?

We could suggest that the metaphor is the comparison of human beings with God.  These truly dissimilar beings are brought together by comparing something similar in each.  What is the similarity?  For that, we need a picture.  

The full phrase (“according to our likeness”) is kidmoo-tenoo.  In the middle is de’mut.  This word presents the picture:  path-chaos-nail-seal (Daleth-Mem-Vav-Tau).  We suggest “the path securing a covenant over chaos.”  To be in God’s likeness is to be on the pathway that guarantees life over destruction.  God’s image is about transferred authority and order over what destroys.  God’s likeness is about the seal or guarantee that this pathway means life.  Both are active, dynamic relationships, not static elements.  Both require a prior and continuing connection to the Creator.  And both endorse life over chaos.

What happens when we add the consonant prefix and suffix?  Ki is the Hebrew word for “according to.”  But the consonant Kaf is the picture of an open hand.  It means “to allow, to open, to cover.”  Noo adds two consonants to the word, one which acts as a vowel.  They are Nun-Vav.  The picture is life secured or added.  What does the whole phrase look like?  “Allow the path that secures a covenant over chaos of guaranteed life” might be one possibility.  You might determine another, but the imagery seems obvious.  Being human means being tied to God’s path to life.  It means standing against chaos and the forces that destroy life.  It means sharing in a covenant guarantee.  It means knowing what is permitted and what is not, and acting accordingly.  Any behavior that denies, negates or rejects these images is not human behavior and the creatures who exhibit non-human behavior are not the creatures God made.  Perhaps more accurately, God intends His earth-creatures to become human.  It is a process of dynamic interaction with roles, responsibilities and a relationship with Him.  Over time, those who have been designed to become human can reject this path.  Many do.  They eventually arrive at a destination not intended for human beings.  Human beings are intended to arrive at “our image and likeness.” 

It might be useful for followers of the Way to recognize just what is at stake here.  It’s not simply salvation, is it?

Topical Index:  likeness, de’mut, kidmoo-tenoo, human, Genesis 1:26
November 19  “I have finished the work which You gave me to do.”  John 17:4
Graduate Degree

Finished – I love Oswald Chambers’ work.  Years before most of us had any idea about the Hebrew worldview, God’s spirit of insight and wisdom invaded this man’s consciousness.  He speaks like a rabbi.  His articulations of biblical truth resound with Hebrew thought patterns.  And yet he rarely moves his focus off of Jesus.  His daily devotional for September 13 is worth intense study and, if you will allow, a bit of extended commentary.

“Surrender is not surrender of the external life, but of the will; when that is done, all is done.”  You can take that to the bank!  Chambers rightly notes that the battle with the surrender of the will “never needs to be re-fought.”  Yeshua surrendered his will to the Father’s purposes long before the foundations of the world.  Once he delivered himself into the hands of the Father, the rest, as we say, is history.  Willingly emptying himself of his divinity, he took on the form of a slave for the express purpose of accomplishing the work he was given to do.  That’s why the last words from the cross are not “It is finished,” but “It is accomplished.”  Yeshua’s death was not the end (finish).  It was the sacrifice that guaranteed the renewed covenant and opened the door to the Gentiles.   It was the completion of Israel’s assignment given at Sinai.  Whenever a covenant promise was made in the Tanakh, a guarantee was provided.  That guarantee was often a sacrifice.  Yeshua’s death is the guarantee.

The Greek verb here is teleioo, a verb whose emphasis is on reaching the goal.  It means “to bring to a full end.”  It is often translated as “perfect,” but we should not think of it as “perfect” in mathematical correctness.  This is perfect in the sense of done just the way it should be done.  It is an action verb, not a cognitive function.  Add this to your reading of Hebrews 5:9: “And having been made perfect, He became  . .  the source of eternal salvation.”  In other words, He followed the path directed by the Father all the way to the end.  No man can do that without surrendering his will.

Let’s take one more look at Oswald’s insight - this battle never needs to be fought twice.  I find that daunting.  Certainly it is true of our Lord.  No matter how intense the temptation, how subtle the enemy’s approach, how disguised the flavor of self-reliance, Yeshua turns it away.  Just think of the enormity of Peter’s unconscious alignment with Satan.  Just after proclaiming Yeshua as the Messiah, he suggests that death need not be part of the road to victory.  Yeshua recognized the real author of that thought.  

For me, the sting of Oswald’s spiritual perception is this:  I seem to have to fight this battle many times.  That leads to the inevitable conclusion – I have yet to really surrender my will.  As much as I want the fight to be over, I am a coward when it comes to total abandonment.  I keep holding on to just a little reserve – just in case, you know, things get really bad.  Just in case they don’t work out the way I want.  Just in case I really seem to be heading for a cross.  So, the battle over my will keeps surfacing.  I haven’t abandoned all my desires, choices and dreams.  I keep thinking that I live in a Garden that I planted.  How difficult I make things for myself by not seeing that ‘eden is His, not mine; and that He has provided all that I need to be all that I am under His majestic care, available immediately upon full surrender.

Perhaps you feel the twinge with me.  Maybe today there is just a little bit of you left on the altar that was supposed to be given to destruction.  Maybe you and I need to pray for the courage to trust.  “Lord, I believe.  Help now my unbelief.”

Topical Index:  finished, teleioo, accomplished, surrender, Oswald Chambers, John 17:4
November 20  but one who has been tempted in all things as we are, yet without sin. Hebrews 4:15

Nails

Has Been Tempted – Nails weren’t customary.  Did you know that?  Most criminals were not nailed to a cross.  They were simply tied to the post.  Death by crucifixion did not occur because of the torture of nailing or even piercing.  It was not loss of blood that killed the victim.  It was suffocation.  The outstretched arms prevented the lungs from exhaling moisture.  The immovable, bent legs prevented the body from shifting the weight.  Over time the lungs filled with fluid.  Slowly, very slowly, the victim just couldn’t breathe anymore.  Rome perfected the most torturous form of death invented by Man.  But it didn’t require nails.

So, why not crucify Yeshua in the ordinary way.  It would have been just as effective.  Even the prophecy could have been fulfilled without the nails since it only required being “hung on a tree.”  No, nails served a different purpose; one that none of his executioners even realized.

The Greek verb here is peirazo.  It is derived from another verb that means “to test by passing something through the substance.”  This is the verb used to test cloth or metal.  Metaphorically, its derived sense means to put to trial or to tempt.  But pay particular attention to the imagery.  In order to ascertain the quality of something, it was perforated.  Nails!  You want physical imagery of temptation?  Think of the nails passing through Yeshua’s wrists.  This is the picture of an examination of strength or weakness.  His death is the portrait of strength, not weakness.

The verb is a passive perfect participle.  You might not care about the grammar, but you need to know what this means.  First, it is passive.  That means the action is done to the subject.  Something from the outside affects the subject.  Just as the nail passes through the wrist, so temptation is a blunt force of harm and destruction from the outside.  Temptation happens to us.  Sure, we might play a part in the propensity and we certainly have a role in the response, but temptation starts with something on the outside.  That’s why we have the opportunity to resist.  If temptation were an essential part of our very being, there could be no resistance.  Which among you can resist being male or female?  Which among you can prevent yourself from being tall or short, blond or gray (forget hair dyes) or anything else essentially you.  If temptation is essentially you, then give up now.  You simply can’t resist.  

This verb is in the perfect tense.  In Greek, this is an action completed in the past with continuing significance for the present.  Now we see why it is used here.  What He endured is common to all of us.  No, we didn’t all have nails hammered through our wrists.  We weren’t all crucified by the Romans.  But we all face the test of quality.  He faced it without failing.  He accomplished the will of the Father.  He knows exactly what it is like to suffer under the force of the enemy.  That’s what’s the same.  Our circumstances might not be His, but the attack is identical, the test identical and therefore, He knows us right down to the core.  

Oh, yes, it’s a participle – a continuous action.  That’s why we translate “having been tempted.”  Not one incident but a whole lifetime wrapped up in a summary action verb.  His life’s summary can be ours.  How?  How can we share in the “perfect” life?  Ah, because He invites us to.

Topical Index:  trial, test, peirazo, Hebrews 4:15
November 21  “For this shall be called woman because this has been taken out of man.”  Genesis 2:23

Playtime

Woman – Word play is an essential part of the structure of Hebrew.  We have commented time and again about the ways that Hebrew communicates without punctuation.  Using the same or similar consonant structures is just one way that Hebrew draws attention to certain words and ideas.  You will remember the word play between “naked” and “crafty” in the story of the Fall.  You can probably guess that “man” and “woman” are also related words (ish and ishshah) although you might be surprised to know that they are only related phonetically and structurally.  They do not come from the same Hebrew root.  Nevertheless, there is certainly a deliberate word play here.  What does this tell us?

Phyllis Trible examines these word plays.  She makes a powerful observation.  “Sexuality originates in play.”
   The author of this Genesis text actually goes out of the way to pun the words ish and ishshah.  Remember that they do not come from the same root.  Furthermore, there are other words for “female” that could have been used here.  But the author chooses a word play to describe the first occasion of sexual difference.  God puts the man in His garden of pleasure and then builds for the man a deliberate designed companion in order that delight may be fulfilled.  Before this engineering marvel, Man is the ‘adam from the earth, ‘adamah.  Man is not ish, male.  The pronoun “he” doesn’t exactly apply because “he” is not male as opposed to female.  ‘Adam is sexless.  Undifferentiated.  But when God produces the ishshah from the ish (significantly, not from the earth), then there is both male and female and play begins.

Not surprisingly, the Church has ignored these implications.  It has treated this Hebrew word play in the same way that it converted Song of Songs from a Hebrew erotic love poem into an allegory about the Bride of Christ.  We must remember that Hebrew is a language of life – of real people, real problems and real pleasures.  Too much cognitive reflection takes a lot of the fun out of living (I am sure you are nodding agreement, especially over all this cognitive discussion).  Hebrew is first and foremost about living.  Then it is about thinking.  Sexuality is at the heart of life and living.  We would expect it to take a place on center stage in God’s ordered world.  When a culture pushes sexuality into the background or treats it as the equivalent of mortal sin, something is wrong.  That is not the biblical view.  If sexuality were not so important, it would not show up in a constant stream of metaphors about our relationships to God Himself.

Trible does us a favor by noticing that God puts sexuality in the midst of play at the beginning of our collective story.  Sexuality is essential to identity.  God made it good.  Of course, it is good under His authority, domesticated to His purposes.  But it is the first playful element of creation. 

Topical Index:  ish, ishshah, sexuality, Genesis 3:23, word play
November 22  “Please say that you are my sister, so that it may be well with me for your sake”  Genesis 12:13
Betrayed

For Your Sake – Not Abram’s finest hour, is it?  His wife, Sarai, is beautiful and desirable.  This is a problem.  He fears that men will kill him to take her.  So, he asks her to become a party in a deception.  But notice carefully what he says – and what is not said.  This is betrayal, pure and simple.  By discovering how the story proceeds, we may learn something about ourselves.  

Abram employs the particle na in his opening request.  It is correctly translated “please.”  Abram does not command her to lie.  That would be too offensive.  She might say, “Hey, no way.”  So, he manipulates the situation.  He comes at the problem obliquely.  “Please, honey, I just need this one little favor.  You could do this for me, couldn’t you?”  He pulls the heartstrings.  But that’s not all.

Our phrase “for your sake” is the Hebrew word ba’aburek.  The root is ‘abur, meaning “for the sake of, on account of, because.”  Seems pretty harmless.  But Amos uses this word to describe the price of something (Amos 2:6).  Abram implies that Sarai needs to lie for her sake, as if her lie is the price of purchasing harmony with the Egyptians.  But it’s not for her at all, is it?  This request is all about him!  He’s the one who anticipates danger.  He’s trying to save his skin, but he puts it forward as a benefit to her!  What benefit can it possibly be to Sarai?  She gets to be sexually used by Pharaoh.  She gets to be demoted to the status of concubine.  She gets to be considered bartered property.  That’s really for her benefit, isn’t it?

Of course, as it turns out (need I say, as God engineers the circumstances), what Abram fears is exactly what happens.  He does trade Sarai for his well being, and he is handsomely rewarded in the process.  Sarai is simply the medium of exchange.  His betrayal is complete.

Now let’s see what isn’t mentioned in this text.  First, of course, there is no mention of the sovereign God.  What made Abram decide that he had to take care of this danger himself?  He didn’t trust God with the circumstances.  The man who just left everything because of his faith suddenly throws it all overboard.  Does this remind you of Martha before Lazarus’ tomb?  “Yes, Lord, I believe – but it can’t work now.”

There’s another factor here, not mentioned in the text.  Why would Abram be so willing to barter Sarai?  Ah, yes, Sarai is barren.  She can’t provide the avenue for the promised blessing because she doesn’t have any children.  In this condition, she’s useless to Abram.  If he’s going to get God’s blessing, he has to have a child.  And she isn’t cooperating.  Why not send her away?  Maybe he can trade her in for a better model.

Betrayal often rests on deeper motives.  The actions on the surface aren’t always the reason why we destroy trust and dishonor others.  Betrayal leaves God out, for sure.  If we really understood life as His engineering for us, we could rest in His arrangements.  But there is often another piece of the pie – what I want!  Betrayal is closely connected with my desire to control the circumstances and trade the pieces for a more advantageous position.  It is an evaluation of use rather than character.

Got any ba’aburek hiding in you?

Topical Index:  for your sake, ba’aburek, Sarai, Abram, Genesis 12:13, betrayal
November 23  If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.  1 John 1:9

Half Way There

Confess – Let’s translate this verse according to contemporary standards.  “If we admit our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive our sins.”  In Hollywood terms, this is the equivalent of saying, “I apologize if I have offended you.”  Whether or not I actually did anything wrong isn’t the issue.  The issue is whether or not you took umbrage with what I did.  Religious people often think of apology as saying, “Gosh, I’m really sorry.”  But none of this is confession.  It’s human minimizing.

The Greek word here is homologeo.  It literally means “to say at the same time or place.”  Confession is saying about me what God says about me.  It is to speak God’s words over my actions.  To confess my sins, I must have the same point-of-view that God has about my sins.  This is not the same as admitting that I did something wrong.  Admitting my behavior does not require me to adopt God’s point-of-view.  Admission only requires that I acknowledge there was a rule I didn’t follow.  But confession requires that I see my sin as an injury and insult to the character of God.  It’s not about rules.  It’s about trampling on His love for me.

Homologeo is also used in the sense of promise.  Maybe this helps us see how deeply confession reveals the destruction of sin.  God promises to love me, care for me, provide for me and direct me according to His purposes.  In other words, He promises to be the Master and do those things which the Master does.  On the other hand, when I accept His freely offered gift of life with Him, I promise to be obedient to His commands, to honor Him, to love Him with all that I am and to put my hope in Him.  Sin breaks my promise!  It’s not that I break a rule.  Yes, of course, that is also the case, but it is insignificant in terms of the greater picture.  Sin takes back my promise to Him.  Sin is born of independence, self-will and arrogance.  None of these are characteristics of His children.  So, when I sin, I violate the deepest part of my relationship with Him.  I shout, “I don’t care about Your promise to me so I’m not going to keep my promise to You.”   In this regard, sin is betrayal.

Confession scrapes away our façade.  You can’t be a Promise-Keeper and sin.  But you can certainly be a Promise-Breaker and admit your failures.  In fact, you can take pride in the fact that you are willing to admit you’re not perfect.  And no one will bat an eye.  We all know we aren’t perfect.  There is no loss in admission.  Admission makes sin excusable.  But confession makes it personal.

It’s much easier to admit than to confess, but admission simply leaves us with more to confess.  If we’re really going to deal with our sins, we will have to see sin as God sees it.  The crushing weight of our arrogance must become a present reality.  Then we will know forgiveness.

Topical Index:  confession, admission, forgiveness, 1 John 1:9, homologeo
November 24  If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.  1 John 1:9
The Fine Print
Sins – John doesn’t write, “Confess your sin.”  He writes, “Confess your sins.”  It’s plural.  He is not writing about the big block of willful rebellion against the source of light and life.  This is not Sin with a capital S.  John is concerned about our tiny little peccadilloes, those details that we love to lump under “He forgives my Sin.”  Oswald Chambers makes the point clear.  “Never discard a conviction.  If it is important enough for the Spirit of God to have brought it to your mind, it is that thing He is detecting.  You were looking for a great thing to give up.  God is telling you of some tiny thing;”

In Greek, hamartias comes from a verb that means “to miss the mark.”  That seems pretty straightforward, until we look at the Hebrew background behind this Greek word.  Then we find things get complicated in a hurry.

Quell writes:  The concept of sin is linguistically expressed in many ways in the OT.  Indeed, justice is hardly done to this variety either in the LXX . . , nor by our modern translations, which neither express the richness of the original nor even catch the decisive point in some cases.”

In other words, sin in Hebrew shows a much wider, more diverse range of meanings than what is captured in either Greek or English.  Furthermore, many of the theological words for sin are indistinguishable from their secular equivalents in Hebrew.  There is apparently little difference between the religious meaning of sin and the common, ordinary daily living implications of the same behaviors.  One additional layer of complexity is added when we discover that some concepts of sin in Hebrew are unique to Hebrew alone.  There are about 30 different words for sin in Hebrew.  Obviously, it is quite an important part of Hebrew life.

Does this discourage you?  How in the world are we supposed to understand sin and avoid it if our very language disguises or distorts what God had in mind when He spoke in Hebrew?  Once again, we are prisoners of linguistic ghettos.  But don’t give up.  There is hope (without being reborn as a native Hebrew speaker).  Chambers got it right.  God presses on the details.  Without the language, the Spirit still speaks.  Sure, it might be in our own linguistic-cultural framework, but that has never prevented God from reaching the heart of Man before.  The issue is not Hebrew as a second language.  It is Spirit sensitivity.   If we let God speak, we will find that He can communicate without any problems where He wants us to focus on sin-sensitivity.  Sin might be a much bigger category than we realized, but when it comes to this tiny little sin that God has His finger on right now, nothing else really matters, does it?

Topical Index:  sin, hamartias, 1 John 1:9
November 25   So Sarai said to Abram, “Now behold, the LORD has prevented me from bearing [children].  Please go in to my maid; perhaps I will obtain children through her.”  And Abram listened to the voice of Sarai.  Genesis 16:2

Measure For Measure

Please – Did you think Sarai simply forgave Abram for betraying her by “selling” her to Pharaoh?  Did you think she was the obedient, submissive little wife who said, “If you insist, darling.  I’ll do whatever you ask”?  Sarai might have ended up in Pharaoh’s harem but there are plenty of indications that she wasn’t very happy about it.  Furthermore, this verse shows us another layer of the broken relationship with her husband.  Now she uses his tactics to get what she wants.  In this part of the story, we also see something else.  A return to the Garden where it all fell apart.

First, let’s look at “please.”  There are actually two instances of the particle na in this verse.  In translation, you only see one, but the other opens the entire dialog.  Sarai says, “hine-na has prevented me YHWH from bearing.”  In other words, “Abram, notice please.”  Just as Abram began his request with “please” before he used her for his protection, she begins her request to be “built up” with the same tactic, “please.”  She is going to use him for her gain.  She learned.  If her husband can disguise his intentions with a na, so can she.

Notice that she projects the real responsibility on YHWH.  “The LORD has prevented me.”  It’s really not her fault.  She is being cooperative.  But God is the giver of life and He has interfered in the normal process.  You can see in the Hebrew text that the verb “prevented” comes before the subject YHWH.  God’s action is a personal affront and certainly not her own doing.  “So, Abram, what am I supposed to do?  We’re trying, but nothing is happening.  We’ll have to take another path.”  Sarai introduces the second na.  “Please go in to my maid.”  It’s significant that Sarai never mentions Hagar’s name.  Hagar is not a person.  She is a means to an end.  She is merely the storage bin for Sarai’s expected child.  She’s a thing to be used, in the same way that Sarai was merely a thing to be used.  “bo-na,” says Sarai.  “Go, please.”  

Our translation softens Sarai’s motivation.  We extract “perhaps I will obtain children” from a Hebrew passage that literally says, “perhaps I may be built up.”  We should notice that the decision to use Hagar is not for Abram’s benefit even though God’s promise is to Abram.  Sarai hopes to gain personal esteem with this maneuver.  There is no greater humiliation in this cultural setting than be to childless.  Sarai’s plan is about Sarai, and only accidentally about God’s promise.  The dysfunctional dynamics created by Abram’s decision to protect himself have now spilled over into the motivation of his wife.  Abram’s betrayal will now be repaid, and along the way, damage will be done to another person, Hagar, the innocent slave.

How is this connected to the Garden?  How does this conversation replay the betrayal of Adam and Havvah?  We will see – tomorrow.  But today it is sufficient to realize that the great pillars of faith, Abraham and Sarah, are experiencing the same consequences of betrayal that occur today.  Measure for measure.  One acts dishonorably.  The other reciprocates.  We call it getting even or settling the score.  But does it?  Or does it just widen the circle of damage?  What do you think?  Can you fight fire with fire and win?  Do you think winning is the objective?

There is another way.  But Sarai and Abram have not found it yet.  Until they do, they will simply show us an ancient lesson that we must learn.  Unless we choose the other way, measure for measure will always be the result and it will always grow larger.

Topical Index:  measure for measure, na, please, Genesis 16:2
November 26   So Sarai said to Abram, “Now behold, the LORD has prevented me from bearing [children].  Please go in to my maid; perhaps I will obtain children through her.”  And Abram listened to the voice of Sarai.  Genesis 16:2
Adam and Abram

Listened To The Voice – Ah, now you see the connection.  Adam listened to the voice of his wife.  Something terrible happened.  Abram listened to the voice of his wife.  Something terrible happened.  The Hebrew phrase yishma lekol in this verse in not an accidental choice of words.  Look at Genesis 3:17.  God uses the same phrase when He confronts Adam.  Genesis deliberately recalls the fundamental disobedience of human beings in this story about the first parents of the faithful.  Apparently the apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree.  It looks like we can hardly claim Abram and Sarai were chosen for their righteousness.  They are acting just like Adam and Havvah.

This intentional similarity highlights another aspect of the story.  Hagar is the forbidden fruit!  Havvah recognized the forbidden fruit was good for food, pleasant to the eyes and could provide something that was missing.  Sarai sees Hagar in the same way.  Hagar has the potential to provide something missing.  So, Sarai takes and gives Hagar to Abram, in the same way (and with the same words) that Havvah took and gave the fruit to Adam.  And both men consume what their wives give them.  They don’t stand up against their wives.  They don’t say, “Wait.  This is not pleasing to YHWH.”  They don’t utter a word.  They just do what they’re told.  In the process, Abram treats Hagar just like a piece of fruit.

Of course, they do it willingly.  They aren’t compelled to eat.  They are complicit in the action.  But the story draws the parallel in ways we can’t miss.  Abram is Adam all over again. 

Does Abram know God will provide the means of acquiring the promised blessing?  I should hope so.  God reiterated the blessing several times.  There is not a hint that any part of the blessing depends on Abram.  God is the initiator and the consummator of this promise.  Abram should have known that Sarai’s plan was flawed from the beginning.  Perhaps he did.  But Abram was like Adam.  The “fruit” looked good.  It promised to be enjoyable.  It promised to add something to his life.  So, he took and ate.

What’s the lesson here?  If you’re male, you probably thought, “Don’t listen to your wife!”  That would be a big mistake.  That’s not the lesson.  The lesson is about the mutual responsibilities between the ‘ezer and the ‘zakar.  Do you remember those words?  ‘Ezer is God’s designed spiritual guide, the one who listens most intently to the Spirit and directs the couple toward God’s purposes.  Havvah thought she could be better at this job if she just enlarged the fence around life.  Sarai thought she could be better at her job if she just managed the promise herself.  The zakar (male) is the one who remembers.  In these stories, both men forget that God is in charge.  So, what’s the lesson?  Once the pattern of self-reliance and self-sufficiency starts, it will expand along the same uncontrollable (even if unintentional) lines unless someone breaks the chain.  Adam affects Havvah.  Havvah affects Cain.  Cain affects Abel.  Abram affects Sarai.  Sarai affects Hagar.  And on it goes.  

Are you breaking chains today?

Topical Index:  listened, Sarai, Abram, Adam, Havvah, Genesis 16:2, yishma lekol
November 27 Pleasing is the fragrance of your perfumes; your name is like perfume poured out.  Song of Songs 1:3
Renamed

Perfumes – Song of Songs does more than provide the reader with an exuberant poem about the power of love.  Of course, it’s reassuring to find that the biblical record includes an elaborate endorsement of one of the greatest pleasures human beings can experience.  Contrary to popular belief, the Bible is not prudish when it comes to sex.  The biblical perspective provides behavioral fences around this intimate experience.  God gives us these fences in order that we may domesticate the power of love.  But fences surround open fields.  Inside the fence there’s a lot of room to play.  Song of Songs is but one example of the holiness of passionate love.

There’s another reason why Song of Songs is an important part of the Bible.  It offers a needed addition to Genesis 3.  Song of Songs is the poem Eve should have been able to recite if she had not stepped outside the fence.  Song of Songs is a picture of the way passionate love is expressed in the Garden of God’s delight.  The opening verses point us in this direction, but only if we read them in Hebrew.   

Our translated word “perfumes” is really the Hebrew word for “oil” (shemen).  Of course, in the 10th century BC culture, aromatic oils were the perfumes of that time.  No one could go to the mall to buy Estée Lauder or Channel No. 5.  Scented oils provided the pleasing aromas described in this verse.  That’s important because the word shemen is phonetically similar to the word for “name” (shem).  In Hebrew, these two words are a pun.  This verse tells us that the name of her lover is a sweet smelling aroma.

How is this related to Genesis 3?  Well, something tragic happens in Genesis 3 when it comes to names.  You will recall that Genesis 2 is not about naming the woman.  Adam calls the new creation woman (Hebrew ishshah) because she came from man (ish), but he does not name her.  Ishshah is simply the word that delineates the difference in the sexes – man and woman.  Not until the tragic events of Genesis 3 does Adam name Havvah, and when he does, naming becomes a symbol of control and authority over her.  Just as God forewarned, the man Adam takes charge, usurping the roles God intended by relegating the woman to the category of creatures like the animals.  As a result of tragic disobedience, he treats her as one under his authority.  In other words, the sound of her name is the sound of servility.  Her uniqueness and divine identity are stripped away in the symbolic act of naming.

This background provides the context of the poem’s pun.  Love conquers the tragedy of sin.  The woman rejoices in the name of her lover.  It is as pleasing as perfumed oil.  It is poured out delight.  Imagine the impact of this statement.  The woman, not the man, asserts that love will not be squelched by sin.  Love will conquer the great divide.  She takes the steps to initiate a return to the Garden where love is play.  She rejoices in his name.  She provides the proper relationship between man and woman; a relationship where a name is not a symbol of power but rather an opportunity for passionate embrace.  It takes the woman to undo what the man did in Genesis 3.  He used naming as a club.  She uses naming as an erotic enticement.

Sometimes knowing the Hebrew text makes all the difference in understanding a verse.  In this case, this Hebrew pun should never be disguised in translation.  What it says is so important for us.  It tells us that love undoes tragedy.  It points toward passionate love as the means for overcoming sinful consequences.  And it provides a picture of the return to a Garden of delight.  Don’t we desperately need this in our relationships?  Isn’t it important to know that the woman understands just how essential love is?  Isn’t it time for men to stop acting as usurpers and return to the Garden with their lovers?

Topical Index: Songs of Songs 1:2, love, name, perfume, oil, shemen, shem
November 28  You are a garden fountain, a well of flowing water streaming down to Lebanon.  Song of Songs 4:15

Connections

Flowing Water – Do you remember the rabbinic principle of exegesis concerning similar words and phrases?  Basically, this principle says since God is the author of the text, where we find similar words we must look for a deeper connection.  The words are not accidental.  They are deliberately chosen to draw us toward divine intersections.  This principle plays an important role in understanding this verse.  The Hebrew description of the lover, the woman, uses a term you will find very revealing.  It is mayim hayyim, literally “living water,” not “flowing water.”  

Suddenly we see lots of connections.  Where do we encounter this idea of living water?  Don’t be too quick to jump to Yeshua’s proclamation in John 7:38.  Start at the beginning.  These two words play an important part in the creation narrative.  First, mayim is the description associated with the “deep” (Genesis 1:2).  It is chaos.  When the Spirit of the Lord hovers over the waters, God brings order to chaos.  This is the opening bell sounded by the Hebrew view of God – a God of ordered existence.  From this verse on, we see God’s handiwork bringing order to all creation.  That order extends right to our way of living.  Torah is God’s order for life.

Hayyim (from the verb which means to be, to be alive, to live) is the difference between the dust from which we came and the animated life God breathed into us.  As the pinnacle of His creative work, God creates human beings.  We are alive because He endows us with His breath, the essence of life.  We are nephesh hayyah, earth-creatures who live because of His spirit.  Our first assignment is to bring His order to chaos by acting as His emissaries and regents.  The first step in achieving that goal is to live ordered lives according to His design.

Yeshua adds commentary to our conjoined phrase mayim hayyim when he speaks with the woman at the well (John 4).  What He says to her initially escapes her awareness.  He is the living water.  She takes the phrase as a description of a spring, i.e. flowing water.  But Yeshua uses the metaphor with another sense.  He is the well-spring of life itself, overcoming chaos in every nephesh.  The terror of mayim (water as chaos) is converted to blessing when it meets the God who is.  After all, God’s very name, YHWH, is a form of the verb “to be.”  “To be” from God’s point of view is to be ordered, domesticated and under control.

Now let’s return to Song of Songs.  The description “living water” is applied to the woman in this poem.  Her lover uses mayim hayyim to extol her virtue, connecting it directly to a garden.  If we draw the connection, we could say the male in this poem recognizes and acknowledges the female as the source of ordered existence in the garden of God’s delight.  Perhaps Song of Songs provides context for the real role of the ‘ezer, the role God had in mind when the Garden was His place of pleasure.  If you believe this connection is part of the biblical view of passionate relationship, then there is one question left:  What are you doing to restore the Garden?

Topical Index:  Song of Songs 4:15, John 4, John 7:38, living water, mayim hayyim

November 29  For I will turn their mourning into joy and will comfort them and make them rejoice from their affliction.  Jeremiah 31:13

Abel’s Funeral

Mourning – “Blessed are those who mourn,” said Yeshua.  Do you suppose He was connecting this thought with Jeremiah 31, the prophet’s announcement of the new covenant?  It certainly seems possible, especially when we look at the context of the Beatitudes.  Of course, we only have the Greek text of Matthew 5:4, so we can’t be sure, but the idea of mourning belongs in the vocabulary of the renewed covenant.  There are other connections buried here.  One takes us all the way back to Abel.

The translation of the second Beatitude disguises its shocking impact.  Yeshua doesn’t announce a step in spiritual maturity.  This is not a Be-Attitude.  He doesn’t give us a reward formula.  We can’t earn comfort.  And in spite of many commentaries, He isn’t telling us to mourn for our sins.  In fact, the Greek text doesn’t even have a verb in the opening phrase.  It says, “A state of bliss those mourning.”  You will notice it is simply a description of the inner state of those who at this moment mourn.  It is a real-time observation of their present emotional condition.  And it is completely wrong!  No one who stands before a grave feels bliss!  What they feel is emptiness, despair, agony and loss.  But Yeshua says they are lucky, happy and pregnant with bliss.  

So, how is it possible for Yeshua to claim these mourning people are bliss-expectant?  It’s possible because mourning opens the door for God’s comfort.  It’s possible because Yeshua’s announcement of Kingdom characteristics recognizes that mourning is directly associated with this verse from Jeremiah.  When life slaps us with the reality of its fragile existence, when we are rocked by the ever-present specter of death, God shows His hand!  He is the only one able to turn death’s dominance into joy and rejoicing.  He makes those who mourn find the bliss of His comfort and the way out of their affliction.

The Hebrew word here is ‘ebel.  It is quintessentially about death.  The consonants Aleph-Bet-Lamed paint an oppressive picture:  Strength that Controls the House.  Some things cannot be overcome by our own efforts.  No matter what we do, they control us.  Death is one of those things.  But God has done something about this omnipresent power.  He sent His Son in the flesh so that “through death He might render powerless him who had the power of death, that is, the devil; and might deliver those who through fear of death were subject to slavery all their lives” (Hebrews 2:14).  The second Beatitude is the announcement that death is about to be overturned.  It is the official commentary on Jeremiah’s proclamation that God is going to turn mourning into rejoicing by taking away the strength that controls the house.  

Abel died.  No, the Hebrew word for his name is not the same as ‘ebel.  It is Havel (Hey-Bet-Lamed).  The pictograph is “what comes from a house under control.”  Nevertheless, ‘ebel applies.  Did you notice that the story of Qayin (Koof-Yod-Nun “the last or least to make or work life”) and his brother does not include mourning?  There is no ‘ebel for Havel.  Did you ever wonder why?  Perhaps God anticipated overcoming death right from the beginning.  Perhaps our mourning for Havel was postponed until we were ready to receive God’s rescue from death.  Perhaps we could not find comfort for the first of our own to be murdered until we encountered the Son of God murdered.

Topical Index:  death, mourn, ‘ebel, Abel, Cain, Jeremiah 31:13, Matthew 5:4
November 30  “No man can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will hold to one and despise the other.”  Matthew 6:24

Gender Idolatry
Serve – Yeshua is pretty clear about divided loyalty.  No one, man or woman, can serve two masters.  The Greek word used here is douleuo, a verb that literally means to take the position of a servant, a doulos, a slave.  No one is able to accept slavery to two different authority figures.  

Most of the time, we apply this famous verse to the issue of materialism.  We act as though the subsequent remark, “You cannot serve God and mammon,” is the only application of this verse.  But that is foolish.  Yeshua doesn’t restrict the principle to finances.  He merely makes one application of the general principle.  Divided loyalty doesn’t work.

Katherine Bushnell provides what I consider the final closing argument about the position of husbands and wives by applying this general principle to the case of marriage.  If no one can serve two masters, then it follows that no woman can serve two authority figures as the same time.  A woman cannot be in subjection to her husband and be in subjection to God.  The same general principle applies.  She will love one and despise the other; hold on to one and hate the other.  Clearly, Yeshua expected every follower to recognize the foolishness of this division and put loyalty to Him ahead of everything else.  This is no less the case in marriage.  A woman who serves her husband as a slave (douleuo) cannot be God’s slave, and a man who insists on a wife’s obeisance stands in opposition to the command of the Lord.  When Paul and Peter exhort wives to submit to their husbands, they simply cannot mean wives should act as their husbands’ slaves.  That would violate everything Scripture teaches about the proper relationships with the Lord.  If the principle is true about money, it is all the more true about relationships.

This tells us that submission is not servility.  It is not about “who’s in charge here,” or “who’s the head (authority) of the house.”  Submission must be something other than a hierarchy of slave service.  We are all enjoined to submit to one another as unto the Lord, so whatever submission means, it must apply equally to both husbands and wives.  It cannot be about an authority hierarchy or it would fall under the two-masters indictment.

What does it mean to serve from an Old Testament perspective?  The Hebrew word is avad, the word for work, serve and worship. God Himself uses this verb when He instructs Pharaoh to let the people go so that they might serve Him.  Now we see the bigger picture.  My service to God is my work and my worship.  With this in mind, no husband can possibly insist that his wife serve him.  That would require the wife to worship her husband.  It’s time to stop this gender idolatry.  The partners in a new covenant redeemed marriage do not endorse or demand an idolatrous hierarchy.  They act as one on their way back to the Garden.

Topical Index:  slave, master, marriage, douleuo, avad, authority, Matthew 6:24
December 1  “And you shall circumcise the flesh of your foreskin.  And it shall be a token of the covenant between Me and you.”  Genesis 17:11

Gender Confusion

Foreskin – God has an amazing sense of humor.  Deliberate gender confusion is a prime example.  It has to make you laugh.  Just consider the following:

The Hebrew word for foreskin is ‘orlah.  It is used dozens of times in descriptions of circumcision.  There could hardly be a more explicitly male noun.  In fact, it is sometimes used euphemistically for the penis.  But, the Hebrew noun is feminine!  Either someone had no idea what makes a person male or this is an absolutely exquisite gender joke.  Fortunately for men, the Hebrew word for testicle is actually a male noun. (
Ah, but that’s not all.  The Hebrew word rechem means womb.  It’s pretty hard to not associate this with female, but this Hebrew noun is masculine.  So are the nouns for breast and nipple.  Maybe God just got confused and mixed up His genders.  What do you think?  Pretty funny, huh?

Aside from the humor of these upside-down gender associations, there’s a good lesson here.  The sexual distinctions we put so much emphasis on in our culture might not be as important as we think.  God’s view might suggest our preoccupation with gender differences needs a little levity.  Maybe Sha’ul’s exhortation to care for each other as we care for our own bodies is a bigger play on words than we originally thought.  After all, from a Hebrew perspective, the distinctively sexual components of males and females seem to carry a little reminder of the opposite gender, don’t they?  If you and I recognize that what makes us sexual beings is described in the gender of the opposite sex, it just might help us appreciate the union of one flesh even more.  Perhaps the Genesis 2:24 standard is quite a bit more eloquent than we imagined.

There is one other characteristic of Hebrew that helps us redefine the proper place of sexuality.  Once again, this additional characteristic employs a bit of humor.  Hebrew is particularly metaphorical and euphemistic when it comes to describing sexual organs.  It uses phrases like “covering the feet,” “socket,” “heel” and “seed” rather than our explicit descriptions.  But just the opposite is true when Hebrew speaks about sexual behavior.  Then the language drops the euphemisms and provides straight talk.  Apparently, God is far less interested in how you are built than what you do with how you are built.

All of this imagery offers an insight into the Garden story.  We were made for each other, right down to the nouns.  Furthermore, sexuality seems to originate in play.  It’s the physical version of linguistic humor.  It brings a smile and a laugh.  But it is also subject to God’s parameters.  There are fences to protect those who can laugh about it.

Topical Index:  gender, foreskin, ‘orlah, rechem, womb, Genesis 17:11
December 2  And they said to one another, “We are not doing right this day.  It is a day of good news and we are keeping silent.”  2 Kings 7:9
D-Day

Day of Good News – The story of the lepers who discover the Syrian army has fled is both amusing and tragic.  During the siege, circumstances were so bad in the city that parents ate their children.  Four lepers, outcasts from the protected city, decide to go to the enemy camp for food.  They reason that they will die one way or the other, so they might as well beg from the enemy.  What they discover is amazing.  The enemy is gone.  They take what they want, feasting on the provisions.  Then they realize that this discovery cannot be withheld from the city.  When they carry the message to the king, the news brings rejoicing.  It is yom besora, a day of good news.

The actual Hebrew phrase, yom besora, simply means tiding or message.  Whether the message is good or bad is determined by the context.  In this case, it is very good news.  But the context tells us more than the message.  Let’s examine the links here.

First, the lepers are outcasts.  The good news is discovered by those who have been pushed out of the society.  Their affliction becomes the motivation for their discovery.  The good news comes to those who are already rejected and facing death no matter what camp they occupy.

Secondly, once they make the startling discovery, they help themselves.  They take advantage of their good favor and provide for themselves.  But in the midst of their personal satisfaction, they realize that this good news demands publication.  In fact, they say, “If we wait until morning light, then punishment will find us.”  There is more than moral imperative to share the good news.  There is also the threat that keeping silent will bring dire consequences.

Thirdly, we do not find any pleas to God in this story.  God acts independently of human petition.  In fact, even though the king shows incredible despair at the plight of the beleaguered city, there are no prayers for rescue.  God takes action on His own.  And He doesn’t announce His action.  The lepers have to discover what God has already done.  God finished the work, but it remains unknown until the lepers take the initiative and that initiative comes out of sheer desperation.

Finally, the good news is the news of unwarranted rescue.  Everyone in the city is starving.  They all share the same plight as the lepers but they do not respond to their hopelessness in the same way.  People in the city fear leaving in spite of the fact that they will die where they are.  The lepers recognize that death is inevitable unless they do something.  The citizens behind the walls hope for a change but do nothing to change their situation.  This little story can tell us a lot about good news.  Somewhere in the mix of motivations and actions, we will find ourselves.  Which role are you playing?

Topical Index:  good news, yom besora, 2 Kings 7:9
December 3  “But this I admit to you, that according to the Way which they call a sect I do serve the God of our fathers, believing everything that is in accordance with the Law, and that is written in the Prophets;”  Acts 24:14

That Was Then

Everything – Brevard Childs was a very influential teacher at Harvard.  His approach to biblical interpretation has affected many professors today.  Childs believed that the way to understand the Scripture was to read it through the eyes of the Church.  He called this “canonical” theology.  What it means is this:  each generation must reinterpret the meaning of the text in contemporary application even though the words of the text are understood in their historical-culture context.  In other words, the key is what does the Bible mean to me.  I’m guessing that you have heard this type of interpretation many times.  In fact, you may even unconsciously read the Bible in this way.  Childs’ influence permeates hundreds of pulpits.

Of course, this raises an enormous problem.  What standard do I use to determine the correct interpretation of the text.  It simply cannot be how I feel about the text since personal feelings are notoriously bad judgments of truth.  This is why Childs suggests that the Church tradition sets the standard.  It’s not one person.  It’s the history of many people, all wrapped up in the Creeds, doctrines and dogmas of the Church.

Scot McKnight’s book, The Blue Parakeet, follows Childs.  McKnight says that “ordinary people need to learn to read the Bible through tradition or they will misread the Bible.”
  “We may learn to read the Bible for ourselves, but we must be responsible to what the church has always believed.”
  He cites the Nicene Creed, the Apostles’ Creed and the doctrines of the Reformation as examples of the standard.  Did you notice the sleight of hand here?  The “church” did not always believe these things.  The “church” only began believing the content of the Creeds after it tossed away its Hebrew heritage.  What the “church” believes today is based on doctrinal formations that were developed after 300AD when the church was well on its way toward Greek metaphysics.  Childs, McKnight and many others have ignored what the text actually says.  Paul believed everything in accordance with Torah, not in accordance with the popes, the bishops and the church councils.  Paul believed what the Hebrews taught, not what Tertullian, Irenaeus and Chrysostrom taught.  Paul was a Jew, not a Greek.

If you learn to read the Bible through the interpretive history of the church, you will read it as a Greek.  You will incorporate centuries of Greek thinking into your view of Scripture.  You will apply “universal” principles to contemporary society without considering the eternal commands of YHWH found in Torah.  So, you will say things like “the first Jewish Christians probably kept kosher.  That’s not for today.”
  Really?  Says who?  The “church”?  The idea that there were Jewish Christians in the first century is itself an anachronism.  How many other instructions of Torah have we put on the shelf because the “church” no longer believes what Paul believed?  Are we going to be people of the Book or people of the pew?

Topical Index:  everything, Torah, interpretation, exegesis, Childs, McKnight, Acts 24:14
December 4  Therefore, holy brethren, partakers of a heavenly calling, consider Jesus, the Apostle and High Priest of our confession.  Hebrews 3:1

Community Affairs

Partakers – What’s the difference between “partaker” and “partner?”  The answer is crucial for understanding this verse.  You see, generally we think of partakers as those who take a part for themselves.  When I partake of the Lord’s Supper, I take a small piece of bread and a tiny glass of wine for my benefit.  But that’s not what this Greek word really means.  It is metochoi, a noun derived from the verb metecho (literally, to have with).  The emphasis of this noun is not taking a little piece of the pie.  The emphasis is about being a partner in association with others.  In other words, it not about what I get.  It’s about who I am with.

The author of Hebrews draws two associations from this partnership.  The first is with our other holy brethren.  We are together with them in this heavenly calling.  Recently someone asked me, “If YHWH is the God of Israel, then how do we as Gentiles have a relationship with Him?  We aren’t Jews.”  The answer is here, in metochoi.  We are partners in this grand scheme.  We aren’t Jews, but we are not excluded.  The Gentiles are invited to enter into the house of Israel, to be grafted into the commonwealth of Israel so that “your people will be my people and your God will be my God.”   This is the first association relationship.  Israel is Israel by election.  By adoption, we too are Israel.  Praise His Name!

The second association is even more important.  We are metochoi with Yeshua HaMashiach.  He is not only our Apostle (the one sent to bring news) and High Priest (the one designated to make intercession for us), He is also a partner with us.  In fact, it is on the basis of this partnership that we are grafted in, adopted and accepted.  Yes, consider Yeshua!  The only door, the only shepherd, the only bread of life, through whom all things were made and without whom nothing with eternal consequence can be done.  He is brother, friend, master, benefactor, lord, companion and partner.  We are holy brethren because of Him and we are called on His behalf.  

Consider Yeshua!  What was His view of metochos?  How much of himself did he commit to others?  Are you a partaker or a partner?  Are you dipping your hand into God’s kingdom hoping to extract a bit of bread and a taste of wine for your needs?  Or are you immersed in partnership with holy brethren, filled to the brim with life together?  Are you hanging around the door, trying to get a glimpse of the party inside?  Or are you right in the thick of things, reveling in the joy of being together, sharing sorrows and victories with those chosen by God and those chosen to be adopted by God?  A partaker is an arm’s length believer.  A partner is a full-body follower.

Topical Index:  partaker, partner, metochoi, community, Hebrews 3:1  

December 5  Now we who are strong ought to bear the weaknesses of those who are without strength and not just please ourselves.  Romans 15:1

Arriving On Time

Ought – First in the verse.  Yes, Sha’ul wants us to recognize the emphatic position of the word opheilo, so he puts it first.  “Ought and we the strong the weaknesses of the not strong to bear” is the literal rendering.  But there’s more here than an exclamation point.  The word itself carries even more weight.

Opheilo literally means to be indebted, to owe.  Sha’ul chooses this verb because it places the moral debt on those who are stronger.  The stronger owe the weaker the obligation of bearing the weight of confusion, misunderstanding, fear, anxiety and prejudice.  

“Wait a minute!  How can this be?  Doesn’t Yeshua set me free from all these things?  Why should I have to voluntarily take them back on my shoulders?  I have been liberated from their oppressive consequences.”  

Yes, you have.  But don’t confuse Greek freedom with Hebrew freedom.  In Greek thought, freedom means independence from others.  It means stepping away from obligation and constraint.  But the Hebrew view of freedom means becoming a slave voluntarily.  I am free to be obligated.  In fact, in God’s universe no man is ever free who seeks his own independence.  He is merely a prisoner of his own self-will.  The man who is truly free is the man who lays down his bequeathed release from self-will and takes up the cause of another.  The Greek delusion of freedom is sacrificed on the altar of Hebrew opheilo.  

The Greek word is used in translation of Deuteronomy 15:2, added to the Hebrew text in order to convey the idea of obligation to release a debt.  There is no exact Hebrew equivalent here, but the context is obvious.  At the end of seven years, debts are cancelled.  Why?  Because God says so, that’s why.  The community is obligated to God to forgive the debt.  The obligation is both legal and moral.  It is a demonstration of the grace of God built right into the structure of the economic community.  

Sha’ul was an expert in the LXX and the Hebrew text.  He knew this Greek word found its way into Deuteronomy 15:2.  He knew the word carried divine prescription.  Using this word here would remind his readers that bearing weaknesses was not optional.  This is halachah, a rule based on a teaching from the Torah.  It is compulsory for the community.  Our understanding of God’s character requires us to empty ourselves and pick up the load of another.  Yeshua did it for us.  Now it’s our turn.

So, ask yourself: Do you have a clearer vision of some aspect of God’s grace than others?  Have you been blessed with insight or application that exceeds another?  Then you are obligated to carry the load for them until they see what you see.

Topical Index:  opheilo, ought, obligation, debt, Romans 15:1, Deuteronomy 15:2
December 6  And Elohim created the man in His image, in the image of Elohim He created him – male and female He created them.  Genesis 1:27  (SRI)

The Sex God

Male and Female – Why do you suppose the Scriptures reiterate the fact that God created human beings male and female?  I mean, isn’t it obvious?  Wouldn’t it be sufficient to simply say that God created human beings (which is what it does say in the first half of the verse)?  You might answer, “Well, it’s about the cultural environment of the author.”  You would be partially correct.  Most of the cultures that surrounded Israel practiced some form of fertility cults.  These cults believed that the sex act was a spiritual replication of divine procreation.  In other words, they thought of their gods as male and female.  They believed that sexual activity among the gods produced the fundamental constituents of the world and therefore, human sexuality mimicked divine intercourse.  That’s why fertility cults engaged in temple prostitution and orgies.  Sex was a very big deal.  It was part of the magic of the gods, a little slice of creative power bequeathed to humans.

But notice the implications of the Hebrew view.  God creates sexuality.  Sexuality is not resident in the divine being.  Sex is something new on the scene.  Contrary to the fertility religions, God did not bring the world into existence through copulation with a female divinity.  Human beings are made male and female for other purposes.  Their sexuality does not imitate a divine original.

There’s something else about the Hebrew view that is too often obscured in an attempt to apply our cultural values to sexuality.  The Bible puts an enormous emphasis on sex.  Just think about it.  Creation of the entire universe occupies a few terse verses in the opening chapter, but creation of sexual distinction between human beings is a much bigger deal.  The story of the creation of woman, found only in the Hebrew ancient literature, stands at the pinnacle of the entire creative activity of God.  Furthermore, sexuality in both positive and negative demonstration is woven throughout the entire biblical text.  Marriage dominates the metaphorical landscape as a symbol of our relationship with God.  Sexual misbehavior is front and center in descriptions of idolatry and disobedience.  And the covenant mark for males is located on the instrument of sexual performance.  There is no doubt about it.  The God of the Bible is the God of sex.

Fertility cults continue to oppose God’s playing field.  We might not have temple prostitution or believe that we are reenacting divine orgasms, but the culture is saturated with the idea that sex is divine and we are demigods in its performance.  Nearly everything is laced with sexuality, but it is sexuality in the wilderness, outside of God’s fences.  The Bible is not prudish.  God is not Victorian.  He just knows a bit more about sex than we do, and He knows sexuality was created for Garden experiences.  Next time you see a commercial, magazine cover, television show or MTV video, ask yourself if you’re being persuaded to believe that sex is about your slice of divine power.  God’s view of sexuality is about Garden play.  There’s a very big difference.

Topical Index: sex, male, female, Genesis 1:27, fertility cult
December 7  Put me like a seal over your heart, like a seal on your arm; for love is as strong as death, jealousy as severe as Sheol; its flashes are flashes of fire, the very flame of the LORD.  Song of Songs 8:6
The Love God

Flame of the LORD – The capstone of Song of Songs is found in one single word, shalhebetya.  This is a compound word, shalhebet (flame) plus ya (Yah).  Translating this word as “flame of the LORD” disguises something amazing and incredibly important.  The Hebrew word contains a short version of YHWH in the final syllable, ya.  While this could be rendered in English as “LORD” (according to the tradition of not saying the divine name YHWH), such a translation obscures the fact that the divine name is incorporated into the word for flame.  This capstone verse tells us that love is an essential expression of holiness.  How do we know that?  Because the association of fire with YHWH is always connected with God’s holiness. 

Consider the relationship between fire and holiness.  When God descends on the mountain, He appears to the people in fire, thick cloud and earthquakes.  When He descends on the Tabernacle, fire accompanies His presence.  The prophets speak of God in terms of fire.  Daniel 7:9-10 describes the Ancient of Days as fiery flames.  And the New Testament calls God a “consuming fire.”  From altar to imagery, flames accompany God’s character, word and behavior.  Song of Songs tells us that these flames are flames of love, directly connected to the very nature of God.

It is perhaps not accidental that the Greek version of the Hebrew Scripture (LXX) translates this word with agape, not eros.  In spite of the overwhelming eroticism of the Song of Songs, the rabbis chose a word that expresses the deepest possible connection between sacrificial love (think of the flames on the altar) and the character of God.

Why is this etymological revelation important?  It’s important because it sets aside, once and for all, any notion that sexuality is bad, wrong or sinful.  Within the parameters set by the author of sexuality, love play imitates something about God’s very nature.  Song of Songs is holy eroticism.  Sexual intimacy has a holy character.  Given by God, consummated in His garden of delight, enacted under His banner according to His design, sexual intimacy is an act of worship, an experience of something connected directly to holiness, so close to God’s nature that it is as if we are burned by His flames.

How different would our lives become if we understood this holy aspect of sex?  I don’t mean to say that we just need more rules about sexual behavior.  I mean that God’s gift of sexuality provides us with a doorway to something much more than physical behavior.  What we are supposed to discover is the deepest form of community.  What we are given is a pathway into unity, harmony and care that intimates the presence of shekinah glory.  Sexual activity without the flame of Yah is simply animal attraction.  But with the flame, the hidden world of spiritual ecstasy opens.  How different it would be if believing, married couples exhibited the presence of the flame of Yah in lovemaking.  What an impact it would have on the fertility-cult culture if believers reveled in God’s gift of fire in the bedroom.  The great rabbi Akiva recognized the essential connection between man, woman, sexuality and holy fire.  If you have the time, you can read his insight here.

Topical Index:  flame of Yah, shalhebetya, Song of Songs 8:6
http://skipmoen.com/2009/03/06/rabbi-akiva-on-fire/
December 8  And YHWH says, “Because this people draws near with its mouth, and they honor Me with its lips, but its heart is far from Me, and their fear of Me is taught by the command of men; . .”  Isaiah 29:13

Mile Markers

Far – Followers of YHWH are commanded to count the mile markers.  They are to have intimate acquaintance with the Hebrew word rachaq.  This verb means “to be far away” or “to become far away.”  If you’re going to follow the Lord, you must distance yourself from competing ideologies.  

Notice that rachaq is a verb.  In English, “far” is an adverb.  It describes an action, but it isn’t the action itself.  So, when we translate this verse, we add “is” to the sentence.  But in Hebrew, the verse should read “its heart distances itself from Me.”  This is a deliberate action, not an accidental modifier of some inner condition.  This is walking away from God.  

How does God describe walking away from Him?  You’ll notice that walking away does not show itself in religious apathy.  These people still speak the words.  They sing the songs, say the prayers and recite the creeds.  The mile markers of separation are not visible to anyone but God.  Rabbinic literature was particularly sensitive to this invisible separation, so much so that they had a special Hebrew word for the problem.  That word is kavvanah.  Abraham Heschel says, “Kavvanah is attentiveness to God.  Its purpose is to direct the heart rather than the tongue or the arms.  It is not an act of the mind that serves to guide the external action, but one that has meaning in itself.”  “Kavvanah in this sense is not the awareness of being commanded but the awareness of Him who commands; not of a yoke we carry but of the Will we remember; the awareness of God rather than the awareness of duty.”

Heschel draws attention to the fact that kavvanah is being rather than doing.  It is experiencing being with God.  The external actions that accompany our religious expressions are incidental to dwelling in the presence of the Lord.  If our hearts draw near to Him, we stop trying to be dutiful servants of the Most High.  We become awe-struck worshippers of He Who Is.  

Now read the second part of this verse.  Why do the people engage in religious activity without kavvanah?  God says, “Their fear is taught by the command of men.”  Let that sink in a minute.  Human traditions, human religious practices, human rules for moral behavior replace heart-felt wonder.  God’s mile markers are pulled up and our rituals and rites are put in their place.  What is the result?  A form of worship without the power of the living God.  It all looks so good, but the hearts of the people are not near the presence of God.  They have distanced themselves by being religious instead of righteous.

Now the questions:  How are your heart mile markers?  Are they being uprooted by the teaching of men or the declarations of the church?  Where is kavvanah in your life?
Topical Index: kavvanah, rachaq, far, religion, Isaiah 29:13
Web site http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/judaica/ejud_0002_0012_0_10911.html

December 9  And YHWH Elohim took the man and put him into the garden of Eden to work it and to keep it.  Genesis 2:15
Passionate Productivity

Work – What kind of work do you do?  I’m not asking about your occupation.  I mean what is the relationship between what you do and who you are.  What category of work do you fall into?  Let me explain.

There are three categories of work.  The first is work driven by compulsion.  This is work that you are forced to do.  Israel in Egypt worked under the compulsion of the Egyptian slave masters.  Forced labor divides us from our tasks.  We become human machines – replaceable, expendable, useful only for economic value.  Not many of us work under compulsion, but we certainly know what it means.

The second category of work is driven by obligation.  This is work that we voluntarily do in order to meet other needs.  It is work we would rather not do, but which has to be done.  If we didn’t need the reward of our effort, we would forego the labor.  This category encompasses most occupational engagements today.  If we won the lottery, we would walk away from the job.  Surveys report that nearly 70 % of Americans “hate” their work.  They are laboring in obligation.  They need the money.  It’s what they do to survive, but it isn’t who they are.  Oh yes, and if you spend your days in the work of obligation, you are on the path to burnout.  Even your body was not designed to work this way.

The last category of work is passion.  This is work that springs from the center of who we really are.  This is work we were “born” to do.  Amazingly, passion seems to be at the center of work that really drives change and really makes a difference in civilization.  Without passion, work is merely a means to an end.  But with passion, work is the end in itself.  When we work passionately, we express something deep within us.  We are energized by working rather than being exhausted by laboring.  The effort is its own reward.  

What category describes the work God gave Adam?  Well, if God put Adam in the garden of God’s delight, we can be pretty sure that the work Adam was supposed to do was not done out of compulsion or obligation.  God gave Adam passionate employment.  What Adam did to work and care for God’s garden actually energized, fulfilled and satisfied Adam.  He was “born” to the task.  We can think of this as a slight variation on John Piper’s famous quotation, “God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in Him.”  When it comes to passionate employment in the garden of God’s delight, we are most satisfied when God is most glorified in the exercise of what we were made to do.
The Hebrew word here is avad.  It is a familiar term, meaning work and serve, connected directly to the idea of worship.  When we do what God has designed us uniquely to do - what is at the heart of our passion - our work becomes His service and an act of worship.  The pictograph reveals “the path to the tent of the father.”  Passionate work brings me closer to God, back to the garden, to His tent of delight.

How tragic (and how subtle) for the enemy to convert what God intended as an expression of delightful energy into labor or compulsion.  Do you remember what God told Adam after the Fall?  “From this point on, your work will become labor.   Your passion, what I made you for, will be laced with obligation.”  And so it is today.

Think about your work life.  Are you laboring under obligation, caught in the rat-race of return?  Are you moving toward passion-driven delight?  Are you honoring God in all you do?

Topical Index:  work, avad, Genesis 2:15  
December 10  You shall teach them diligently to your sons and shall talk of them when you sit in your house and when you walk by the way and when you like down and when you rise up.  Deuteronomy 6:7

Grammar Lesson

Teach – God commands parents to teach His instructions to their children.  Let’s say that again.  God commands parents to teach specific instructions to children.  Those instructions are found in Torah.  In fact, this verse comes immediately after the Shema, a call to remember who God is and why Israel is chosen.  God does not say, “Send your children off the school to learn about life.”  He doesn’t say, “Just live correctly and let them watch you.”  He doesn’t say, “Give them a Bible, take them to church, send them to youth group.”  He says, “You teach them.”  Parents are responsible before God for what their children learn.  Oh, and did you notice that the teaching happens all the time?

Actually, the word here is only metaphorically about teaching.  In fact, in the Scripture, this is the only place that the word is translated “teach.”  All the rest of the occurrences of this word are about something entirely different (but intimately related).  The Hebrew verb shinan means “to sharpen.”  God is literally telling parents to sharpen their children with the whetstone of His Word.

The pictograph makes it even clearer.  Shin-nun-nun paints the picture of teeth (shin) and life (nun).  But notice that nun is repeated.  Teeth of life twice.  It’s not just biting into life.  It’s biting into life twice.  And for that you need very sharp teeth.  You need to “teach” you children how to consume life twice over.  You need to polish them to a point so that they can penetrate truth and falsehood and live accordingly.  How do you do that?  By talking about God’s words when you sit, when you stand, when you walk, when you lie down and when you get up.  

This is a terrifying commandment for most parents today.  Why?  Because most of us have not done what God told us to do.  We did not make it a daily, hourly practice to speak of His words with our children.  We opted for substitute education.  We let the professionals handle the job.  School, preachers, Sunday school teachers, television, cultural influences and the plethora of media manipulations presented a 24X7 deluge of misdirection and misinformation.  Oh, I don’t mean that getting an education isn’t important.  Of course it is.  But God is not telling you how to teach mathematics or economics or psychology.  He’s telling you how to teach His instructions for living.  Today’s culture teaches children how to use the world for gain.  God wants you to teach your children about Him, His character, His community and His perspective.  Unless they learn this, their teeth will be dull indeed.  They will not be able to bite through the false premises of the culture.  They will be the ones eaten instead of being the ones who do the feasting.

Perhaps you need to repent because you have not fulfilled this commandment.  Perhaps you recognize the impact your disobedience has had on your children (the third and fourth generations).  Perhaps you haven’t been the sharpening stone you needed to be.  It’s never too late.  God honors confession, repentance and obedience.  It’s just much harder to recover character than it is to keep it.

Topical Index:  teach, sharpen, shinan, Deuteronomy 6:7, education

December 11  “but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you may not eat, for in the day that you eat of it, you shall surely die.”  Genesis 2:17
Feast or Famine

Surely Die – Hebrew handles emphasis by manipulating the structure of the language.  Without punctuation, words are arranged in ways that draw attention to particular ideas.  You will remember the previous verse where the Hebrew words achol tochel (eat freely) emphasizes the diversity and sufficiency of God’s garden of delight by repeating the root achal twice (tochel is a form of achal).  Doubling the word puts emphasis on the idea.  Putting the word in first or last position in the sentence does the same.  In this verse about the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, another word is doubled.  That word is mot.  The verse in Hebrew doesn’t say “surely die.”  It says “die die” just like the verse says “eat eat.”  

OK, so we know something about the structure of this language.  So what?  Ah, but there’s something else happening with this structural arrangement that we need to know.  Hebrew thought is often grouped inside word frames called an inclusio.   Remember that Hebrew doesn’t have paragraphs either.  So, if I want to draw a frame around one particular idea, I must draw the frame with words.  A double word in one place draws my attention to a double word in another place.  I am encouraged to consider the similarities or differences between the doubled words in order to understand the full thought of the narrative.

The first doubled word (achol tochel) describes the magnificent fecundity of God’s delightful provision.  Everything I need is present and available to me.  Of course, this is a lot more than fruit salad (remember that).  Here’s the important point.  The words used for enjoying God’s full provision are descriptive.  They state the facts about the Garden.  It is a place where true satisfaction is found under every tree – except one.  In the same “frame,” the words about dying are also descriptive.  Under that one tree, life as defined by God comes to an end.  But this is a description of the facts, not a prescription.  God isn’t giving Adam a rule.  He’s telling Adam the way it is.  “If you eat of that tree, then this will happen.”  The parallel double words connect descriptive statements.  God doesn’t command Adam to eat from every tree.  He offers every tree.  In the same way, God warns Adam about the one tree.  In both cases, God states the facts.
Why is it important to notice that the parallelism inside the frame is descriptive rather than prescriptive?  Because we can’t understand the punishment for disobedience if we don’t understand the structure of the prohibition.  God says (descriptively) that eating from this one tree will result in mot tamoot.  Adam eats.  But he doesn’t die instantly, does he?  He lives for many, many years.  So, Christian theology accounts for this discrepancy by saying that Adam died spiritually.  But that doesn’t maintain the parallelism.  The opposition is between fully satisfied and empty.  Feast or famine.  Adam’s choice is between God’s design for delight or his decision to make his own garden.  What Adam loses in his choice is the place of God’s delightful life.  He is thrust out of the Garden into a world of his own making without the delightful provisions of God.  As a result of disobedience, he experiences insufficiency.  He has to labor to find delight.
We tend to think that Adam’s sin resulted in spiritual separation and spiritual separation results in death.  From this, we proceed to the need for repentance and redemption.  In other words, we connect Adam’s sin with Yeshua’s death, placing them both in the spiritual arena.  Of course, there is a connection between Adam’s disobedience and Yeshua’s redemption.  Sha’ul is quite clear about this.  But this isn’t the only consequence.  As the concluding element of the frame, mot tamoot describes what it means to be outside of God’s delight.  It isn’t just spiritual death.  It’s alienation from the provision of God.  Adam’s sin turns delight into destitution.  To live under God’s umbrella is to experience His provision.  To disobey is to experience emptiness and struggle.  There’s more to death than spiritual eventualities.

Topical Index:  die, mot tamoot, delight, Genesis 2:17
December 12  “And you shall rejoice in your feast, you and your son, and your daughter, and your male slave, and your females slave, and the Levite, and the alien, and the fatherless, and the widow that are inside the gates.”  Deuteronomy 16:14
Emotional Imperatives

Shall Rejoice – “Yeah, I see what it says, but what if I don’t feel like rejoicing.  I mean, sometimes I just don’t feel so happy.  How can God command me to feel a certain way?”  Answering this question requires a look at the usage of this Hebrew verb, samach.  

Two-thirds of the occurrences of this verb in the Hebrew text are found in theological contexts.  Forty of these 180 occurrences are direct statements about God.  We can conclude that this verb reveals something important about the God-Man relationship.  Furthermore, despite our understanding of “rejoice” as a feeling, this Hebrew verb expresses actions.  What we discover when we look carefully at the texts is this:  rejoicing is associated with dancing, singing, clapping, playing and external movement consistent with festival celebrations.  In other words, samach is party language.  

Why can God command you to rejoice?  Because once again it is not about how you feel.  It’s about what you do.  God tells you to get out there and party!  When its time for one of the feasts, it doesn’t matter if you feel blue.  You are supposed to clap, sing, shout, dance, jump up and down and act as if you are having a great time even if you don’t feel like it.  Why would God command you to do these things despite your feelings?  Because He knows that you are a nephesh – an embodied manifestation of His living breath – and what you do in the body affects your emotional makeup and your mental state.  If you don’t feel joyful, go act like you do and pretty soon you’ll find a smile on your face and a renewed spirit in your heart.

There’s one other important lesson in this verse.  Did you notice that rejoicing is commanded of everyone in the camp?  Rejoicing is a community affair.  Why do you suppose God specifically requires even children, foreigners and slaves to participate?  Why would He require widows and orphans to rejoice?  If there are any groups of people who are the least likely to have something to jump for joy about, it would be these?  But God insists?  Why?

You could suggest that God’s festivals are inclusive.  He requires participation for theological reasons.  All are under His covenant commitment.  That’s true, of course, but there might be another, more practical, reason.  If you don’t feel like it, someone else might.  And enthusiasm is contagious.  Get children laughing and playing and dancing and singing, and it’s pretty hard to stay blue.  See those much less fortunate jumping up and down for joy and your perspective might change.  This is group think.  After all, what good is a party for one?  God loves a good party.  He invites everyone, but He expects us to get into the spirit of the celebration and have a good time at His event.  Are you ready to dance?  

Topical Index:  samach, rejoice, community, joy, Deuteronomy 16:14
December 13  Dedicate a youth according to what his way dictates; even when he is old, he will not depart from it.  Proverbs 22:6 (NIV)

My Way Or The Highway

Dedicate – Solomon was a very wise man.  His wisdom penetrated the essence of things.  His sayings often reveal what we do not see on the surface.  So, when we read this mashal (Hebrew – proverb), we should be careful not to think of it as merely commonsense.  Why would Solomon bother to tell us that you can discipline a child to do what you want?  That’s obvious.  The King James idea of “training a child” sends us in the wrong direction.  Proverbs is not a book for parents.  It’s a book for youth.  This mashal isn’t about making a child follow a path determined by parents.  It’s about directing the child in a path essential to who the child is. 

The imperative chanok (dedicate) means “to start the youth off with a strong and perhaps even religious commitment to a certain course of action.”
  But what course of action?  Waltke writes “[the child] must be assessed individually to design personally the appropriate moral initiative.”  In other words, the course of action is determined according to the individual makeup of the child.  It is tailor-made to fit the essential character of the child.  “One rule fits all” is not the process Solomon endorses.  It can’t be “My way or the highway.”  That isn’t what Solomon (or God) has in mind here.

OK, so it’s not about uniform rules.  It’s about unique, individual courses of action.  Does that mean parents have different “rules” for each child?  No, you missed the point.  It’s not about rules!  It’s about parental dedication to understand your child so deeply that you see what the child was born to be – and then designing a course of action to allow the child to become what God designed into her.  God designed each of us to fit perfectly into His delightful plan for creation.  Parents have the responsibility to discern what God has in mind for their children and do everything they can to bring that about.  When they set a child on a course of action that is in alignment with the way the child is designed by God, the child will never depart from it.  “Born to be me” is the operating principle.

So, if you have children, are you able to answer this question:  Do you know (from God’s perspective) what your children were born to be?  If you don’t, how can you possibly fulfill the role of parent according to God’s design.  If you don’t know who your child was born to be, you are more than likely to send that child down your path, not God’s path.  And when they are older, they will depart from it because it wasn’t who they were.

This is not commonsense!  This is godly instruction.  It is dedication to “what his way dictates,” not what you desire.  It’s action after homework.  And homework for parents is all about God’s design for your child, not your design.

Topical Index:  children, discipline, Proverbs 22:6, chanok, dedicate
December 14  “And when you pray, you are not to be as the hypocrites . .”  Matthew 6:5

Out Of The Box

Pray – We all agree that prayer is essential for a deep relationship with the Father.  Almost all of us would say that we need to pray more.  But far too often we stumble around in prayer.  We don’t have the clear, crisp, preacher voice, extolling God’s virtues in a magnificent display of rhetoric.  Our prayers seem insipid and weak.  We’re distracted.  Our thoughts wander.  We turn to the common categories of prayer in order to find direction.  I am quite sure you are familiar with the acronym ACTS – Adoration, Confession, Thanksgiving and Supplication.  If that doesn’t seem to be enough, there are other classifications available: petition, prayers of intercession, prayers of penitence, prayers of thanksgiving, and prayers of adoration.

All of these are helpful, but I think they miss the point.  Greek has basically one or two words for prayer (and a few extra tangents).  English has one word.  But Hebrew has more than two dozen.  Furthermore, the idea of classifying prayer is quite Greek.  Classification is about getting the right prayers in the right boxes so everything will be neat and tidy.  Then we have a formula to follow, a pattern to practice.  A few words of adoration, followed by a quick confession, some thanksgiving and then on to supplication.  We know we have prayed correctly when we have included all the categories.  

Can I be rather bold here?  What was Yeshua’s complaint about the hypocrites?  They followed ritualized prayer.  They had their formulae and patterns.  They thought prayer was about covering all the bases.  Are we any different?  We say the ritual blessings.  We repeat the “Lord’s Prayer.”  We make sure we have the right pattern.  In fact, when we don’t pray like this, we are apt to think we aren’t praying effectively.  Book after book, lesson after lesson tries to get us into categorized praying.  But when we look at the Hebrew Scriptures, we see something very different.  We see prayer as flow.

In Hebrew, prayer includes weeping, shouting, dancing, clapping, growling, pleading, rejoicing, praising, asking, arguing, questioning, meditating, repeating, reveling, working, walking, complaining, confessing, worshipping, thanking, acknowledging, delighting, exalting, forgiving, boasting and more.  What ties all these participles together?  Living!  Prayer is God’s breath of life exhaled back to Him.  It is the flow of living as He intended.  It is the moment-by-moment consciousness of His presence in everything that affects me.

“When you pray,” says Yeshua, “don’t pray like those who use ritual, category, outward exhibition, proper eloquence or any other substitute for just being alive.  Come to your Father as you are and enjoy being with Him.”
Topical Index:  pray, Matthew 6:5, hypocrite
December 15  “I will not leave you orphans;”  John 14:18

Loneliness

Orphans – The world is a lonely place.  In fact, loneliness covers the globe in pandemic proportions.  The prince of this world has done his best to separate us, driving wedges of despair and abandonment deep into even the closest relationships.  Just a little self-reflection confirms the infection.  There is loneliness lurking beneath the surface of our souls.

Only Yeshua can cure this kind of desperation.  But the fact that He claims to be able to do so is surprising.  After all, orphans are orphans because they lack parents, not friends.  Yeshua does not cure our essential loneliness by being our friend.  He is a friend indeed, but if He were only a friend, we would still be orphans.  No, in this statement, He claims to re-establish our relationship with the Father.  He claims that He is able to return us to the family tie we are missing.  He will not leave us orphans because He has the power to send the Spirit and the Spirit revives our long-dead relationship with God the Father.  But that’s not quite the end of the story.

Did you notice Yeshua’s statement implies that we are orphans?  He proclaims that He will not leave us in that condition, but, of course, that implies we already are orphaned.  What conditions are true of an orphan?  Well, an orphan is usually one whose parents have died, but in this case, just the opposite is true.  We are orphans because we have died.  The Father still lives.  He waits patiently for our return.  He has never abandoned us.  But we wandered away.  We left for a far country.  We separated ourselves from His love and care – and in the process, we died.  We are orphans because we have died to the Father.  Now we suffer the results of our abandonment.  Loneliness leads us toward desperate attempts to recover what we lost, but the recovery is impossible because dead men cannot raise themselves.  Someone else must come to our rescue.

When Yeshua returns us to our Father, when He brings about the transformation that converts us from being orphans to being children with a parent, He actually resurrects us from the dead.  No one comes back to the parent-child relationship with the Father except through Yeshua (John 14:6).  Dead men are dead.  They remain dead until Yeshua revives them.  Loneliness is merely a symptom of a far greater disease – death! Without Yeshua’s provision, the disease will run its course. 

This truth provides us with another insight.  I won’t find a cure for my existential loneliness anywhere else.  All other relationships simply mask the symptoms of this killer disease.  All other solutions will ultimately fail.  If I rely on my capacity for human contact and your response to human need, I will still be lonely.  Someday the emptiness inside will overcome me again.  Without a Father, I will be an orphan no matter how many friends, lovers and acquaintances I have.  Without Yeshua’s restoration, I will follow the path of Cain, condemned to wander the wastelands of the soul in search of a city not made by human hands.

Topical Index:  loneliness, orphans, John 14:18

December 16  To you I will cry, YHWH my rock.  Do not be silent to me, lest, if you are silent to me, I become like those who go down into the pit.   Psalm 28:1

Spiritual Dungeons

Pit – When God does not speak, I exist in a spiritual dungeon.  It takes some deliberate concentration to discover this reality, hidden as it is behind the rat-race frenzy of the world’s quest for significance, but with a little prodding, the truth can be seen.  When God is silent, creation is lost.  Man does not live by bread alone.  In fact, man cannot live by his own effort to produce regardless of his apparent success.  He must have the word of God to survive.  He must be confronted with God’s voice if he is to know himself.  There must be an answer to his cry or he will find himself left in an empty cistern hewn from rock.  If God does not speak, I will silently succumb to the grave.

The Bible declares that God speaks.  In fact, our God creates all that is with the sound of His voice.  He declares creation and it comes into being.  God’s words are the hallmarks of His power.  And yet, He need not shout His commands nor bellow His requests.  In fact, after the howling of the storm, Elijah discovers that God is to be found in the silent voice (compare the word demamah in 1 Kings 19:12 with the same word in Job 4:16).  All of my cries turn into God’s whispers.  His silent voice is enough to revive me.

Why do I cry out to God?  Why do I plead for His voice?  I am alone, in the bottom of the well, imprisoned by my own existence, left to die the slow death of meaning attrition.  Why do I need a word from God?  Because only He knows why I live at all.  Only He can lift me from the pit of my hopeless battle with myself.  Only He can give me meaning beyond the walls that constrain me.  I cry out because I know what it means to be trapped within.  “Who will deliver me from the body of this death” might have been David’s plea too.  It is mine.  It may be yours.  Starvation of the soul is the pitiful condition of those who cannot hear God’s whisper after the storm.

It is an amazing and wonderful relief to discover that David’s psalm ends in jubilant praise for the God who does answer.  He did not need to.  Allow that thought to penetrate your hewn rock walls.  God is under no moral, ethical or personal obligation to answer us.  He chooses to, but not because we deserve His care.  The great mystery of the Bible is that God meets us in our desperate battle with insane meaninglessness.  The Biblical response to God’s act of sheer grace is the response of worship.  It is awestruck expression of obedience to a God who makes us the object of His concern.  The Bible is not an answer to the question, “What must I do to be saved (rescued)?”  There is actually nothing I can do unless God first acts on my behalf.  The Bible is an answer to the question “What does God demand of me?”  How am I to live in front of a God who actually cares for me?  Will I answer “Here I am?”  Will I be ready to say “Your will not mine?”  God hears my cry, but when He responds, I discover my plea has been converted into a question.  It is the only question that really matters.  It is the question that answers my cry.

Topical Index:  cry, pit, silent, Psalm 28:1
December 17  Or do you think that the Scripture speaks to no purpose: “He jealously desires that spirit which He has made to dwell in us”?  James 4:5
Thematic Interpretation

The Scripture – When you read this verse, do you simply assume that James is quoting some verse in the Old Testament (Tanakh)?  Better check your cross references.  You may find some suggestions, but you won’t find any verses that say what James says.  Careful reading discovers that James isn’t actually quoting Scripture at all.  At least, he is not quoting Scripture in the same way that we think about quotations.  So, why does he mention the Scripture here?

There are two important lessons to learn from James’ vocabulary.  The first is right on the surface although it is easily overlooked.  It is simply this:  for James the Tanakh is God’s word.  It is the relevant source of authority for understanding what God says about us.  What we call the Old Testament, James calls Scripture.  It has not been set aside.  It has not been surpassed or made obsolete.  It has not been abolished.  It is still the final rule of faith and practice in the believing community, years after the resurrection of Yeshua.  James appeals to the Scripture without hesitation, explanation or justification.  What God says in the Tanakh is directly applicable to Messianic believers.

Once that point is settled, we can examine the next discovery.  James isn’t actually quoting any particular passage in the Tanakh.  He is summarizing a grand theme of the Old Testament.  That theme, found throughout the Tanakh, is the righteous jealousy of God over His people.  God desires (intensely) that His people act with absolute fidelity toward Him.  He is jealous over the fact that He chose us.  He desires that the spirit He gave His chosen people directs all their activity toward worship.  He will not and does not let us go.  

We all know this indubitable fact of spiritual existence, but what James makes clear is that all of the Tanakh is riddled with this divine jealousy and all of it is useful for teaching, instruction and correction.  Actually, the fact that James doesn’t quote any particular verse but rather summarizes a consistent theme is of great benefit to us.  It teaches us that the early church did not parse out some books of the Old Testament as acceptable and others as unacceptable.  The theme of the jealous God is found everywhere in the Old Testament, and as a result, James’ vocabulary endorses the whole of the Old Testament.  When James uses the Greek ‘e graphe, he has in mind everything from Genesis 1 to Malachi 4.  James’ Bible was the Hebrew Scripture.  It’s themes, instructions and purposes were valid for his community.  That means the Hebrew Scripture was the authority for the early church.  

Is it still your authority today?

Topical Index:  Scripture, James 4:5, graphe, authority

December 18  But are you willing to recognize, you foolish fellow, that faith without works is useless?  James 2:20  NASB

Altered State
Useless – According to this translation, James doesn’t say “faith without works is false belief.”  He doesn’t say “faith without works is carnal.”  He doesn’t say “faith without works is hypocrisy.”  According to this translation, he says that it is useless.  It doesn’t accomplish its intended purpose.  It has no place in God’s grand scheme.  It is insipid, sick and ineffective.  It doesn’t produce.  It isn’t natural.

But the Greek is a bit stronger.  The word is nekra.  Dead!  Oh, it’s useless alright.  But the reason it’s useless is not simply because it is weak, insipid or ineffective.  The reason it’s useless is because it is dead!  It doesn’t have any life.  It is the unnatural bastardization of what God intended.  Faith produces spiritual fruit.  Spiritual fruit produces lasting, tangible transformation.  This is the natural and inevitable consequence of faith.  Wherever there is real faith in the God of Israel, things happen.  God guarantees it because He is jealous over His children.  He puts His spirit into us, resulting in the natural outgrowth of His character in our lives.  So, those who espouse faith but do not bear fruit are dead!  They aren’t carnal, confused or incapacitated.  They are tombstones.  Softening the blow by altering the translation from “dead” to “useless” doesn’t do anything but provide a back-handed excuse.  James won’t have it.  Faith without works isn’t just sick.  It’s terminal!

Do you agree with James?  Do you recognize that a claim of faith necessarily means an obligation to produce good fruit?  If you agree, then you should be able to look around at the fruit that grows naturally from your life with God.  You should see real results.  Of course, the fruit you produce isn’t for you.  It’s for others to enjoy.  The transformation that is occurring in your life must be recognized as blessing to others.  A tree does not eat its own production.  So, if you really are in flow with God, then others will be blessed by your efforts and your presence.  They will see transformation even if you don’t recognize it.  But if they aren’t discovering blessings through you, then you may want to take a closer look.  You just might be planted in a graveyard.

Does any “work” qualify?  No.  The fruit of the Spirit is quite specific.  You can find the list in Galatians 5.  But that’s only the beginning.  You see, “works” is a Hebrew idiom for tzedakah, the Hebrew word for the acts that we call "charity" in English.  However, the nature of tzedakah is very different from our idea of charity.  The word "charity" suggests benevolence and generosity, a magnanimous act by the wealthy and powerful for the benefit of the poor and needy.  But the word tzedakah is derived from the Hebrew Tzadei-Dalet-Qof, meaning righteousness, justice or fairness.  In charitable application, giving to the poor is not viewed as a generous, magnanimous act; it is simply an act of justice and righteousness, the performance of a duty, giving the poor their due.  Furthermore, since “works” includes righteousness and justice, it implies a life governed by Torah, the ultimate guide to righteousness and justice.  “Works” are not what I want to do.  “Works” are what God instructs me to do.

Faith without the committed application of God’s instructions is dead.  It might look noble and religious, but it is not aligned with God’s view of truth, justice and righteousness.  God’s way of living is not some nebulous “love each other” feeling.  It is specific behaviors covering every aspect of life.  It is the glorious privilege to serving Him by doing what He asks.  It is life as He defines it. 

Ah, but you already knew that, didn’t you?  You are already living according to God’s instructions, aren’t you?  That’s why life is such a wonderful adventure, right?

Topical Index:  faith, works, dead, nekra, tzedakah, James 2:20
December 19  “For this commandment which I command you today is not too difficult for you, nor is it out of reach.”  Deuteronomy 30:11

Wonderful Obligations
Not Too Difficult – Moses instructed the people.  His instructions are only part of the Torah.  The stories of Adam, Noah, Abraham and Joseph are also Torah.  They are narrative instructions.  They provide us with living examples of how to live and how not to live.  They are case studies in grace, mercy, sin and punishment.  But one thing Moses makes crystal clear (in Hebrew) is this:  it’s a wonderful obligation!

Did you think Torah was rules and regulations?  Is it just a long list of things you have to do once you are grafted into the commonwealth of Israel?  If that’s your frame of mind, then you haven’t understood Torah at all.  You need a lesson in Hebrew vocabulary.  It can start right here with the phrase lo niphlet (not too wonderful-difficult).  Yes, that’s right.  The root word pala (the “p” becomes “ph” in this derivation) means both “wonderful” and “difficult.”  Well, almost.  You see, the root is a verb, not a noun.  So it really means “to do something wonderful or difficult.”  Keeping Torah is doing something wonderful.  But it is not difficult.  That’s where lo comes in.  There are two negatives in Hebrew – lo and al.  Lo is usually associated with absolutes like the absolute prohibitions of the Ten Commandments.  On the other hand, al is often conditional, like the conditional prohibitions found in Proverbs.  Which negative is used here?  Lo – the one that says keeping His commandments is absolutely not too difficult.  

OK, so God doesn’t give us instructions for living that we cannot possible fulfill.  What makes these same instructions wonderful?  For that answer we need a bit of meditation on the nature of the Torah.

First, Torah is God’s way of life.  You don’t have to follow a process of trial and error in order to know how to live.  God spells it out for you.  How simply wonderful is that?  God takes all the guesswork out of living and makes it about as simple as it can be.  Just do what He says.

Second, God chooses to give us His instructions.  He didn’t have to do that.  He could have said, “Well, you made your choice.  Now go figure it out yourself.”  But He didn’t.  He was merciful.  He knew we were incapable of seeing the bigger reality of what it true and good and beautiful.  So, He told us.  Wonderful!

Third, living according to Torah is a blessing.  It’s not rule behavior.  It’s the privilege of honoring God by fulfilling His instructions.  It’s a form of worship.  Wonderful!  Now you know why a Jewish man can pray, “Lord, I thank you for not making me a woman.” It’s not misogyny.  He thanks God because there are more commandments for men than there are for women and this means, as a man, he is able to honor and bless God more.

Finally, Torah is wonderful because applying it to my life makes me a light to the nations.  I am different.  I live differently.  I think differently.  I react differently.  I am the salt that preserves God’s way in the world.  I am the light that attracts the world to Him.  I am His representative on earth.  Absolutely wonderful!

Topical Index:  Torah, too difficult, wonderful, lo niphlet, Deuteronomy 30:11
December 20  For Adam and for his wife the LORD God made coats of skins and clothed them.  Genesis 3:21
Covered Grace

Coats Of Skins - The Hebrew combination of labash (to clothe) and kotnot (garments) appears in other important Hebrew Scriptures.  The use in these other verses suggests something quite startling about God’s provision for Adam and his wife; something that we would never imagine for two people who have just disobeyed God’s explicit command.  But this is no accident.  What it implies tells us a great deal about the status and role of human beings – and about what isn’t lost as a result of the fall.

Evangelical theology usually understands God’s actions as a sign of the coming sacrifice of Yeshua for forgiveness.  God slays an animal in order to cover Adam and Eve.  God’s act is the first sacrificial death, a life substituted in order to restore the disobedient couple.  In this view, the garments are reminders of sin and the necessity of death accompanying sin.  Nothing positive is associated with this act of mercy.  

But when we look a bit deeper, we find something else.  We find the combination of labash and kotnot in Leviticus 8:7 and 13 and Numbers 20:28.  Those verses describe God’s provision of the holy garments for Aaron and his sons.  In other words, this phrase is used exclusively for those whom God dresses as priests.  Jacques Doukhan notes, “The rare occasion where God clothes humans in the OT always concerned the dressing of priests . . . Adam and Eve were, indeed, dressed as priests.”
  When God clothed Adam and his wife, He did more than cover their nakedness.  He installed them both as the world’s first priests.

Two amazing implications can be drawn from the intentional use of labash and kotnot.  First, the role of Adam and Havvah as priests commissioned by God is not erased by the fall.  In fact, the only thing that changes is the clothing.  Once they were clothed in light and glory.  Now they are clothed in the symbol of redemption – just as we are clothed in the blood of the Redeemer.  But their function as priests before God isn’t abandoned as a result of their disobedience.  Just think about that.  What does it mean in relation to the image of God in Man?

Second, and perhaps even more important today, Adam and Havvah are clothed as priests.  In an age where there is considerable controversy concerning the role of women in the “church,” this little insight from Genesis is incredibly important.  After her disobedience, Havvah is still commissioned as a priest by God Himself.  If Genesis is the foundation for our understanding of who we are and who God is, can there be anything more important than the recognition that He does not “punish” women in their role before Him?  We report.  You decide.

Topical Index:  clothed, garments, priest, labash, kotnot, Genesis 3:21
December 21  “For this commandment which I command you today is not too difficult for you, nor is it out of reach.”  Deuteronomy 30:11
613

Commandment – From time to time we have spoken about the 613 mitzvot (commandments) found in the Torah.  The actual count might vary a bit but the list complied by Maimonides (in Judaism he is called Rabbi Moshe ben Maimon or Rambam) is the usual place we look to see what these commandments are.  You can see all 613 here. http://www.jewfaq.org/613.htm  But for the moment, I only want to emphasize once again these two points:  1. Most of these are commandments you will quite naturally keep as a follower of YHWH and 2. Only a portion of the remaining commandments actually apply to any given person.  So, don’t be overwhelmed.  Don’t be frustrated.  And don’t treat them as rules.  These are the very aids you need, given by God, for life to become what it was intended to be – a radiant example of living within His care as a beacon to the dark world.  If you want to be a priest in His Kingdom, you will need to live according to His plan.

Here are the first ten:

1. 1.  To know that G-d exists (Ex. 20:2; Deut. 5:6) 
1. 2.  Not to entertain the idea that there is any god but the Eternal (Ex. 20:3) 

1. 3.  Not to blaspheme (Ex. 22:27; in Christian texts, Ex. 22:28), the penalty for which is death (Lev. 24:16) (negative).

1. 4.  To hallow G-d's name (Lev. 22:32) 

1. 5.  Not to profane G-d's name (Lev. 22:32) 

1. 6.  To know that G-d is One, a complete Unity (Deut. 6:4) 
1. 7.  To love G-d (Deut. 6:5) 

1. 8.  To fear Him reverently (Deut. 6:13; 10:20) 

1. 9.  Not to put the word of G-d to the test (Deut. 6:16) (negative).

  10. To imitate His good and upright ways (Deut. 28:9) 
Any problems?  I would think not.  Are these too difficult for us?  Of course not.  We may stumble in practice, but there is nothing here that surprises.  These are absolutely basic to being a follower of the one true God.  Do you feel better already, knowing that you are keeping some of the Torah commandments?  Do you see that classifying these as rules misses the point entirely?  These are instructions about the way the world exists, what actually makes up how the world is put together and how it works.  

Now, if this is so obvious in the first ten of the 613, why do we choke on excuses and rationalizations when it comes to the remaining 603?  Aren’t they also God’s instructions about how the world works, how it was put together and what we must do to honor Him with our way of living?  Who gave us the authority to pick and choose which of the 613 apply?  If these ten set the stage, when did we decide that the rest were only temporary?  Who told you that following the instructions about the nature of the universe was legalism?  I would have thought that it was just the smartest thing to do.  If God hands you the roadmap of the universe, what makes you think you can arrive at the destination by drawing your own map and following it?  So, don’t be afraid of the map.  Take a look.  You just might find it does what it was intended to do – teach you God’s ways.

Topical Index: mitzvot, commandments, instructions, Torah, 613, Deuteronomy 30:11
December 22  “Yet these things you have concealed in Your heart; I know that this is within You.”  Job 10:13
The Hidden God

Concealed – Job’s complaint is our complaint.  In the time of his crisis, he cries out to God.  “I loathe my life.  You made me, Lord.  You know everything about me.  You understand me right to the core.  And You can do with me as You wish, for You are my creator.  But, Lord, why?  Why do you churn me like butter?  Why do you pour me out like spilt milk?  I know that You are loving and kind and full of grace.  I know this!  But yet, these things seem hidden from me.”

The Hebrew word tsafan is used fro concealing something, like hiding the baby Moses from Pharaoh.  It has both positive (God treasures His people) and negative (the wicked lie in wait) applications.  Perhaps most intriguing are the occasions when this word is used to describe God’s hidden and secret actions and habitation (see Ezekiel 7:22).  The consonants Tsadik-Pey-Nun paint the picture, “a desire or need to open or speak life.”  God conceals what must be revealed if we are to have life.  Does that mean He is an ogre, maliciously withholding something essential for living?  May it never be!  What it means is that God understands the mystery of existence and we recognize that He alone plumbs the depth of this mystery.  What it means is that everything is not reducible to an known set of universal laws.  Behind it all is mystery.  To stand in the presence of God is to face the unknowable, not just the unknown.  The result should be awe.

But we live in a world dominated by the paradigm of the supremacy of reason.  We think everything can be explained, including God.  That’s why we expend centuries of effort writing systematic theologies.  We attempt to reduce the experience of the mystery to a set of explainable categories.  We have a well-thought-out God; not a God of unique and hidden splendor.  In our culture, truth is timeless and detached.  It consists of uniform laws the govern all repeatable events.  Truth is discovered by uncovering these eternal, comprehensive rules of operation.  And whatever cannot be explained according to the timeless laws of the cosmos is really not real at all.

The biblical view is radically different.  “Here truth is not timeless and detached from the world but a way of living and involved in all the acts of God and man.  The word of God is not an object of contemplation.  The word of God must become history” (emphasis added).
  Contemplate this insight.  Biblical revelation, God’s disclosure of His point-of-view about us, is tied directly to unrepeatable, unique historical events.  It comes from outside the schemata of general laws.  It has no precedent and no subsequent parallel.  If we are to understand, we must realize that God’s word is, in itself, an incarnation.  It is God becoming history – our history.  The hidden mystery of God splits our chronos, repeatable experience and leaves us with a slice of the divine, exploded in an event in life here and now.  The hidden quality of God is discovered in His desire to open a window into heaven.  It could not be more momentous.

Is that what you realize when you read His word?  Do you find yourself captured by a mystery?  Are you consumed by the event of His disclosure, stunned by His presence?  Do you read the words trembling that God allows you to peek behind the curtain, even if only for a split second?  Are you in awe?

Or do you read in order to categorize, systematize and universalize?

Topical Index:  hidden, tsafan, Job 10:13, disclose
December 23  And the shepherds were in the same country, living in the fields, and keeping guard over their flocks by night   Luke 2:8
The Reason For The Season

Living In The Fields – By now you probably realize that Christmas has nothing to do with the birth of the Messiah.  There are plenty of textual clues indicating that Yeshua could not have been born during the winter solstice.  One of them is found in Luke’s use of the Greek agraulountes, a verb that means “to live or remain outdoors.”  You can see the root of our English word “agronomist” here.  The shepherds remained on the land.  

Why does this indicate that the birth of Yeshua could not have been in the winter?  Because shepherds in the first century would not keep there sheep in the fields during the coldest months of the year.  In winter, the sheep were kept in sheepfolds, not in the fields.  In addition to this bit of information, there are other clues that point us to a birth in the Spring.  In fact, it seems quite likely that Yeshua was born according to God’s calendar of festival events rather than Man’s alternation of the solar year.  It is far more likely that he was born on Purim, the festival of deliverance.

Christmas, December 25, is really a variation of the celebration of the shortest day of the year, the winter solstice.  Before the discovery of a mistake in the Gregorian calendar, this day would have fallen on December 22.  How did it become the day for the celebration of the birth of Yeshua?  The answer isn’t very comforting.  The winter solstice was an important pagan festival in fertility cults.  It was a celebration of life returning to the world.  In fertility cults, the diminishing sun was a symbol of the removal of the fecundity of the gods.  Since the days began to lengthen after December 22, fertility religions often considered this a sign that the gods had once again impregnated the earth and it would bear fruit in its season.  In other words, Christmas was a celebration of the sexual potency of pagan gods (but don’t tell your children).

When Constantine adopted Christianity as the official religion of Rome, he simply transferred the existing pagan celebrations into the religion of Christianity.  He replaced the Jewish calendar of God’s festival events with a calendar of his own pagan practices.  Easter, another pagan fertility celebration about divine eggs, became the Christian day of the resurrection.  Christmas became the day of Yeshua’s birth.  It was no longer necessary to follow God’s festival calendar.  Constantine and Christianity just made their own list.

This might shock you.  Hopefully not.  But it raises a serious question.  If we continue to celebrate Christmas (or Easter), aren’t we endorsing a pagan, sexually-based cult?  Should we refuse to participate because of the real historical background?  Each of us must decide, but here is my opinion.  I am fully aware that the history of Christmas is pagan.  I know that historically is has nothing to do with the birth of my Savior.  But the vast majority of my friends don’t have a clue.  Christmas has been a part of their “Christian” experience so long now that they are convinced it is about Jesus.  If I shatter their belief in order to “correct” them, I could easily damage their genuine (but misguided) love for my Lord.  They don’t know the truth, but they do seek to worship the God of truth.  So, I don’t apply the sledgehammer.  I give gifts.  I join with my family.  I see friends and enjoy their company.  If they ask, I tell them that Jesus is not the reason for this season.  And I let it go.  God will bring them around if He chooses to do so.  Truth is not my job.  That is the role of the Spirit.  My job is to know the truth and govern myself accordingly.  I don’t celebrate the birth of Yeshua on Christmas.  But I also remember Paul’s comments about weaker and stronger brothers.  So, I go gently into the night.

Topical Index:  Christmas, agraulountes, fields, Luke 2:8
December 24  All this I have tested by wisdom:  I said, “I will be wise;” but it was far from me.  Ecclesiastes 7:23
Biblical IQ

Far From Me – Tonight Christendom celebrates a great mystery.  It doesn’t matter for the moment that Christians are generally ignorant of the true history of this night.  We can correct our mistaken dates much easier than we can correct our mistaken beliefs.  Even though most Christians will turn their thoughts toward the birth of Jesus rather than the celebration of a pagan festival of renewal, they may still misunderstand the significance of this event.  Of course, they will recognize the incarnation, the birth of the Messiah and the place this event has in the plan of salvation.  But they might overlook something important because they are prisoners of a Greek metaphysics of the world.  They might think that the event they think they are celebrating can be understood.  After all, we know the story (even if it has been elaborated and modified).  We know the plan (we think).  We know the need.  We have heard the sermons and read the books.  Jesus came to save us, right?  What else is there to know?

And that’s the problem.  There isn’t anything else to know.  There is only the need to recognize and acknowledge that we cannot know.  We have followed in the footsteps of Qohelet (the Teacher).  We have determined to be wise.  And all we have to show for our efforts is distance from the presence of the ineffable God.  The greater truth is that this event cannot really be explained.  It is covered by God’s hand, hidden from us.  We know only the slivers of what He chooses to reveal.  Even that is more than we can absorb.  But we are assured that there is more – a great deal more – far from us.

It is important to recognize at least this much.  Wisdom in biblical vocabulary is not about intelligence.  It’s not about encyclopedic knowledge of the facts.  Wisdom is about rightouesness.  It is about moral understanding.  And Qohelet discovered that gathering the facts does not result in a deeper righteousness.  In fact, no rational attempt to discover the truths of moral consciousness will bring us righteousness.  Why?  Because righteousness comes from drawing near – and drawing near means confession of my inability to do what God asks.  It not what I know or don’t know that keeps me far off.  It’s what I do and don’t do.  Without the mystery of His revealed instructions, biblical IQ will always elude my grasp.

Consider the opposing idiom – to draw near.  “Far from me” (rechoka mimeni) is opposed to “draw near.”  But in Hebrew, “to draw near” is associated with the sacrifice or offering (qarab is associated with qorban).  How do I draw near to true biblical wisdom?  How do I participate in righteousness?  I bring my offering to God.  I sacrifice what He requires.  I worship Him according to His directions.  This is biblical IQ – to practice the art of worshipping my Creator.  

God promises to draw near to me when I draw near to Him, but how many of us read this statement with Hebrew eyes.  How do I draw near to Him?  By following His instructions for offerings.  Do you suppose that these were set aside at the death of Yeshua?  Do you think it is no longer necessary to draw near?  Have we become so wise that we are fools?

Topical Index:  wise, draw near, far off, rechoka mimeni, qorban, Ecclesiastes 7:23 
December 25  O YHWH, how great are Your works!  Your thoughts are very deep!  A senseless man does not know, and a fool does not understand this.   Psalm 92:5-6
Jude’s Psalm

Senseless Man – Perhaps Christmas day should be a day of serious reflection, not on the birth of the Messiah but on the foolishness of Man.  How far we have wandered from God’s revealed truth!  How much of our “faith” remains unexamined, the inheritance of a tradition of syncretism rather than attentive listening to the voice of our God! We have not meditated on the majesty of God nor have we stood in awe before His hidden plan.  We think we know Him.  Our arrogance and hubris is beyond comprehension.  We don’t even follow Him in the details He does provide yet we have the audacity to suppose we understand what He is doing. We are senseless men.

The Hebrew phrase ish-ba’ar combines “man” and an adjective from the root ba’ar.  Ba’ar has three semantic realms.  The first is “to burn, to consume.”  The second is “to remove, to graze or to ruin.”  It associates the idea of cattle removing the grass with an enemy ruining the landscape.  The third use is “to be stupid or brutish.”  Let’s think about how these three meanings might be connected.  In each case, something is destroyed.  Fire consumes, cattle eat, enemies pillage and those who act like brute destroy the image of God.  An ish ba’ar is not simply stupid.  His behavior reveals an inner destruction.  He is burning away, ruining God’s image in him.  In other words, he is becoming an animal.

Now, animals aren’t senseless.  They aren’t unintelligent animated robots.  But they lack moral awareness.  They cannot be commanded not to eat of the Tree because the command itself has no meaning to an animal.  An animal operates according to instinct, not moral instruction.  So, the psalmist is not saying that those who fail to recognize God’s majesty and glory are unintelligent.  He is saying that they are like animals.  They have stopped becoming human.  They are deteriorating into creatures who appear to be men but who no longer reflect what makes a man human – God’s image.  

Perhaps Jude recognized the truth of this claim in Psalms when he said “But these men revile the thing which they do not understand; and the things which they know by instinct, like unreasoning animals, by these things they are destroyed’ (Jude 10).  If you realize that ish ba’ar summarizes men who like animals do not understand and are being destroyed, you can see just how Hebraic Jude’s thought really is.  It’s simply a commentary on Psalm 92.  It reiterates once again that the biblical idea of senselessness is about moral decline, not intellectual incapacity.  Ignorance of awe is a sign of deterioration.  Rejection of God’s majesty is a step toward animal existence.

Here’s the punch line:  On this day, when Christendom celebrates the birth of the Messiah with a pagan festival, do we stand before the Lord of hosts with humble confession that we do not understand Him?  Can we say, “Lord, I can’t even imagine why you love me?”  Are we numbed with the thought that He is working a reality we only most dimly comprehend?  Can we be satisfied to trust His plan even when it is hidden in the dark mystery of existence?  

Or will we insist that we know what God is doing?  

Topical Index:  ish ba’ar, senseless, animal, Jude 10, Psalm 92:5-6
December 26  But we should not lose heart in doing good, for in due time we shall reap, if we do not faint.  Galatians 6:9
Intentional Righteousness

In Due Time – We want to do good.  It’s part of the natural expression of Christ within.  Goodness is an essential attribute of the character of God, so those who have His spirit are going to gravitate toward doing good.  But it is worthwhile to examine this natural tendency.  A little reflection will help us steer in God’s direction sooner rather than later.

What does it mean to do good?  The first thing we must recognize from a biblical perspective is that God determines what is good.  All that is noble and right and just in our eyes in not good in His eyes.  Outward appearances do not contain the spirit of righteousness.  No matter how many of the commandments we keep, there is still the question of motivation.  We may still go away sorrowful because we have much at stake.  To do good is first to enter into a serious examination of the heart.  A fearless moral inventory is itself “doing good” because it prepares us for intentional righteousness.  This is step number one.  

Having examined our true motives, having put aside those subtle self-satisfying agendas, having recognized when our willingness is actually disguised pride, we are ready for the second step:  defining what is good.  Of course, the definition of goodness cannot come from our own understanding.  Our understanding is the problem.  It is filled with second thoughts, personal justifications and religious rationalizations.  We must turn to an outside authority – to the instructions from a reliable, trustworthy source.  We could start with Torah.  After all, God knows what is good.  Why not listen to Him?  To fulfill the mitzvot of Torah is doing good.  Each and every one of them renews the spirit within and brings the delight of honoring the Father.  Wonderfully, God has provided daily instructions.  You might not be able to feed the poor in Haiti today.  You might not be able to sit with a cancer victim in the hospital tonight.  But you can follow Torah and in doing so, you bring intentional righteousness into the world.  And God smiles.

Finally, for now, we must recognize that a great deal of “good” things are granted that status by human systems.  So, it’s good to go to church.  It’s good to tithe.  It’s good to be civil toward others.  And while there is nothing essentially wrong with any of these actions (and hundreds of others), they might not be what the Bible considers good.  You see, the Bible puts emphasis on God’s evaluation of goodness.  It is not interested in the contemporary version of the smoke of offerings.  God wants humble hearts and obedient hands, lips that serve and minds that delight in Him.  Besides, how can upholding “good” traditions that violate Torah instructions be good in God’s eyes?  Biblical descriptions of doing good are pretty clear.  Substitutions are usually not allowed.

“In due time” says Paul.  The Greek is a bit odd.  Kairon idio is literally “in the pregnant moment of its own.”  This is also essential to meditating on doing good, for kairon idio is unpredictable.  “In due time” is impossible to plan.  It is God’s intervening moment, not our flow-chart conclusion.  When do we stop doing good?  When God arrives to redirect our efforts.  Until then, we work as if He will never arrive and we wait as if He will come in the next second.

Doing good is the call of every follower.  It is the role of God’s priest in the world of darkness.  The particulars of the assignment have been articulated by the Sender.  The mission is clear.  Every action counts.  The only task ahead is to not grow weary until kairon idio arrives.

Topical Index:  in due time, kairon idio, doing good, Torah, Galatians 6:9
December 27  For even though they knew God, they did not honor Him as God or give thanks; but they became futile in their speculations, and their foolish heart was darkened.  Romans 1:21

Straight-line Depreciation

Foolish Heart – Are you sitting down?  You might want to.  As we approach the end of this year (according to the pagan calendar), I see some connections between 1000 years of Christian teaching and the current condition of our world.  They aren’t connections that I want to see.  Perhaps you will be able to convince me that I am mistaken.  But like Paul, I am concerned.  Some time ago I stood at the Western Wall of the Temple Mount in Jerusalem and wept.  I went there to pray, but there were no words to speak.  I was simply crushed by the enormous despair in our world.  I don’t mean that I saw despair in those who were at the Wall.  They celebrated God.  What struck me was the awareness that the Church I know has contributed a great deal to this sense of hopelessness, in spite of all its words to the contrary.  It is simply not possible to continue to refuse to honor God as God, the way in which He reveals Himself, and expect to walk away unscathed.  So, here are some straight-line depreciation ideas to consider.  These things bother me.  Maybe I’m wrong about them, but if I’m not, what does that mean for you in the next year?

1. For centuries the Church taught that women were not equal with men.  Of course, theologians claimed ontological equality, but in practice they treated women as weaker, more easily seduced, less disciplined, less capable of leadership or other roles within the Body.  These men claimed God divinely relegated women to submission to their husbands.  It doesn’t really matter what theological manipulations were needed to promote such an idea, the result has been a general disregard for the full humanity of women, encouraged by the culture and tacitly endorsed by the Church.  Recently a survey shows that violence toward women in the media is up more than 100%.  The world is filled with sex slavery, pornography, abuse, rape and gender bias.  I believe this is a straight-line result of a failure to honor God’s Word in Genesis and to give Him thanks for His good creation.  The Church refuses to acknowledge that God made women priests because they impose Greek thinking on the text.  This is a colossal failure to read the text with Hebrew eyes.  Today, this issue stands at the forefront of the Christian worldview as the greatest oppression since the Inquisition.  Until it is confronted as hypocrisy, arrogance and sin, the Church has nothing to say to women.

2. The early church fathers introduced the idea of the “new” Israel, a spiritual replacement of God’s elect people.  Political opportunity, theological hubris, anti-Semitism and other forces conspired to promote what is now the standard, unquestioned theological position of every Protestant denomination and the Catholic Church.  This declaration marginalized the people of Israel, obscured or denied their unique place in God’s government and shifted the outlook of the Church from an Hebraic to a Greek worldview.  The result has been more than one Holocaust.  Centuries of disregard for God’s people led to the systematic expunging of everything Jewish from Christian thinking.  There is a straight-line between this failure to honor God as He revealed Himself and the current collapse of any significant influence of the Church on culture.  Look around you.  Has the Church stood in solidarity with its Jewish brothers?  Has the Church done anything of real significance to stem the tide of immoral, heretical, apostate behavior even in its own ranks?  Is the Church anything more than a “religious” reflection of cultural values?  What can we say to the world when we are responsible for centuries of hatred, violence and rejection of God’s people and God’s word given to His people?

3. Christianity today is the syncretism of political, economic, social and epistemological views that are not based in the Word of God.  Replacement theology did more than promote the supremacy of the Church.  It broke the continuity of the culture of God’s people.  By the end of the second century, the beliefs and practices of Yeshua and his disciples had been eliminated from the newly invented religion of Christianity.  Perhaps the reason we read the book of Acts and wonder why our churches do not exhibit such power and  persuasion has more to do with our systematic denial of the Hebraic worldview than anything else.  We Christians are the apostates.  We left the God of Israel behind in our pursuit of power, programs and promises.  We converted Israel into a religion of our own making.  Of course, most Christian believers today have no idea of the heretical history behind their form of worship, but this much they do know:  Something is terribly wrong.  Something vital is missing.  There is a straight-line between the ignorance, denial and rejection of a Torah-based lifestyle and the insipid, vacuous, frantic romanticism of Christians.  A Jew without Torah is obsolete.  A Christian without Torah is a hypocrite.

It’s worth noting that Paul uses the singular “foolish heart” in this verse.  We would have expected “hearts,” one for each person.  But Paul tells us that they participated in one morally mistaken discernment.  They were as one in their vain attempt to replace the God of Scripture with their own invention.  I wonder if we Christians haven’t arrived at the same singular place.
Most people can’t remember more than three important things at the same time, so we will stop here.  Paul laid a challenge before the Roman followers of Yeshua in his proclamation of the deterioration of their culture.  That challenge was simple:  Will you follow the pathway of those who deny the God of Israel as He revealed Himself, who refuse to thank Him for His choice of one people to bring all the world to His feet, who pretend that their endless speculations are a substitute for His revealed truth OR will you acknowledge Him as He is, honor Him and thank Him by repenting of your hubris and returning to His revealed ways.

In the next few days before we mark one more pagan festival of a new year, perhaps these three straight-line consequences will cause you to reconsider how you will live.  Women, the Church and the Torah community – just these three.  It’s probably enough.

Topical Index:  women, church, Torah, foolish heart, Romans 1:21

December 28  “You must be holy, for I, the LORD your God, am holy.”  Leviticus 19:2
Alien Nation

Must Be Holy – The Bible is the story of God’s confrontation with His created world.  You cannot expect to read the text without being challenged, convicted and concerned.  Yes, it contains words of comfort.  Yes, it contains promises of blessing.  Yes, it contains the outline of redemption.  But at the core, the Bible is a book about a Holy God confronting unholy men.  There is a good reason the fear this book.  There is also a good reason to be driven to embrace it.  Both are about holiness.

Before we make the mistake of thinking that holiness is about personal purity, spiritual maturity and an apprehension of the beatific vision, let’s remove our thoughts from that Greek model of individual ascension to the divine and consider what holiness implies in Hebrew.  First, holiness is not really a commandment.  It is a description of those who are Kingdom-conscious citizens.  That’s why the Hebrew text uses the words qedshim tihyu.  You are holy, on the sense that you must be holy in order to be part of God’s Kingdom.  The crucial term qedshim is an adjective.  It describes the quality of those who are God’s children.  How did we obtain this quality?  Not be anything we did at all.  We were set apart by God for this purpose.  Holiness is granted to us, not achieved by us.

Does this allow us to do anything we want?  Absolutely not!  In fact, in Hebrew thought, holiness is manifest is actions.  That’s why if you continue to read Leviticus 19 you will find instructions about honoring parents, keeping Sabbath, agriculture, business practices, charity, wages and justice in society.  Each and every one of these instructions is about the manifestation of holiness.  In other words, holiness is not about my personal, inner spiritual state nor my attainment of glorious perfection.  It is about us in community.  There is no Hebrew concept of holiness apart from all of us together.  The “you” in this verse is plural!  The manifestation of holiness is always among others.

Christians often speak of being set apart.  That is the essential idea of holiness.  But we don’t take the next step.  Holiness is being set apart from the world according to God’s instructions for living.  In other words, holiness is living life together as God directs.  You cannot be holy by living apart according to your own definition.  That would be like entering the court of the king but refusing to follow his protocol.  That is the mark of an insurgent, not a citizen.  Yeshua endorsed this distinction by quoting Leviticus 19:2 in Matthew 5:48.  His followers are to embrace the same manifestations of holiness in community that are described in Leviticus.  If they do not, how can they claim to be “set apart” by God?

Difference is the essence of holiness.  God doesn’t do things the way the world does things.  His people don’t do things the way the world does things.  Wherever we find those who claim to be followers but who are not different, we find confusion, ignorance or rebellion.  Powerlessness, despair, discouragement, anxiety and insufficiency accompany this sad state.  The adjective qedshim cannot be applied.

Are we different?  Are you (singular) a participant in a community of manifest difference?  Is holiness tangible action among us?

Topical Index:  holy, Leviticus 19:2, Matthew 5:48, qedshim tihyu 
December 29  “and you shall not glean your vineyard and you shall not gather what has been left of your vineyard: you shall leave them to the poor and the alien; I am YHWH your Elohim.”  Leviticus 19:10
Saying Goodbye

Poor – We glean.  We reap.  We take everything we can get.  Capitalism without holiness results in wrath.  It pollutes the earth and the people on the earth.  Just as Leviticus instructs us that the manifestation of holiness within the family results in protection and provision, so it instructs us that societal holiness cares for the poor and the stranger.  But when the society gleans everything it can, some are turned away empty-handed.  There is no holiness is accumulation without conscience.

Haiti is a place of death – slow or swift, it doesn’t matter much.  97% of the water will make you sick.  Diarrhea is the most common cause of infant death.  Malnutrition and starvation take there toll.  One in five children die before the age of six.  Twenty percent of the population has tuberculosis.  In ten years, Haiti will be a mass grave.  The world has abandoned Haiti.  It has nothing for the world to glean.  It is filled with the poor – the ani – the oppressed, destitute and destroyed.
Three years ago I met these children.  When I took their pictures, I was saying goodbye.  Some are already dead.  The world doesn’t care about this harvest.  What does the manifestation of holiness look like here?  How many presents were under the tree?

Topical Index:  holiness, Haiti, poor, Leviticus 19:10
December 30  Now when Moses saw that the people were out of control – for Aaron had let them get out of control . . .   Exodus 32:25
High Priest

Out Of Control – It was a sad day for Israel.  Moses was up on the mountain with God, receiving the summary of God’s constitution for the governance of His people.  In his absence, these recently-liberated slaves demanded that Aaron produce a physical representation of God.  Aaron succumbs to their request and the golden calf is fabricated.  When Moses discovers the idolatry, terrible consequences result.  The text tells us that the people entered into pagan fertility cult practices in their revelry.  There is little doubt that their “worship” involved sexual activity, the same sort of activity that God absolutely condemned in the Canaanite religion.  God’s judgment was swift.  Thousands died.  But amazingly, Aaron did not.  There is something very odd about this because it is Aaron who actually shoulders the blame for the actions of the people.  Aaron let them “run wild.”  He actively participated in the idolatry.  But instead of dying with the rest, he is forgiven and elevated to the office of high priest.  How can this be?  In an age when Christians routinely shoot their wounded, what can we learn from this incident?

Two lessons emerge from the treatment of Aaron.  The first is obvious.  God is full of mercy and grace.  Those who repented, including Aaron, were spared and reinstated into a relationship with YHWH.  Of course, forgiveness was not automatic.  Confession (something Aaron struggled to do) and repentance were absolutely necessary.  In addition, even after repentance and forgiveness, the relationship with YHWH changed.  Read the story again.  Following this incident, the presence of God remains outside the camp until the completion of the Tabernacle.  The people recognize this breach.  They are allowed to experience the grief that follows infidelity until the pain of separation is indelibly impressed.  Nevertheless, this event demonstrates God’s amazing grace.

But what about Aaron the high priest?  It seems to me that this incident underlines the problem of sin, even in the high priest.  Aaron is not the holiest of men, chosen by God because of his blameless righteousness.  In fact, Aaron is a moral failure just like the rest of us.  He knows what it means to deny the Lord.  He knows what it means to lie about his complicity.  He knows what it means to stand before God by grace alone.  When God chooses Aaron for the task of high priest, God makes it abundantly clear that this high priest can’t save anyone, not even himself.

And that points us forward to another high priest, a high priest who does not come from the line of Aaron, who is not from the tribe of Levi and whose standing is of the order of Melchizedek – a different order entirely.  Yeshua shouldn’t even be a high priest, according to the requirement of Levi.  But He is, by another means.  Nevertheless, there is something that connects these two high priests.  They both know temptation.  Yeshua is not insulated or immune from the very temptations that lead us astray.  He knows Aaron’s failure, just as He knows mine.  But He didn’t let the people run wild.  He didn’t fall into sin as the order of Levi did.  He knows what it means to struggle with human self-will, but He isn’t part of that choice.  His is the true priesthood of grace.

Aaron points.  Yeshua delivers.

Topical Index:  high priest, Aaron, Exodus 32:25, Hebrews 4:15
December 31 Let your way of life be free from the love of money, being content with what you have; for He Himself has said, “I will never desert you, nor will I ever forsake you,” Hebrews 13:5

New Year’s Resolution

Content – How’s it working out for you?  Has it been a tough year?  Have you struggled?  I have.  Maybe most of us have.  We all know economic woes, but in the long run, those don’t really matter too much, do they?  The things that really bother us are usually far more personal than our money.  In fact, if money is so personal in your life that it rises to the top of the list, then it’s probably time to read this verse again.  The real point of this verse is contentment.  That’s the biggest struggle for most of us.  We are a long way away from the prayer of the sages: “Lord, make my heart so malleable that I am ready and willing to accept whatever You provide for me.”  We need to learn contentment.  I suppose that process is very much the same as the one which says, “And He learned obedience through suffering” (Hebrews 5:8).

Frankly, contentment is impossible unless I trust the Lord.  That’s why the author of Hebrews points us toward His faithfulness.  How can I be content if I think contentment is about anything except His faithfulness?  If my contentment rests on any other foundation, I will be disappointed, won’t I?  This is a good time to reflect on the truth that whatever the world provides, it can repossess (with interest).  A life built on sand is a life built on people, possessions and power.  It’s wonderful when you have these things but they are merely blessings of His grace.  In the end, life must be built on something more solid than blessings.  The rock-bottom of contentment is the fact that He will not forsake us, even when everything else seems to evaporate.

The Greek verb here is arkeo.  It is essentially the expression of being satisfied with the provision of God.  “My grace is sufficient” is exactly the same concept (and word).  God provides.  How He provides and what He provides is not my concern.  My concern is simply that He does provide and I am called to rest in that truth.  The real character of my life is reflected in the foundation of my rest.  May I be restless to do His will – and to rest in Him.  This is the sacred balance: that His purpose becomes my driving force and His character becomes my contentment.  The entire message of Scripture can be read in these words:  May I find rest in You, O Lord.

Do you need a New Year’s resolution worth pursuing?  Try this:  Rest, O my soul, in the graciousness of God.

Topical Index:  rest, contentment, arkeo, Hebrews 13:5
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