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January 1  A perverse heart shall be far from me; I will know nothing of evil.  Whoever slanders his neighbor secretly I will destroy.  Whoever has a haughty look and an arrogant heart I will not endure.  Psalm 101:4-5  ESV

Not Knowing 
Slanders – David declares that he will have nothing to do with evil.  Lo ra eda says the text (verse 4).  “Evil I will not know.”  But of course he will “know” evil.  It’s simply impossible to live in this broken world and not “know” evil.  David cannot mean that he will be unaware of evil.  What he means is that he will not know evil experientially.  He won’t get involved with it.  He won’t participate in it.

Ah, we all applaud.  “Yes, that’s right.  We won’t do anything evil.”  That sounds noble.  That sounds praiseworthy.  The problem is that this high moral commitment is worthless without simple action steps.  Principles without application are no more valuable than political promises without follow through.  They sound so good but nothing ever changes.  

King David knows that there must be action application.  What does it mean to have nothing to do with evil?  It means to destroy those who secretly slander a neighbor.  Slander is lashon ha’ra, the evil tongue.  Read Psalm 52.  More damage is done by words than by tactical nukes.  Proverbs 18:21 tells us that life and death are in the tongue.  When the Lord returns, lashon ha’ra will no longer be found among men (Zephaniah 3:13).  Almost nothing is more detestable to God than the misuse of speech.  Perhaps that’s because God’s own speech brings life into being.  The power of the word must not become a vehicle for death.  David gives us one clear application of what it means to avoid evil.  Put to an end, cut off, destroy those who slander.  The verb is tsamat.  It means to consume, wipe out, completely silence.  What should I do in the face of lashon ha’ra?  I should completely destroy it.  David doesn’t tell us how that is to be done.  He just makes it clear that we have an obligation to wipe it out.  If you will have nothing to do with evil, then you cannot sit by while someone else is being slandered.

Some things to note.  First, the slander is unknown to the neighbor.  It is secretly spoken.  You know about it but the victim doesn’t.  Does that remove your obligation?  Not in the least.  In fact, this is the reason to wipe out the evil words.  The victim is being harmed without even knowing.  You and I must rise to the defense.  Secondly, we should note that it would be very easy to simply walk away.  “I won’t have anything to do with this” can be converted into “It’s none of my business.” This is not an attack on you.  So why should you care?  But that leaves the evil in place.  You are responsible for what happens to another even if the other person knows nothing about it.  If you want to avoid a perverse heart, you must take up the cause of the neighbor.  To do anything less is to disobey the second great commandment, “Love your neighbor as yourself.”  In the end, avoidance means involvement, quite the opposite of our usual way of thinking.  Want to have nothing to do with evil?  Then speak up for the victim.

Topical Index:  slander, lashon ha’ra, tongue, tsamat, cut off, Psalm 101:5
January 2  A perverse heart shall be far from me; I will know nothing of evil.  Whoever slanders his neighbor secretly I will destroy.  Whoever has a haughty look and an arrogant heart I will not endure.  Psalm 101:4-5  ESV

Who Is High and Lifted Up?

Arrogant – Does your praise and worship music include the words “high and lifted up”?  If so, then you are singing the gaboah.  The words for “majesty” and “dignity” are derived from the root gabah.  But the words are not restricted to the Lord.  Kings, trees, mountains, gates and even the gallows are described as high and lifted up.  But when it comes to the heart, the associations with gabah are not always so positive.  Lifting up the heart is often a description of pride, and in this case, arrogance.  And bad things happen to prideful hearts.

That’s the etymological theory.  Now the application.  David notices that it can all begin with a look!  We would probably call it “an air of superiority.”  Most of us know exactly what this means even if we can’t quite articulate all the nuances.  Why do we know?  Because we are skilled practitioners.  We have all at one time or another considered ourselves superior.  We all know just how to communicate our lofty assessment with the eyes.  We all know how to put someone down with just a glance.  And the eyes are merely windows to the heart.  No man can portray a haughty look unless he first has an arrogant heart.  

So David reduces this honorable ethical principle to its most common condition.  What do you do with your eyes?  How do you look upon others?  What do you see?  Do you see God’s other people, lost and afraid, confused and in need?  Or do you see the resistant perpetrators of Torah-less living?  Do you see broken lives in desperation?  Or do you see hard-hearted stubbornness?  Do you see yourself ten years ago?  Or do you see enemies of the truth, willfully ignoring what you now know is the right way?  What do you do with your eyes?  Weep or scold?

Perhaps the one we must not endure is in the mirror.

Is it any wonder that Yeshua amplified this thought with His teaching about logs and splinters?  

Today, before you look upon the rest of the hovelled masses, look more carefully at that person in the mirror.  Is there someone there whom you must not endure any longer?  Is there a face that does not radiate compassion?  Would you follow the one you see with joy?

Topical Index:  arrogant, gevah, gaboah, high, eyes, Psalm 101:5
January 3  My eyes shall be upon the faithful of the land, that they may dwell with me; He who walks in a blameless way is the one who will minister to me.  Psalm 101:6  NASB

God and Israel

The faithful of the land – “The Torah is God’s wisdom, and Israel translates it into real life.”  “. . . Israel is not merely a nation like the others, but it is unique in its readiness to manifest God in this world by adhering to His Torah.”  “As bearer of the Shechinah [Divine Presence] on earth, Israel proclaims God’s sovereignty until all the nations recognize His Oneness.”

Read Rabbi Munk’s remarks again.  Do you feel joy or insult?  Are you rejoicing that God chose Israel or are you asking yourself, “What makes them so special that I wasn’t included in God’s selection?  Why should they think of themselves as the unique bearers of the Divine Presence?”    You see, how you feel about Monk’s statements reflects your paradigm about God, Israel and the nations.

For twenty centuries the Church has felt affronted by these claims.  For twenty centuries the Church has shouted, “Who gave you the right to be God’s message bearers to us?”  For twenty centuries the Church has attempted to wrest from the hands of Israel its God and the choice of its God.  Why else would the Church proclaim that it has usurped the role God Himself gave Israel at Sinai?  Why else would the Church reject Torah, the single most important sign of God’s particular favor on this particular people?  Why else if not to shout, “NO!  We are the chosen.  We are the privileged.  We are the elect.  God changed His mind.  Israel is nothing more than a disobedient nation.”

In the end it’s not a matter of proof texts.  It’s not even a matter concerning the obvious fact that 85% of the Bible is about Israel (95% if you read the New Testament as a Jewish document).  In the end it’s about paradigms.  Your interpretive scheme will dictate what you read.  Not the words, of course, but the meaning you attach to the words.  If you think Israel failed when it rejected the Messiah (of course, not all of Israel rejected Him, but that’s just an annoying difficulty), then you will be offended by Monk’s claim.  Your theological backbone will tighten and you will refuse to be incorporated into the way of life dictated by Torah because you serve a God who no longer chooses Israel.  Your paradigm is showing, but it won’t do any good to try to convince you that it’s your approach that needs re-evaluation.  In fact, no one from the Jewish side will even try to convince you.  Why should they?  You show no interest in their way of life—and in the end it’s all about just that:  the way of life.  

If you want to understand why Monk says what he does, you must come over to the other side and walk around in the shoes of a rabbi for a few years.  Then you might see the difference.

When David delights in the “faithful of the land,” he is not addressing modern Christian believers.  He is addressing Torah-observant, life long followers of the Way, those who live in Israel no matter where they happen to reside because they follow the ways of the God of Israel.  What else could David possibly mean when he adds, “walks in a blameless way”?  The faithful are those of emuna, those who consider God’s mitzvot (commandments) the absolutely certain path of life.  They walk tamim (blamelessly), that is, completely.  They do not pick and choose among the instructions of YHWH.  For them it is all or nothing.  

Do you want to know what that feels like?  Give up your alternative paradigm for awhile and try it.  Let action become your entry into a new way of seeing.  Let me know how you’re doing in a year.
Topical Index:  faithful, emuna, blameless, tamim, paradigm, Psalm 101:6

January 4  He who practices deceit shall not dwell within my house; He who speaks falsehood shall not maintain his position before me.  Psalm 101:7  NASB

Fashionable

Practices deceit – Who practices deceit?  Who’s on your list of liars?  Let’s see.  Maybe some politicians (or may be all of them?).  Maybe your ex-spouse.  Maybe your business competitor.  Maybe that guy down the road who you just can’t stand.  Maybe someone from your past.  If you stop and think about it, is there anyone in your life who has never lied to you?  Do you think that David the king was proclaiming that no one who ever told a lie would dwell in his house?  Hmm.  That leaves him outside too.  There must be something else going on here.

First is motive.  Of course David wants all his household to not lie.  It is a commandment of YHWH (bearing false witness – although there is a bit more involved in this mitzvot).  Telling the truth is the basis of trust and therefore, the basis of economic and social interaction.  Lying damages both the perpetrator and the victim.  It insults the image of God in Man and God’s character.  At nearly every level, deceit is disastrous.  

But the Hebrew words David uses mean a lot more than a lie.  Those words are ose r’miya (from asher and rama).  Literally David says, “Those who fashion (make, manufacture) treachery (fraud, deception, sloth).”  Let’s amplify.  The list you made should now include companies that misrepresented their products or services, people who defrauded others, those who exhibited continual laziness, those who refused to put forth effort, people who cheated or duped or embezzled.  Perhaps you could add a few more.  David says that anyone who practices these kinds of actions will not find a place before the king.  To practice is to perform regularly, to work at, to train, to carry out over and over.  This is not the same as a mistake.  Mistakes are unintentional.  Mistakes can be forgiven.  Everyone makes mistakes.  But not everyone deliberately abuses the inherent trust of human beings in order to take advantage of another.  When that happens, rama is being practiced.

We are quick to apply this lesson to our moral environment.  We want to deal with people we can trust.  But what do we do when we find that our spiritual advisors have deliberately defrauded us, not of money but of the truth?  What do we do when we discover that our Bibles have been manipulated with theological intent?  Do we feel Rabbi Singer’s outrage, “Who gave Christians permission to change the meanings of our Scriptures?”  Have we been cheated by religion paradigms?  Why do millions of worshippers pray to Mary?  Who told them to do so?  Why do we think the Church will receive the end-time promises of God?  Who told us to believe that?  Who manufactured our Bibles with so many bent verses?  Who sold them to us?  Who told us we could decide for ourselves how to live the Christian life?  Who convinced us that abortion, homosexuality, gay marriage and anti-Semitism were matters of tolerance?  How long will we listen before we become part of the problem?

Topical Index:  deceit, practice, asher, rama, Psalm 101:7
January 5   He who practices deceit shall not dwell within my house; He who speaks falsehood shall not maintain his position before me.  Psalm 101:7  NASB

Just in Case You Were Confused

Speaks falsehood – So David won’t let any deceitful practitioner in his house.  Would that change your list of dinner guests?  

Just in case you were confused about David’s meaning, he clarifies.  The ones not invited are those who speak falsehood.  That’s an educated way of saying “liars.”  But the English doesn’t quite capture the Hebrew.  “Falsehood” is the word sheqer.  It means “breaking of a promise, being false to a treaty or commitment.”  It is the use of “words or activities which are false in the sense that they are groundless, without basis in fact or reality.”
  That includes prophets who claim to predict the end of the world, lotteries that make it seem like everyone is a winner, preachers who claim that Paul was a Christian, advertisers who offer items that they know are not in stock, Nobel prize winners who receive the award for politically-correct reasons, neighbors who promise to return your tools, financial planners who tell you that you can control your future.  Wherever actions or words do not match up with God’s reality, sheqarim prevail.  

By the way, it really doesn’t matter if these actions or words match up with society’s reality or the scientist’s reality or the CEO’s reality.  At the end of the day, there is only one measure of what is real.  God’s world is the only world.  All the rest is temporary deception.  It might appear to be very real, but the wood and straw will not endure the fire of His coming.  “In whatever context or circumstances šeqer is used, God will not condone it, for he is the God of truth, reality, and faithfulness, and his people are also to be so characterized.”

Now that we have settled this issue, are we to suppose that there is never any occasion when God condones sheqarim?  If we treat this idea as an ethical absolute, then we arrive at the conclusion that we should never lie even if it means someone else suffers.  For example, did the Dutch who hid Jews from the Nazis sin when they lied about their act of concealment?  The answer is “Yes,” and “No.”  Yes, they lied, but No, the lie was overlooked because Torah is not made up of ethical absolutes.  It is made up of a hierarchy of moral commitments ultimately based on the character of God.  Life matters more.  Lying is still a sin, but in this case, one that must be committed.  This is the same argument that Yeshua uses about the donkey in the ditch and the priests on the Sabbath.  There are no excuses, but there are reasons for acting and then repenting.  Does this mean that Torah is whatever the circumstances dictate?  Absolutely no! (  Isn’t it wonderful that God put choice in your hands?  Now go figure it out.

Topical Index:  lie, sheqer, absolutes, Torah, Psalm 101:7
January 6   Every morning I will destroy all the wicked of the land, so as to cut off from the city of the Lord all those who do iniquity.  Psalm 101:8  NASB

Boqer Tov

Every morning – When you walk the streets of Jerusalem as the sun rises, you are likely to say, “Boqer tov” to those you meet.  “Good morning” is a nice way to start the day.  David uses one of these words in his declaration of fidelity.  Labbeqarim is literally “toward the morning.”  The idiom could be translated “morning by morning” or “every morning” or even “each morning.”  The idea is a continual process occurring at the beginning of each day.  

But this is very curious.  We know what David intends, but does his statement actually make sense?  If he destroys all the wicked of the land and cuts off all those who do iniquity, would he have to repeat that action over and over?  After the first day who would be left?  Perhaps we need to reconsider what David is suggesting.  We can start by noticing the words he chooses for “wicked” and “iniquity.”

The wicked are rasha.  The word means those who are guilty because of their actions or because they have been condemned.  They act in ways that are contrary to God’s character, hostile to the community and intent on producing chaos.  God opposes such people.  These people live a life style that is incommensurable with God’s revealed nature.  But they are not eternally lost.  They can repent.  They can be restored.  They can change direction—if they confess and return to the ways of the Lord.  David’s proclamation that he will destroy these people assumes that they are beyond repentance.  These are the ones who have been given opportunity but refuse to return.  In David’s view, they are a liability to everything Israel stands for.  They are a cancer that must be cut out and destroyed.  

The translation “all those who do iniquity” is an attempt to capture the Hebrew kol-poale ‘awen.  Who are these people?  They are the trouble-makers, the idolaters, the liars, the ones who act unjustly, the ones who cause calamity, sorrow and sin.  The verb (p’l) indicates that they are not passive in their wickedness.  They choose to do these things.  They live bent lives and find pleasure in twisting the lives of others.  They must be removed if the community of God is going to survive.

Now we know whom to look for.  Now we can make this list.  Now we can scour the countryside rooting out the bad guys.  And I am sure there will be plenty to find.  In fact, we might not have to go very far at all to start the deportation and destruction.  Who do you suspect might be causing chaos, lying, acting unjustly, out of character with God, causing trouble, refusing to repent?  Oh, I can see one of them right now.  He is wearing my name tag.  Every morning starts a new battle for rightouesness, purity and fidelity.  By the end of the day, someone I know very well might need to be cut off.  But in the morning we start again.  Labbeqarim.

Topical Index:  morning, boqer, wicked, rasha, iniquity, ‘awen, Psalm 101:8

January 7  From the mouth of infants and nursing babes You have established strength because of Your adversaries, to make the enemy and the revengeful cease.  Psalm 8:2  NASB

The Cure and the Warning

Established strength – According to Rabbi Munk, this verse teaches “that Israel’s protection from harm depends on the Torah study of its innocent children.”
  Don’t dismiss his comment too quickly.  It’s not a naïve religious view devoid of the realities of social engineering and politics.  From a biblical perspective, everything depends on the education of the children.  In fact, one could argue that the mess we see in the world today is the direct result of abandoning biblical education of the young.

Think about the bigger picture here.  God is the creator of the universe (a ubiquitous assumption of the biblical worldview).  As such, He is the sovereign Lord of all His creation, including all men and women.  He established the proper order of the universe and built everything to work harmoniously according to that order.  Then He revealed the human obligations of this inherent order to His children.  His expectation is simple:  follow the plan and things will work the way they are supposed to work.  But we know better.  So we create competitive models, opposing orders, “free” thinking plans.  What is the result:  utter chaos.  We are working against the grain of the universe.  What else did we expect?  

If you knew that God put in place a simple plan for orderly existence, would you knowingly and deliberately teach something else to your children?  Would you instruct them in ways that you knew would harm them, confuse them and cause them grief?  What parent would be so callous?  And yet, we do this all the time.  We allow the human models to dictate our educational policies.  We turn our children over to teachers who have no commitment to God’s ways.  We send them to religious schools that teach them Torah doesn’t matter.  What are we doing?  Torah doesn’t matter!  Are you kidding?  Torah is God’s plan for order His way.  Of course it matters.  In fact, the world without Torah is precisely what Scripture tells us it will be—living hell.  Chaos.  Destruction.  Idolatry.  Exactly the opposite of God.  

When I work in Central America, I am reminded of the statement by my friend, an ex-official of the Honduran government.  “We cannot save this generation.  It’s too late.  But if we don’t start working on the next generation, everything will just repeat itself.”  It’s too late, my friend, for us.  Yes, we can repent.  We can crawl back into God’s plan.  We can start again.  But if we don’t do something about those who are right now too young to know what’s ahead, it will all just repeat itself.  Did you think things cannot get worse?  See what happens when your children grow up with knowing what God demands.  David understands.  Yissadta oz – “You establish strength.”  Not me.  I don’t establish strength.  I just obey.  God builds on the next generation.  What am I doing about that?

Topical Index:  yasad, establish, oz, strength, education, generation, Psalm 8:2

January 8  And the Lord called to Moses, and spoke to him out of the Tent of Meeting, saying,  Leviticus 1:1 Hebrew World

Beyond the Letters

And the Lord called – Hebrew is a structural language.  What I mean is that each of the consonants are like the structural beams of a building.  They communicate in more ways than simply phonetically.  We are already familiar with the pictographic meanings of Paleo-Hebrew but there is even more than this.  Some letters in the Torah are enlarged.  Some are reduced in size.  Each of these variations provides yet another level of meaning.  Unfortunately, no translation and even some printed Hebrew texts do not include these variations and therefore rob us of this level of God’s word.
  

In this verse, the opening word, vayikra, should be spelled [image: image1.png]N1



, not [image: image2.png]


.  Do you see the smaller aleph in the first Hebrew word (the aleph does not reach the same height as the letter next to it, the resh) but not in the second?  This isn’t a mistake and those reproductions of the text that change the size of the letter (even on some Hebrew web sites) do so without considering the centuries of tradition behind the text itself.  

So you will ask, “But who cares?  It’s only a letter.  The meaning is the same.”  Really?  Yes, the translated meaning is the same, namely, “and he called,” but look what the rabbis have to say about this deliberately smaller letter.  
http://baltimorejewishlife.com/news/print.php?ARTICLE_ID=36181
http://www.yna.edu/article.php?article=http://www.yna.edu/archive/p_ne63vkra.html
Now does it matter?  Does any translation capture this?  Does any rendition of the Hebrew text that makes all the letters the same size carry this level of meaning?  Makes you wonder if you really can read a structural language in any translation and actually understand all that it contains.  And, by the way, this isn’t the only letter oddity in Scripture.  If you want to read about some of the enlarged letters, look here.  http://www.sofer.co.uk/html/large_letters.html
What do we learn from this little technical introduction?  Perhaps we learn that Hebrew communicates God’s character on many different levels in a way that no other language can.  Perhaps we realize that God chose Hebrew on purpose.  Perhaps that raises another question.  Why Greek?  Greek doesn’t share any of these structural elements.  Greek is a phonetic language like English or Spanish or Afrikaans.  Do you think that God can communicate in any language He chooses?  Or do you now realize that almost all other languages are not equipped to carry the whole message?

Topical Index:  language, Hebrew, letters, Leviticus 1:1

January 9  Let each of us please his neighbor for his good, to his edification.  Romans 15:2  NASB

Everywhere You Look

Please – The wonderful thing about paradigms is that they help you make sense of the world.  In fact, if you start discovering anomalies in your world--things that just don’t add up--paradigms offer useful solutions.  You can claim that given more data the anomaly will be resolved.  Or you can claim that the “facts” behind the anomaly are not really facts at all.  They are mistakes.  Or you can point out that all paradigms suffer from a case of internal myopia (the world is what the paradigm says it is) and so it really doesn’t matter which one you choose.  All of these solutions have been offered in order to explain Paul’s “contradictory” teachings.  But the problem isn’t a theoretical one.  The problem is very practical.  What gets under your skin doesn’t go away just because you think differently.  Sometimes you have to scratch the itch. 

Paradigms are supposed to make sense of the world.  A paradigm that suggests Paul converted to a religious view that no longer upheld the expectation of Torah runs into great difficulty when it confronts Paul’s own claims about his life.  Of course, it is possible to ignore these claims or to rewrite them so that they don’t appear Jewish, but it’s a problem.  These sorts of problems vanish when we look at Paul through a different paradigm.  If Paul is a Jewish rabbi living the life of a Jewish Pharisee as a follower of Yeshua HaMashiach, the Jewish Messiah, then his claims about his own conduct make perfect sense.  But then we have to read his other statements differently.  

“Let each of us please his neighbor” must be read in the context of rabbinic Jewish thought of the first century tempered by the teaching of the Messiah.  “Please” doesn’t mean “Do what they want.”  The Greek verb aresko implies creating a positive relationship.  It means, “Make peace,” “Reconcile.”  Interestingly, it is rarely used in relation to one’s self.  We are not to please ourselves.  We are to deny ourselves in order to please others.  Given Paul’s rabbinic background, what would it mean to please someone else?  We don’t really have to guess.  Paul tells us.  Look that the next two verses.  First we follow the example of Yeshua by denying our own desires in order to fulfill the will of the Father.  Then we realize that “whatever was written in earlier times was written for our instruction.”  And what might that be?  For Paul that can only be the Tanakh, the final authority on making peace and reconciliation.  “Whatever was written” means that we are to follow the instructions set down by the prophets.  We have a guidebook to follow.  But the point of following this guidebook is not our spiritual superiority.  The point is to make peace and reconcile with our neighbors.  By the way, that is precisely what Yeshua did.  He followed the book in order to please us.  The Tanakh makes no provision for tolerance, but it provides ample instruction for peace.  The world wants a free pass.  The Book calls for return and reconciliation.  Everywhere you look, the New Testament proclaims the same message as the Tanakh.  You just have to get into the right paradigm.

Topical Index:  please, aresko, peace, reconcile, paradigm, Romans 15:2
January 10  “I have taken off my clothes, should I get dressed again?  I have washed my feet, should I get them dirty?  Song of Songs 5:3  Tremper Longman III

Let the Reader Decide

Feet – Let’s get straight to the point.  Song of Songs is Hebrew erotic poetry.  It is intentionally disguised intimations of sexual pleasure and passion.  That’s the way Hebrew treats this subject—with innuendo and double entendre (as any proper person in this worldview would).  Given this fact, the reader is asked to use imaginative connections and cultural associations to fill in the rest of the story.  The words give us the plot.  Our sensitivity to the poetry fills in the picture.

Therefore, before we read about the woman’s hesitation to step out of bed onto a dirty floor, read Exodus 4:25, Judges 3:24, I Samuel 24:3 and Ruth 3:4 and 7.  Feet are not always “feet.”  Now look at the context here.  The male lover comes to the woman at night.  He asks her to open the door.  He is knocking, in Hebrew dopeq, a verb for driving hard, pushing and knocking used in Judges 19:22 of men who demand sexual favors.  He describes himself as wet with the night.  Are you filling in the picture?  

But she defers.  She has already taken off her clothes.  But that isn’t quite right since the word kuttonet isn’t clothing in general but rather a specific article of clothing, a fine garment, designed for show.  A negligee?  Are you seeing the picture?  She has already taken it off, but she isn’t interested in dirty “feet.”  Actually, it doesn’t mean dirty feet.  The word is ‘atsan-nepe.  It means to soil or defile.  It occurs only here.  What if she says, “I have already bathed my (​private parts) and I do not want them defiled.”  Would that fit an erotic poem?

Ah, enough, we are all blushing.  Better not share this translation with the children.  So why do we even bother to raise such a delicate subject?  Two reasons, maybe three.  First, we discover that any allegorical reading of the text (like Christ and the Church-Bride) stumbles completely over the intricacies of Hebrew erotic poetry.  Allegory has to go.  This poem is not about the Bride of Christ.  Secondly, we discover that our definition of morality may be more the product of our culture than we wished to believe.  Song of Songs celebrates sexuality—exclusive sexuality—but it never suggests a formal set of wedding vows.  Finally, we discover that culture greatly influences translation even when it is not theologically motivated.  Some pictures can’t be painted in too much detail.  What this means is that we really can’t understand some texts unless we get into the mindset of the author in the culture of his or her time.  Surface assumptions don’t work.

Now go back to bed.

Topical Index:  feet, ragla, knock, dopeq, clothes, kuttonet, poetry, Song of Songs 5:3
January 11   For he says, “In a favorable time I listened to you, and in a day of salvation I have helped you.”  Behold, now is the favorable time; behold, now is the day of salvation.  2 Corinthians 6:2  ESV

When Is Now?

Now – “When is the day of your salvation?”  That isn’t the same as the question, “When was the day of your salvation?”  Most of us were taught that salvation occurred on a specific day, a day in our past, when we turned our lives over to the Lord and found forgiveness.  We would answer the question, “When was the day of your salvation?” with a date.  Because of this perspective, we think Paul’s exhortation is also about a specific day.  We think Paul is being intensely evangelical, prodding his audience to make a decision, to say the prayer and be saved.

But that interpretation seems a bit odd to me.  After all, Paul is not writing to pagans.  He is writing to members of the assembly in Corinth.  Yes, they have plenty of problems, but not accepting Yeshua as the Messiah was not one of those problems.  So it doesn’t seem likely that Paul (in context) is preaching a salvation-decision message.  Furthermore, Paul’s rather liberal use of Isaiah 49 belies the pagan conversion interpretation.  Isaiah 49 is about Israel’s renewal and God’s faithfulness.  It is about the choice of role of the Servant and the impact of Israel’s return on the nations.  It is not about coming to faith, making a decision, raising a hand.

Paul may have noticed some parallels.  The Corinthian assembly was like Isaiah’s Israel.  Both were behaving in ways that God did not approve.  But both were loved by the Lord and both found His faithfulness to be their deliverance.  Both needed to hear a message about today!  Today, this day, the day that you have right now, is the day of God’s deliverance!  God’s deliverance isn’t some day in the past that you can no longer do anything about.  It isn’t some day in the future that has yet to materialize.  Today is the day that God’s deliverance will show itself.  You and I, and Corinth and Israel, are delivered this day.  There is no other.

What message do you and I really need to hear?  That God saved us years ago?  That God will some day in the future bring justice to the earth?  Frankly, while those things are important, what I really need to hear is that God can deliver me today, that today is the day of my salvation.  Today I struggle.  Today I am discouraged.  Today I have to deal with emotional distress, upset expectations, rough-edged relationships.  Today I have to be faithful to Torah, resist temptation, act righteously.  Frankly, salvation is not very valuable if it is a trophy sitting on a shelf or a gate pass gathering dust in my vault.  If God isn’t good today, what does deliverance really mean?  I doubt Paul meant this citation to become an evangelical conversion call.  I believe he meant it to remind readers that God today is what we need—and that is all that we need.

Topical Index:  today, now, salvation, 2 Corinthians 6:2, Isaiah 49:8                                                            
January 12  but Israel, pursuing a law of righteousness, did not arrive at that law.  Why?  Because they did not pursue it by faith, but as though it were by works.  Romans 9: 31-32a  NASB

Legalism

By – How are we supposed to live?  By faith, of course.  But what does that mean?  Paul cites Habakkuk in the famous phrase, but that still leaves us with plenty of practical questions.  Furthermore, Paul complicates the whole subject by telling us that being born Jewish isn’t enough.  God’s children come through the promise, not the bloodline.  According to Paul’s argument, Israel pursued righteousness by a means other than this promise.  The NASB translates, “as though it were by works.”  Ah, if it were only that simple.

Christians have been taught that there is a hard and fast distinction between works and faith.  “You can’t earn your salvation” is a rather common refrain.  Salvation is a gift.  For most of us that means it is like a treasure that I possess.  It’s mine no matter what, like owning a piece of land.  And God does not practice eminent domain.

The problem is that this doesn’t make sense.  Scriptures constantly exhort us to live out our commitment to YHWH.  Faith is found in practice, not possession.  It’s not stockpiled wealth.  It’s worldview.  That means that we have to seriously investigate the additions and substitutions made in translations of verses like this one.  For example, the NASB indicates by italics that the translators have added “that” in “that law,” “they did not pursue” and “it were” in “as though it were.”  In addition, they note that the proper Greek preposition is “out of” rather than “by.”  Let’s make some corrections.

“But Israel following after a law (nomos).”  Isn’t it entirely reasonable to suggest that Paul uses nomos here in the sense of principle rather than Torah?  We know that Paul uses nomos in at least seven different ways.  Since Paul claims he is Torah observant and he teaches followers of Yeshua to be Torah observant, and most of those followers were Jews, can we even imagine that Paul considered following Torah a mistake?  What Paul says is that some Jews followed a principle of legalistic adherence to ritual practice, something that neither the Tanakh nor he endorses.   

“But Israel following after a principle of righteousness into a nomos of righteousness did not arrive.”  We must contrast this statement with Paul’s previous observation about the “nations” (Gentiles).  Paul says that they “not following righteousness have taken on righteousness, a righteousness but out of faith” (v. 30).  The contrasting idea is crucial.  How is it possible that the Gentiles took on righteousness without pursuing it?  There can be only one answer.  They adopted a way of life that met the standards of God without actually having those standards set before them.  The answer cannot be that they made up their own standard of righteousness nor can it be that God relaxed the standard.  Righteousness is defined by God and God alone.  Doing what pleases Him is righteousness.  Doing anything else is not.  Paul understands this implicitly.  So if the nations behave in ways that God approves, they attain righteousness in spite of the fact that they do not have the written standard.  They did not pursue a written code yet they actually adopted that code.  Therefore, their righteousness was born out of faith, that is, emuna, trust.  They trusted in what they could not see, namely, the written nomos.

In contrast, Israel had the nomos but, according to Paul’s observation at this point, Israel acted as though practicing legalistic adherence was sufficient.  They did not trust in the Lord.  They trusted in the ritual.  They followed a principle of righteousness, namely, “if I do all of the outward things God commands, I will be secure.”   But, as Paul notes, this is not true righteousness.  True righteousness demands a commitment of the heart and the hands.  Israel did not arrive where it thought it would.  Why?  Because it did not practice what it knew to be the standard according to emuna, according to “faith.”  Legalism replaced trust.

Does this mean, as commonly taught, that there is no standard for righteousness any more?  Impossible!  How could Paul commend the nations for attaining righteousness if there were nothing to attain?  How could the nations “take on” righteousness if there were no standard, no observable behavior?  The standard is God’s.  Heart and hand work together.  Israel failed because, in this comparison, it failed to see that both are required.  The nations succeeded because they had both heart and hand.  What else could they do since they did not have God’s direct instructions?

Does this mean that Israel is lost?  Paul is emphatic: “May it never be!” (Romans 11:1).  God has not rejected His people and never will.  But true righteousness can be found in both Greeks and Jews wherever men and women live by trust according to Torah (see Romans 10:5-7).  Righteousness begins in the heart no matter what ethnic background you happen to have.  It begins there, but does not end there.  It ends when we stand before Him and hear, “Well done.”

Topical Index:  righteousness, nomos, legalism, Romans 9:31-32

January 13  for if God did not spare the natural branches, neither will He spare you.  Romans 11:21  NASB
Spiritual Presumption

Spare – Why did God break off some of the branches from the root of the olive tree?  Ah, before you answer, notice a few things.  First, only some of the braches were broken off.  Not all Israel was punished or removed.  Secondly, the root remains.  God’s election of Israel as priest to the nations is unchanged.  Thirdly, some Gentiles (like you and me) were graciously grafted into this same root.  We didn’t start a new tree.  We live because we are connected to the tree of Israel.  

Now answer the question.  Why were some of the natural branches broken off?  Paul offers two ways to look at this.  The first is negative.  These were broken off because they did not serve the purposes of God.  What does that mean?  That they rejected the Messiah?  Funny, Paul never mentions that in this discussion.  What he points out is that their insular attitude failed to meet God’s design for them as priests for the needy world.  At Sinai God established Israel as a holy nation (holiness entails obedience) and a royal priesthood (priests are intercessors).  But Israel’s preoccupation with ritual purity led them to view Gentiles as defiled.  Therefore, they stopped being what God intended, namely, intercessors to the nations.  God sent Peter a vision on the rooftop to get Peter to change his mind about this.  Paul had to have another kind of vision.  So some branches were broken off because they stopped fulfilling the divine design.  They stopped caring.

The positive side of the equation is that as a result of this action the Gentiles were grafted on to the natural root.  What does this mean?  It means that those of us who have been grafted in take on the same obligations previously expected of the now broken off branches.  Holiness and intercession.  God’s plan never changed.  He simply worked around those who did not follow it.

And He will do the same with us!  God’s plan is to bring His kingdom to earth, a Kingdom of holiness and intercession.  You and I participate when we join the root of the olive tree.  But we should never imagine that we are any more (or less) secure than those branches He pruned because they were not fulfilling their purpose.  If we are not being salt and light, God will prune us too.  The goal is always the same.  Only the players are different.  God has no problem with substitutions.  The root is Israel.  That never changes.  Who is grafted into the root depends on who fulfills the purpose of Israel.  Back to Exodus.  Forward to the Kingdom.

If we presume that God will not remove us when we fail to live according to the design of His chosen nation, we are in grave danger.  He broke off unproductive branches before.  He will do so again.  The Greek verb (pheidomai) means, “to treat leniently.”  The negative is strong (ou).  If you thought God would be lenient with you because you “believe,” it’s time to think again.  Paul’s message is, “No way!”

Topical Index:  spare, kingdom, root, branches, Romans 11:21

January 14  So then, some were shouting one thing and some another for the assembly was in confusion, and the majority did not know for what cause they had come together.  Acts 19:32  NASB

Flash Mob

Assembly – So why don’t the translators call this mob a “church”?  The Greek word is ekklesia, almost uniformly translated “church” in New Testament texts.
  But that wouldn’t make any sense here, would it?  After all, the mob in Ephesus isn’t a “church.”  Context forces translators to use the Greek definition of ekklesia and in Greek this word never means “church.”  It means a civil assembly, not a religious one.  It means a mob, a gathering, a convocation, a crowd, a group that comes together for some non-religious purpose.  There is a Greek word for a religious assembly.  That word is synagoge.  It doesn’t mean just a Jewish religious gathering.  It means any religious gathering.  In the New Testament, most of these just happen to be Jewish.

Okay, so what?  So what if the translators chose “assembly” for ekklesia in this verse?  That’s what they should have done.  Ah, but the question is, “Why didn’t they use “assembly” for all the other occurrences of ekklesia?  Why did they choose “church” when the Greek meaning is clearly “assembly”?  The answer is that translators use words according to their presuppositions.  The Christian Bible was translated in order to support Christian theology, therefore, the word ekklesia was translated as “church” whenever the verse supported the idea that the “church” arose out of Judaism in the first century.  Where the verse did not support that idea, other English words were used.  There was little regard for consistency.  Theological paradigms determined translation.

With this in mind, we are required to reread the New Testament texts in their own culture and historical period.  That means we need to reread ekklesia as “assembly.”  Of course, Paul uses the term for a religious assembly, something no Greek would have done.  But when he uses it as a religious assembly, he does not mean “church.”  “Church” has connotations that would never have entered Paul’s mind.  Paul writes to synagogues, not churches.  There were no churches in the first century.  There were assemblies—religious or non-religious.  None of them carried the ideas that we have about “church.”  

Why do we care about this little technical issue?  We care because we need to know what Paul really said and who was his audience.  Rethinking the audience makes a huge difference.  If Paul were writing to first century religious assemblies characterized by first century religious ideas in a Jewish context, then most of what we experience in “church” would never have been part of what the first century worshippers experienced.  That makes a difference!  Perhaps one of the reasons that we do not see repetitions of the experiences of the Acts ekklesia in our churches is because we attend meetings that are based on 4th and 16th Century models.  We attend Church.  The people of the Bible met in assemblies that were completely different.

Topical Index:  church, ekklesia, assembly, Acts 20:32

January 15  And to whom did He swear that they should not enter His rest, but to those who were disobedient?  And so we see that they were not able to enter because of unbelief.  Hebrews 3:18-19  NASB

The Closed Door

Unbelief – God closes the door to those who do not believe.  They do not enter His rest.  So who are these unfortunates?  If we focus our attention on the Greek word apistia, we conclude that these are the ones who reject Jesus.  This is the result of two centuries of evangelistic thought.  To believe is to accept Jesus as your personal Savior.  To believe is to acknowledge that the Bible is God’s word.  To believe is to join a church.  In contemporary culture, to believe is to identify yourself as a Christian on a government census.  Nothing more is required.  Perhaps that’s why we have invented the word “un-churched” as if the true mark of believing is attending.

But even in Greek, these ideas are nonsense.  The Greek word apistis is the combination of the negative a and the noun pistis.  But pistis in Greek does not mean simply cognitive assent, group affiliation or personal declaration.  Pistis means “trust” and implies “obedience.”  To believe is to trust and obey.  Unbelief is not lack of vouching for true statements.  Unbelief is unreliability, untrustworthiness, disobedience.  Even in Greek philosophy, pistis is “about belief in the gods and its distinctive certainty, which is given by the deity and is related to piety and general belief in the incorporeal. Conduct is affected by such belief, which carries with it belief in the soul’s immortality, membership in the divine world, and final judgment.”
  In Hebraic thought, these Greek concepts are related to emuna, “trust.”  And trust always means acting accordingly.

This raises a critical question for most of us.  If both Greek and Hebrew thought tie the knot between trust (belief) and obedience, where did we ever get the idea that we can enter into His rest on the basis of declaration alone?  When did we read these two verses as if the idea of unbelief was not parallel to “disobedient?”  The author of the text seems to make it abundantly clear.  The Greek word he uses speaks of the same connection.  Any reader with a Hebraic background would immediately see the relationship.  So what happened?  Who introduced that change?  Who came up with the teaching that all we needed to do was assent to the truth of the statements?

Nancy Pearcey suggests that contemporary Christian practice of the one time declaration theology began in the tent-revival era prior to the American Civil War.
  This is the basis of modern evangelicalism.  It is our history, but I would venture to guess that most of us don’t know anything about it.  We haven’t read Edwards, Finney or Beecher.  We probably don’t even know they existed.  But modern evangelical Christianity is a product of the influence of these men.  And they were neither Greek nor Hebrew.  When you don’t know your history, you suffer.  The only way out is investigation.  Ask questions—of everything.  Start with “Why?”  “Why do I think this is what the text says?”  “Who told me?”  “Have I looked for myself?”

Topical Index: unbelief, apistis, disobedience, emuna, Hebrews 3:18-19
January 16  I know, O LORD, that Your judgments are righteous, and that in faithfulness You have afflicted me.  Psalm 119:75  NASB

The Purpose of Knowing (1)

Your judgments – I wonder if we can confidently echo David’s poetry.  Do we really know that the judgments of the Lord are righteous, every one of them?  The Hebrew is ki-tsedeq (righteous, just, justice, lawful).  This word describes conformity to moral and ethical standards.  Those standards include but are not limited to the mitzvot (commandments).  What is righteous also extends to what is socially acceptable, ethically expected and normative.  Obviously, this word encompasses what God says, not what men interpret about what God says.  David knows that all “Your judgments” are accurate, correct, right, honest and equitable.  

Actually, the claim is quite amazing.  Perhaps shocking for most of us.  If God is the Sovereign Ruler of the universe, nothing transpires that does not in some way serve His eternal purpose.  In God’s universe there are no accidents, no happenstance events, no anomalies.  God is a God of creative purpose and everything He does serves some end of His.  When David declares that all mishpateka (“Your judgments”) are ki-tsedeq, he affirms more than a belief in the truth of the Ten Commandments.  He vouches for every one of the six hundred thirteen.  He says that from the least to the greatest, every one of them brings justice, divine purpose, truth and honesty to the world of men.  I suppose the question David demands of us is this: “Do you know that all His judgments are upright, pure and just?”

How will you answer David’s assumed question?  If you say, “Yes, I know that,” then we would expect to observe the requisite behavior in your way of living.  If we don’t see it, we might ask if you really know it.  If you answer, “No, I didn’t know that,” then David and all the other faithful of the Lord should be more than willing to teach you.  That’s our charge.  Go and teach.   Not go and tell because teaching means changing one’s outlook and actions.  Hebrew education is becoming an apprentice to God.   I don’t learn until I do.  

Is it possible to keep all 613?  Of course not!  But most of the 613 aren’t for you and never were.  The conditions for keeping them don’t apply to you.  In fact, only some were ever directed to you.  Try one (for 90 days) and see how it feels.  Apprentice yourself to the Lord.  Do what He expects of you, not of your wife (husband), neighbor, Levite, child, butcher, or a dozen other categories.  Determine for yourself that His judgments, the ones that apply to you, are full of truth, justice and integrity.  Don’t think about sawing the board or hitting the nail.  Do what the Teacher does.  Saw!  Hit!  Measure!  Be an apprentice.  Ah, but David isn’t quite done with this declaration.  Like all good Hebrew poetry, he offers the same idea in another form.  As we shall see. . . .

Topical Index:  education, apprentice, know, yada’, righteous, tsedeq, judgments, mishpat, Psalm 119:75
January 17  I know, O LORD, that Your judgments are righteous, and that in faithfulness You have afflicted me.  Psalm 119:75  NASB

The Purpose of Knowing (2)

Faithfulness – Amen to that!  Amen to what?  To the faithfulness of God when He afflicts me!  The Hebrew is emuna’, from the same root as Amen.  God is faithful.  That means He is trustworthy, honest, steadfast and certain.  Of course, we all knew that!  But David makes it clear that knowing God’s judgments are righteous means, in this case, knowing that He is completely steadfast and reliable when He afflicts me.  

Notice that David does not say, “When I am afflicted.”  David knows what it means to be a sovereign king.  It means that everything that happens in the kingdom comes under the purview of the king.  And God is King of everything.  Shall I complain when His purposes include my affliction?  Shall I beseech Him to remove my undeserved trial?  Shall I proclaim that this is the work of the devil and his minions?  What nonsense!  Does anything happen in His Kingdom that the King doesn’t know about?  Does anything happen that is not used by the Lord to further His designs?  As Job discovered, who am I to question the handiwork of the Sovereign of the Universe?

We all cheer when David tells us that God is holy and His judgments are righteous.  But David goes on to make clear the implication of our affirmation.  If all of God’s mishpatim are correct, upright and just, then that means that whatever happens to His followers are events that serve His purposes.  Furthermore, it means that when God afflicts me the act is also righteous.  Praise Him, He faithfully chastises those He loves!

I suppose we would rather not have to deal with this.  We would rather believe that God is always doing good things for us and it is Satan who causes us trouble.  But the Bible doesn’t draw that conclusion.  Satan roams around like a roaring lion, no doubt, but it is God who brings affliction on those He loves.  Satan is not some super powerful bad guy reeking havoc on the universe.  He is also, whether he likes it or not, a servant of the Most High.  My life is in the hands of the King, not in the hands of His enemy.  Yes, we have an enormous mythology about Satan, most of it derived from Greek legend and Medieval literature.  But Satan is still under the sovereignty of the one and only King.  Even when he is used as a messenger (remember Paul), he is still doing God’s bidding.  Isaiah tells us the truth.  The Lord is the author of both good and evil.  Satan only has a role to play, strictly limited by the King.

So stop complaining.  Stop giving credit to one of the servants of the Most High.  It’s God who loves you and who chastises.  When we are afflicted, the way is open to seek His face.  And He knows when we need to seek Him.  If God is for us, do you imagine that anyone but God can be against us?

Topical Index:  affliction, chastisement, emuna’, faithfulness, Psalm 119:75

January 18  Thou shalt fear the Lord thy God.  Deuteronomy 6:13  KJV

Number Four
Fear – According to Rambam’s list of the 613 commandments, this is number four.  “By this injunction we are commanded to believe in the fear and awe of God (exalted be He), and not to be at ease and self-confident but to expect His punishment at all times.”

Is this a commandment that you can keep?  Is it too difficult for you?  Hopefully you answered, “No, of course I can keep this one.”  Ah, but then we might ask, “Do you treat your relationship with YHWH as if it were a relationship with your best friend?  Do you presume upon it?  Do you assume it will always be in place no matter what you do?  Do you come into His presence with fear and trembling, or are you more likely to ask Him for some favor?”

Maimonides may be pressing the envelope for effect when he says that we must always expect punishment, but his point is well taken.  Familiarity with YHWH is not an appropriate response.  You are not going to sit down with Him in the back yard garden and have a beer.  He might initiate gestures of deep intimacy and friendship but those are not something you can presume upon.  Perhaps it is not accidental that this Hebrew word, yare, has an umbrella of meanings where all the rest of them are about some form of terror or danger.  Perhaps in our attempts to make God into Santa Claus we have ignored, and subsequently lost, a proper perspective on just who we are dealing with.  Perhaps in a world filled with democratic ideals we no longer tremble at the very thought of an absolute king.  Perhaps what we really need is a good dose of falling on our faces in mortal terror before the One who has life and death in His hand.

It seems to me, and of course I could be wrong about all the things that I seem to think at this moment, but nevertheless, it seems to me that we need to return to two fundamental and critical visualizations about YHWH.  The first is that He is absolutely sovereign.  Nothing escapes His purview.  Nothing is beyond His reach.  Nothing occurs without His consent.  Sovereignty means totality.  I exist because He desires it.

The second is that He is to be feared.  Not only does He hold my life or death in His hand, He is worthy of my every effort of devotion.  I owe Him everything.  He presides over me in every way.  His favor or disfavor determines everything about my life.  I am expected, no – commanded! – to be in reverence and awe before Him, and that usually means to be on the floor on my face.  Anything else is presumptive arrogance or unimaginable foolishness.

So maybe we need to start over.  Maybe we need to start with this:  On my face in humble obedience to the One who rules all.

Topical Index:  fear, yare, sovereignty, awe, Deuteronomy 6:13
January 19  If Your law had not been my delight, then I would have perished in my affliction.  Psalm 119:92  NASB
Desiring God

Delight – How do you show your desire for God?  What do you do that marks you as one who pursues Him?  Don’t give me a generalized principle of ethical attitude.  Don’t tell me that you just have to love everyone.  Tell me what specific actions you take which show your devotion and your striving toward YHWH.  List them, one by one.
Maybe David can offer you some help.  David delights in God’s law.  The Hebrew is torotka sha’ashuay.  The noun sha’ashuim is derived from the verb shaa, “to take delight, joy, happiness in.”  For David, Torah means joy!  For most of us, Torah means rules.  What happened to us?  Why don’t we think of God’s instructions about eating, wearing clothes, praying, doing business, making loans, taking care of mistakes as joyful?  Why do we initially react with negative feelings whenever anyone suggests that God expects, no, demands, Torah obedience?

Maybe our discomfort begins with history.  David grew up in a world filled with kings.  Dictators whose whim determined life and death.  “How does the king feel today?” became the most important question in the world.  In that world, rules were whatever the king made up.  Life could change on the basis of the taste of the soup.  And it was even worse with the gods.  No one had any idea what they really wanted but everyone knew they punished disobedience.  In that world, a written, unchangeable code of conduct was music to the ears.  An absolute delight.  An unspeakable joy.  No more fear about what to do and what not to do.  Now I know what God wants.  Oh, happy day!  I delight in His instructions because life has answers.  

But not so in our Greek-Roman world.  We still worry about the palate of the king (or the dictator or the mullah or the president).  We still live in a world where the rules change on the basis of public opinion or political contribution.  We are not secure.  We don’t know what the gods of our geo-political catastrophe really want.  The world is not at peace and no one can tell us how to find it.  What we know for sure is that we don’t need more rules.  We need more freedom.  We need to be unencumbered so that we can fend for ourselves, protect ourselves, get out from under the thumb of someone else who makes us do things.  In our world, a world full of fear, we need to get away from it all.  We need a vacation from responsibilities and obligations.  We need to move to Las Vegas.  So for us, divine instructions—read “rules”—cannot mean joy.  Rules mean additional burdens.  Who needs them?  The issue concerning Torah is not Torah.  It is our view of rules.  Torah is not out of alignment with happiness.  We are out of alignment.  Our opinion of rules is what’s wrong.  We think freedom comes by not being constrained.  The Bible tells us that freedom comes when we know what God wants and do it.

Now make your list.  Oh, you don’t have to.  Moses already made it for you.

Topical Index:  delight, sha’ashuim, rules, Torah, Psalm 119:92

January 20   I will never forget your precepts, for by them you have given me life.  Psalm 119:93  ESV

Amazing Grace

You have given me life – Frankly, I am amazed.  I am amazed that the majority of Christians can read a verse like this and think that grace is all they need.  I am amazed that we can read the Scriptures with the grace-colored glasses of Luther and simply ignore everything the Bible says about God’s precepts and instructions.  I am amazed every time I hear the words, “Yes, but that’s the Old Testament.”  It’s simply amazing that we use grace as an excuse to not hear what every Jewish author says, even those who wrote our precious New Testament.  Grace does not produce life.  Grace restores the relationship in order that Torah may produce life.  Amazing!

Consider David’s choice of one Hebrew word, hiyyitani (you have given life to me).  The root verb is haya.  Life, alive, revive, live, live prosperously, remain alive, live forever—all these nuances are found in the use of this verb.  Can there be any doubt about its importance?  Can there be any question about its meaning?  Aren’t you amazed that we have somehow disconnected haya from piqqudim (procedures, instructions, precepts)?  By the way, this word is only used in the plural (so it can’t mean a single principle of “love” or some such thing) and it is only found in the Psalms.  In its twenty-four occurrences it always means precepts, statutes or commandments.  David was amazed too.  He was amazed that God provided instructions that gave life.  He will never forget them for to do so is to die.  But somehow we are amazed that God would ever expect us to do anything.  We think life comes because God is gracious.  It’s amazing to realize how blind we have been when the text stands right in front of us.

So I suppose today’s question is this:  Do we really want to live?  Do we want life on biblical terms?  Life full to the brim and overflowing?  Life everlasting?  Life as a share in the Kingdom?  I would be amazed if anyone said, “No, thanks.  I’ll take something else.”  But I am equally amazed that we can’t connect the dots.  Amazing grace brings me to God’s precepts in order that I might live an amazing life.

Right?

Topical Index:  life, haya, precepts, piqqudim, grace, Psalm 119:93

January 21  Not that I speak from want; for I have learned to be content in whatever circumstances I am.  Philippians 4:11  NASB

Lagging Behind the Times

From want – Whenever I go to the Apple store for a training session, I always encounter a line of people standing outside waiting for the store to open (now you know that I go very early).  “Why are all those people here?” I used to ask.  “Oh, they’re waiting to see if we have any iPhones in stock today.”  Ah, the need for the new.  That helps me understand Paul.  Paul doesn’t say that he has no needs.  He says that he isn’t in need of the latest.  He’s content (now) to have the last generation phone, the used car, the second-hand coat, the used book.  New doesn’t sparkle quite as much as it used to because he has learned to be content with what he has.

Oh, do we need this lesson.  We live in the latest and greatest world.  This year’s new fashion color.  The latest technology.  The new, bright and shiny.  The future is now.  Everywhere we look we are told that what we have now isn’t quite good enough.  In fact, if you still have yesterday’s phone or car or job or house, you’re not really a part of the great society.  Perhaps most importantly, if you still have yesterday’s values, you are certainly destined for the scrap heap.  Imagine a culture that operates on the basis that whatever is old is no longer good.  Oh, you don’t have to imagine it.  You already live there.  And now you know what happens when the culture embraces this foolishness.  It leaves behind the very ideals, values and efforts that produced the society in the first place.  Whatever is old no longer has value.  The social Darwinians win.

Paul and the revelation of YHWH in Scriptures take a very different approach.  Heschel summarizes it poignantly:  “To believe is to remember.”  God is old!  His values, His directions, His point of view are old.  If I am going to proceed toward the Lord, I must treasure what is old.  That’s why Paul can say, “Hey, I don’t need the latest and greatest.  I have learned to be content with what God gives, with who God is, right where I am.”

I must admit that “new” has a very seductive appeal.  In a culture that looks only toward the future, “new” carries enormous social meaning.  But I often find that the seduction of “new” leaves me feeling empty with what I have now.  I discover that I am always looking for something over the horizon rather than valuing those things God has put into my hand today.  I am eternally wanting instead of eternally grateful.  Yesterday I went to the store with Matthew, age 7.  He only wanted to look at the toys.  I said to him, “But you just got presents for Christmas.”  His reply was the perfect reminder of our cultural perspective.  “But my birthday is coming.”  Out with the old, in with the new. 

Perhaps today I need to sit still and thank God for trusting that I will properly use what He has already given.  Perhaps I need to start with the list of things remembered, the treasures in the barn God has so graciously provided.  Perhaps I will discover that I am far ahead with what I already have because I treasure the Giver.

Topical Index:  new, content, from want, Philippians 4:11

January 22  Thus Hezekiah did throughout all Judah; and he did what was good, right and true before the LORD his God.  2 Chronicles 31:20  NASB

God and Politics

Good/ right/ true – Hezekiah was one of Israel’s faithful kings.  The narrative tells us that he did everything he could to seek God with all his heart. Hezekiah had but three principles for running the kingdom.  Good, right and true.  Of course, good, right and true require standards and Hezekiah was careful that his standards were God’s definitions of good, right and true.  As a result, he prospered.  

Biblical politics are not complicated.  Human beings make life complicated, but God’s ideas are pretty simple.  They have to be or we, the dunderheads that we are, wouldn’t be able to do them.  Our politics are incredibly complicated.  That just proves how easy it is for human beings to make a mess of God’s ideals.  Hezekiah is the exception in a long list of political messes.  Maybe we could learn something from him.  We could learn, for example, that prosperity (something nearly every politician extols) doesn’t come from government plans and programs, or even from the absence of government plans and programs.  Prosperity comes from the good, the right and the true – God’s way.  Politics that isn’t good, right and true will always bring chaos whether at home or in the nation.  You just can’t work against the grain forever.

So what is good, right and true?  The Hebrew words are tov, yashar and ‘emet.  Tov has five applications: 1) what is practical, economic or material good; 2) what is desirable, beautiful or pleasant; 3) what has quality; 4) what is morally good; and 5) what is of ultimate value.  In biblical terms, God is good and every sense of tov is associated with Him.  That means if you want practical and material good, you must also seek moral good and the highest value.  You can’t compartmentalize tov.  If you want what is most desirable, you must embrace what is of the most value—and God is Man’s summum bonum.  

Yashar is really about what is upright, lawful and honest.  Yashar is living a life of blamelessness, recognizing the divine law and making it the basis of my character.  The opposite of yashar is anomos—lawlessness.  Hezekiah knew that deviation from the law meant disaster, sooner or later.  Everything he did was based on God’s revealed instructions.  And he prospered.  There is no tov without yashar.  As soon as we compromise what is just and upright (according to biblical standards), we detour from the path of biblical prosperity.  In fact, I would argue that any detour leads to the collapse of the civilization (see James Black, When Nations Die).  History confirms what the Bible teaches.  Ignore God’s way at your own peril.  No society that has compromised God’s law has ever survived.  

‘emet from ‘aman is the Hebrew term for faith.  It is an action, not a state of mind.  Faithfulness, reliability, fidelity, certainty, confirmation—all those characteristics of the Lord that provide the foundation of human life.  We cannot survive without these and yet they seem to be the last things politics worries about.  What is life without ‘emet?  In a word, chaos.  Living in constant uncertainty.  Living without being able to trust.  Living in a world of lies.  

Three little words describe God’s view of politics.  Kings who understood these words and followed them brought peace and prosperity.  Kings who did not choose these words brought judgment.  Is there any doubt about this?  

So where does that leave us?  And what will you do about it?

Topical Index:  politics, good, right, true, tov, yashar, ‘emet, 2 Chronicles 31:20

January 23  “As a shepherd seeks out his flock on the day he is among his scattered sheep, so I shall seek out My sheep and deliver them from all the places where they are scattered in a day of cloud and thick darkness.”  Yehezqel 34:12  ISR

The Good Shepherd

Seek out – Watch out!  God is after you!  The Great Hunter is the Good Shepherd.  He will never let up until you are within the fold.  

Do you ever have those days when you feel like God must have decided you are no longer welcome, no longer needed, too much a mess to do anything with?  Have you ever felt like your living in the thirteen years of silence that Abraham experienced?  Do you need some reassurance that God hasn’t gone off to take care of someone else?  Let the words of the Lord to Ezekiel comfort you.  God will never give up on you!  You might close the door for good, but it won’t be because He stepped away.  As long as you have breath, God pursues.

Yeshua uses these words from Yehezqel when He speaks of Himself and the Good Shepherd.  No one hearing His comparison could have missed the point.  Yeshua was claiming to take the role that the prophet declared belonged to YHWH.  If we want to really understand the imagery as it would have been understood by Yeshua’s first audience, we need to know what YHWH said through Ezekiel.

Ezekiel’s prophecy is first an indictment of the current religious leaders of Israel.  They have taken care of themselves but failed to care for the flock.  Specifically, they have not strengthened the weak, healed the sick, fetched the strays, sought the lost.  Now God is going to remove them from their role and replace them with Himself.  He will do what they should have done.  God will rescue the people, bring them back from their scattering and care for them in His land.  “I myself will tend my flock, and I myself will let them lie down” (verse 15).  It couldn’t be clearer.  The Good Shepherd is God.  Do you think that anyone who heard Yeshua on that day didn’t draw the same conclusion that we draw now?  Yeshua claims to be the One true God of Israel, the One who will bring back the scattered and lost.

Ah, but wait just a minute.  Who is He (YHWH or Yeshua) bringing back?  Who is He rescuing from the hand of the religious rulers?  The children of Israel, that’s who!  There is nothing in this imagery that allows us to think that either Ezekiel or Yeshua were talking about pagans, the Gentiles or those outside the tribes of Israel.  The ones He is gathering are not the ones who raised a hand at a crusade or went forward for an altar call.  He is bringing Israel back.  The failure is not Israel’s failure.  The failure belongs to the leaders of Israel.  Israel as a people is going to experience the shepherding of God Himself.  Israel is the center of this picture.  The Gentiles are nowhere in sight.  The Good Shepherd is the good shepherd of Israel, not of everyone, and if you want to experience the gathering you will have to be part of Israel.

Topical Index:  Israel, shepherd, seek, John 10:14, Ezekiel 34:12

January 24  Therefore, since Christ has suffered in the flesh, arm yourselves also with the same purpose, because he who has suffered in the flesh has ceased from sin,  1 Peter 4:1  NASB

How to Stop Sinning

Suffered in the flesh – “Do you need a permanent solution to sin?”  I don’t mean, “Do you need forgiveness and relief from the penalty of sin?”  I mean, “Do you need to stop committing sins?”  Peter has the answer for you.  Die!

Dead men don’t sin.  Obviously.  Dead men don’t do anything voluntarily.  But is this solution really very helpful?  Not if you want to enjoy the results.  Suicide is not an answer to sinful behavior (although it does remove the problem).  

Peter uses the expression pathontos sarki.  You may recognize both root words – pathos and sarx.  As an aside, we should notice that here the word sarx cannot mean “sinful nature,” as it is translated by the NIV in Romans, since it is attributed to Yeshua.  It simply means, “in physical form, i.e., the body.”  Peter’s solution to the problem is adopting the same pattern of behavior that Yeshua exhibited, namely, to be obedient even if it means death.  Peter declares, “Our Messiah Yeshua experienced (pascho) bodily suffering.  Who are we to think we are exempt?  Bodily suffering brings an end to sin.”

We certainly recognize the suffering of Yeshua HaMashiach.  We realize that His suffering became the vehicle for the defeat of the enemy and the removal of death as defilement.  Of course, this includes the crucifixion, but it is not limited to the crucifixion.  Yeshua embraced the will of the Father throughout His life and that often meant other forms of suffering.  So Peter draws our attention to the divine purpose of suffering.  In fact, Peter would probably argue that the man who wishes to avoid suffering at all costs is not a disciple of the Suffering Servant.  The same might be said for the one who complains about the divine design in suffering.  But is it really true that one who suffers in the same way as Yeshua ceases from sin?  That seems a bit too much, don’t you think?

Perhaps we need a few clues.  First, we should notice that Hebrew has no direct equivalent for the Greek pascho.  Hebrew does speak about suffering, but the LXX only uses pascho four times.  Why is this the case?  Pascho implies something that happens to someone; an outside force or action that affects an otherwise neutral party.  Pascho suggests passive experience.  In Greek, it is the opposite of free will acts.  Eventually, this Greek word became the domain of feelings, experiences of the soul that come upon us in ways we do not control.  The best example in English is the idea of “falling” in love, a feeling that overcomes you.  Compare this with the Hebraic idea that love is a fully voluntary commitment, an act of the will, and you will see the difference.

When Peter uses pathontos (aorist active participle) he implies that Yeshua’s suffering came upon Him.  Yeshua did not seek it.  It happened to Him.  But notice the next phrase, “Arm yourselves with the same purpose.”  This is interesting because it implies that Yeshua recognized the purpose behind what happened to Him.  In other words, He did not consider the results of other’s actions as merely happenstance.  He saw the hand of YHWH in what others did and this changed His view of the experiences He had.  He converted passive events into active intent!  Peter implores us to do the same.

But it’s still a problem, isn’t it?  How can my mental attitude adjustment about suffering stop me from sinning?  Ah, now we see that Peter is not talking about all sins.  He is talking about the sin of discounting the sovereignty of God in the circumstances of suffering.  When we encounter trials that make a mess of our lives, we have a strong proclivity to forget sovereignty.  We start focusing on what all of this means for us and that, of course, is exactly what Havvah did when she decided to take action at the suggestion of the serpent.  In fact, doing what is good in my eyes is the essence of sin.  So when Peter tells us that adjusting our thinking about the role God gives suffering prevents us from falling into sin, he is simply providing a midrash on Genesis 3.  

Now we see something in the text that we didn’t notice before (maybe?).  Now we have to do something about it.

Topical Index:  pascho, suffer, purpose, feelings, pathontos, 1 Peter 4:1

January 25  that your way may be known on earth, your saving power among all nations.  Psalm 67:2  ESV
The Grand Assignment

Saving power – When Israel stood before Sinai God revealed His grand assignment for this chosen nation to make known His way on the earth, to reveal His saving power among all nations.  That assignment has never changed.  Today, you and I are expected to fulfill our part in that assignment.  We are expected to make His way known and to demonstrate His saving power to the nations.  Everything about the Hebraic idea of evangelism is wrapped up in this purpose.  As we go about our daily lives, we act with the intention of fulfilling His mission.  In fact, Yeshua’s objective among the lost sheep of the house of Israel was not to “save” them but rather to prod them to return to the original assignment—to bring the world to YHWH as emissaries of His way.

We have often investigated the purpose of living God’s way.  Our investigation reveals that this purpose has little or nothing to do with scientific explanation of the mitzvot of God.  His mitzvot are simply ways of exhibiting the difference it makes to serve Him and that difference is the crucial element in making Him known to the nations.  Why?  Because any man can be noble, good and fair.  Any man can be compassionate, merciful and just.  If I live by the highest of human standards, I show myself to be a model of human being.  But that does not mean my behavior will bring men to YHWH.  I have to live differently, not just better, if I am going to act as a magnet for Him.  My life has to raise questions among other men.  “Why do you do that?”  “How come you act like this?”  “How can you live that way?”  Without real difference, I am nothing more than the best of us all.  And God is not interested in my best.  He is interested in my difference.

This is why one cannot understand the way of the Lord by cognitive analysis.  I do not become a burr in the side of humanity by thinking about God.  I do not cause others to question their worldview through argument.  If I want to truly impact another person, I must live a different path.  “The only gospel most people read is the life you live” is precisely why I must commitment myself to an alternative.  Investigation, contemplation and rationalization have their place, but when it comes to fulfilling the mission, St. Francis is right.  “Preach the gospel at all times and when necessary use words.”  Be different or be ignored.

The ESV translates yeshuateka as “saving power,” but that might be a bit too much.  The word is yeshua(h), the noun of yasha’.  We should read, “Your salvation.”  It isn’t the “saving power” that we demonstrate.  It is yeshua—salvation.  Do you want people to see YHWH’s salvation?  Then make His way known on the earth.  Ten centuries before Yeshua was born, David announced the Messiah’s mission.  Make YHWH’s way known on earth so they will see His salvation.  The way of salvation is a different way, a separate way, a purposeful way.  What difference does it make in you?  What difference do you make to someone else?

Topical Index:  saving power, yasha’, yeshua, salvation, difference, Psalm 67:2

January 26  In these days he went out to the mountain to pray, and all night he continued in prayer to God.  Luke 6:12  ESV
Superhuman Prayer

Prayer – “And all night he continued.”  Are you kidding me?  Who can stay up all night praying?  I dare say that most of us fall asleep after twenty minutes attempting to pray.  How is it possible to stay up all night speaking with God?  Most of us probably read this verse and chastise ourselves thinking that somehow we just aren’t spiritual enough if we can’t pull off an all-nighter.  Or we decide that this is really superhuman behavior; something only “Jesus” could do.  At any rate, we find it nearly impossible for us.  But we feel guilty nonetheless.

Perhaps we need some encouragement from Heschel.

“What takes place in a moment of prayer may be described as a shift of the center of living—from self-consciousness to self-surrender.”

“Prayer is a moment when humility is a reality.  Humility is not a virtue.  Humility is truth.  Everything else is illusion.  In other words it is not as an ‘I’ that we approach God, but rather through the realization that there is only one ‘I.’  Now it is our being precious to Him that sets us apart from being merely an accidental by-product of the cosmic process.  This is why in Jewish liturgy primacy is given to prayer of praise.  One must never begin with supplication.  One begins with praise because praise is the prerequisite and essence of prayer.  To praise means to make Him present,  . . .”

“All of life must be a training to pray.  We pray the way we live.”

Luke uses the Greek proseuche (prayer).  We know that this Greek word encompasses more than two-dozen Hebrew words describing prayer.  Most of the Hebrew words are words of action, not contemplation and meditation.  In other words, prayer is movement.  It is movement of the lips, the head, the hands, the body and the soul.  It is up, down, sideways, falling, jumping, back and forth engagement with God.  It’s on your knees and in your face, up the stairs and out the door.  If you pray like this, sleep is banned.  Perhaps we haven’t entered into all-night prayer because we don’t shout our praise, don’t run to meet Him, don’t clap for joy, don’t train for the task.  We are even more in need than the disciples when it comes to being taught to pray.  If Heschel is right, if prayer is the pathway to make God present, then we need a lot more instruction.  We need to put away those Puritan prohibitions and let prayer loose.   Then we can stay up all night too.

Topical Index:  prayer, proseuche, Luke 6:12

January 27  That night, sleep deserted the king, and he ordered the book of records, the annals, to be brought; and it was read to the king.  Esther 6:1  JPS

The God of Sleep
Deserted – The story of Esther is much more like our experiences of life than the chronicles of Acts.  In Esther, life appears to be made up of serendipitous accidents, fate and bad behavior.  In Acts the presence of the Spirit is so tangible that people die for lying.  Perhaps that’s why our world is so much closer to the perspective of Babylon than Jerusalem.  We occupy a land characterized by the absence of God.

Of course, our failure to see Him doesn’t mean He isn’t there.  It only means that our lives are so preoccupied with the mundane, the trivially important, the necessary irrelevancies that we never consider a paradigm where God is actively engaged in every moment of our personal stories.  We go to church and attempt to invoke His presence rather than realizing His immanence.  Esther’s story is our story.

The king found that he could not sleep.  What reasons might he have given?  Too much wine?  Too many advisors?  Too many wives?  It’s no wonder poor Ahasuerus couldn’t sleep.  Ah, but what the story doesn’t say (in fact, it almost never says) is that YHWH is active in all of this.  He is the one who causes sleep to run to the desert.  He is the one who brings about Haman’s ignoble desire.  He is the one who prompts Esther’s courage.  He is the one who produces the misperception of the king at the dinner party.  God is always there.  You just don’t see Him.  In fact, you can’t see Him unless you know how to look.  

We could rewrite this verse in contemporary terms.  “That night, sleep deserted you and me.”  The Hebrew is nadeda sh’nat.  Sleep (shana’) flees, escapes, wanders away (nadad).  This is the equivalent of a Hebrew oxymoron.  Sleep is described by a verb that is essentially about moving away.  The last thing we expect when we sleep is to move away in some direction.  We want to stay put.  We want to cease moving.  We want to rest.  Perhaps that’s why Ahasuerus asked for a boring book like the annals.  Counting sheep in Persian.  Ah, but God was behind that choice too, wasn’t He?  The man wanted rest.  God wanted action.  And God is the God of sleep.  You and I aren’t going to get any when God has something for us to do.

God kept the king awake.  The welfare of the nation of Israel depended on that restless night.  We, on the other hand, are asleep most of the time.  The welfare of the Kingdom depends on us and we read ourselves to stupor.  Perhaps, if we were really sensitive to the invisible hand of God, we would realize that sleeplessness in Babylon is a sure sign of His presence.  Can’t sleep.  Count it all joy that He is calling you to recognize His purposes.

Topical Index:  sleep, shana’, flee, depart, nadad, Esther 6:1

January 28  The LORD by wisdom founded the earth, by understanding He established the heavens.  By His knowledge the deeps were broken up and the skies drip with dew.  Proverbs 3:19-20  NASB

Inseparable

Wisdom/ understanding/ knowledge – How do you know the truth?  Not what do you know that is true, but rather how do you know it is true?  How do you know that 2 + 2 = 4 or that the Crab Nebula is 6500 light years from earth or that Herod the Great built Caesarea by the Sea?  You may be tempted to say that you have researched these facts or that mathematics is an axiomatic system.  What you are expressing is an epistemology that deals almost exclusively with the human side of knowing.  In the Greek world, Man reasons his way into control of the world.  But biblical Hebrew takes a very different approach.  

Proverbs 3:19-20 is translated in the LXX with the key words sophia, phronesis, and aesthesis.  Theses are the Greek concepts of wisdom, understanding and insight (judgment).  In the Greek world, these three concepts can be expressed both theoretically and practically.  They are moral virtues and epistemological axioms.  But in Hebrew these ideas “cannot be separated conceptually in the OT, or systematically integrated into a doctrine of virtues, even though the Gr. Reader or translator might be inclined to do this under philosophical influence.”
  According to Bertram, in Hebrew thought all of these elements constitute an indivisible unity that is both practical religious action and an expression of the character of God and the design of the universe.  “God gave man a share in the wisdom of the divine creator.”
 

Ah, it’s so elegantly academic.  But what does it mean?  It means that knowing without a foundation in the Creator isn’t really knowing at all.  It is human arrogance.  It is a misuse of the loan of wisdom, understanding and knowledge.  From a Hebrew perspective, all knowledge begins and ends with God and anyone who claims to know anything without acknowledging the essential requirement of the divine gift of knowing is an utter fool!  It means that the end of all knowledge is the love of God and the beginning of all knowledge is the desire to be loved by God.  It means that there is no such thing as academic freedom devoid of divine obligation.  If we want to know, we must begin with reverence for God who makes it possible for us to know anything at all.

Ah, even this is too academic.  Let’s get very practical.  Prayer is the basis of knowledge.  A man without prayer is a man without understanding, without wisdom, without insight.  It doesn’t matter how many degrees or Nobel prizes such a man has.  The basis for it all is conversation with the Creator.  Any other approach is havelim (you can look that one up).

Topical Index:  wisdom, sophia, understanding, phronesis, knowledge, aesthesis, Proverbs 3:19-20
January 29  “Speak to the sons of Israel, and tell them that they shall make for themselves tassels on the corners of their garments throughout their generations, and that they shall put on the tassel of each corner a cord of blue.” Numbers 15:38  NASB

Dress Blues

Tassels – So what about tzitzit?  The translation “tassels” or “fringes” renders the technical term tzitzit, a woven strand of blue and white threads attached to the corners of a man’s outer garment.  According to this commandment, the “sons” of Israel are to make and wear these throughout their generations.  Does that mean you and I should be wearing tzitzit?

We start answering this question by noticing how tradition and rabbinic explanation alters the plain meaning of the text.  First is the historical precedent that this is not obligatory for women (Kiddushin 34a).  A woman could wear tzitzit, but was not expected to.  That comes from the interpretation of “sons” of Israel.  Notice that if this applies only to men, then only men should also make tzitzit.  Furthermore, it appears that each person is to make his own.

Secondly, the rabbis taught that in each tzitzit there should be seven white threads and one blue thread.  Is there Scriptural justification for this?  And what happened when the Temple was destroyed and the art of using the dye of the chilazon mollusk was lost?  Rabbinic teaching solved the problem.  The absence of the blue thread does not render the rest of the tzitzit invalid.  

Finally notice that tzitzit are to be attached to the corners of a garment.  Not belt loops.  Not pockets.  Not with clips to clothing without corners.  The strict commandment involves the way clothing was made in the 16th century BCE.  Today things are different.  

But all of this is resolved in the next verse.  What is the purpose of tzitzit?  To remind you every time you see them that you are to keep all the commandments of YHWH and not follow the ways of any foreign god.  In other words, tzitzit are visible signs of your commitment to God.  They are identity markers.  They are for you and about you.  They don’t do much good if you and others can’t see them.  People who put them on are expressing their desire to follow all the mitzvot even if they don’t strictly adhere to the exact requirements of this mitzvah.  The intention is good.  Some leeway is granted.  On the other hand, strict adherence means I don’t attach tzitzit to my no-corner shirts even though I know I am under His mitzvot.  I have seen tzitzit in “fashion” colors like pink and green.  What’s with that?  Again, intention is important.  After the destruction of the Temple, Jews still wore tzitzit even if they did not have a blue thread.  There are mitigating circumstances.

But what about those who decide not to wear them at all even if the proper conditions apply?  Ah, isn’t that like a drop of rebellion in a bowl of affirmation?

Topical Index:  tzitzit, tassels, Numbers 15:38
January 30  “You shall write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.”  Deuteronomy 6:9  ESV

A Reasonable Alternative

Doorposts – So this commandment is about the mezuzah, right?  Well, not exactly.  According to the commandment, the mitzvot of YHWH are to be written on the doorposts and the gates, not inscribed in a small decorative cylinder that is artfully attached to the casing of a door.  In fact, the current version of the mezuzah alters the meaning of the Hebrew word for “doorposts” because that Hebrew word is mezuzah.  Mezuzah does not mean a small container enclosing a tiny portion of Deuteronomy 6 and 11.  It means the physical beams that hold up the frame around your door.  But I haven’t seen any doorposts with all the 613 commandments written on them even though I have seen a lot of mezuzah.  Apparently there is some flexibility in the application of this commandment as well.  The current idea of mezuzah is a result of tradition, not application of the text, but like most traditions, there is some Scriptural foundation among the human alternation. In this regard, Jewish traditions are no different than Christian ones.  
How are we to apply this commandment?  Well, you could get a pen and start writing.  Or you could attach a traditional substitute to your entryway and your gate.  Of course, this might be difficult if you don’t have a gate or you live in a tent.  Circumstances have a lot to do with how we fulfill this commandment.

Or you could ask yourself, “Why did God tell His people to do this?”  The answer seems obvious.  God wanted those slaves coming out of Egypt to remember His instructions and do them.  Therefore, He needed an education plan.  After all, they had to learn a lot of new things.  So He provided visual aids:  tzitzit and mezuzah.  The purpose was to constantly remind His children of the necessity of keeping His commandments.  You and I need the same reminders.  It’s useless to attach a mezuzah to your door and then forget what it is supposed to teach you.  The outward symbol matters only if it functions to change the inward obedience.  

Does that mean it makes no difference if you attach a mezuzah or not?  Some would argue that as long as they recognize the role of the commandments and do their best to keep them reminders are unnecessary.  But, of course, this is one of those commandments, so not doing it on the basis that I follow the commandments anyway is a nice little spiritualized contradiction.  Does this mean I start writing on my doorposts?  Probably not, although it is difficult to see how the tradition could replace the clear intention of the text.  But there must be some reminder, don’t you think?  There must be a doorpost reminder that all the commandments apply in some way or another.  Except, of course, for those who believe that none of the commandments apply after experiencing grace.  They have much bigger issues to deal with than doorposts.

Topical Index:  mezuzah, doorposts, Deuteronomy 6:9

January 31  I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love.  Ephesians 4:1-2  ESV
Singing Jesus
Walk – Can there be any doubt about Paul’s use of peripateo as a Greek substitute for the Hebraic idea of walking a righteous path?  Paul, the rabbi, knew precisely what it meant to walk in God’s ways, and in his letter to the Ephesians, he exhorts them to do the same.  Walk worthily with humility, gentleness, patience and love.  All of theses ideals are found in the path of Torah.

But Ignatius of Antioch takes the church in a different direction.  Ignatius was the third bishop of Antioch, born sometime between 35-50 CE and “converted” to Christianity from pagan Greek backgrounds.  According to Christian legend, he died a martyr’s death about 108 CE.  Ignatius used the Greek word group symphoneo in his letter to the Ephesians exhorting them to sing “Jesus Christ” harmoniously like a choir.  He claimed that “the unity of the Church was already achieved by Christ but is to be kept by the members of the community with a common mind, . . . the harmonious unity of the Church does not rest on monotonous uniformity but on the validity of hierarchically ordained relations:  the members to the bishop, the bishop to Christ, Christ to God.”
   For Ignatius, walking the strict path of Torah was monotonous uniformity.  More importantly, Torah placed each person in a direct relationship of obedience with YHWH.  This set aside the hierarchy that Ignatius desired to endorse.  Therefore, Torah had to go.  Judaism’s practice was not a hierarchy of priests and bishops.  It was a community of followers and teachers.  The Church required more supervision than that, especially since the Church was recruiting members who were not literate like the Jews.  Supervision was essential.  Let the choir sing, but let the choir director control the output.

It is fascinating to notice how Ignatius employs a metaphor very similar to Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians 11:3, with a twist, of course.  Instead of woman and man, Ignatius substitutes member and priest (bishop).  One must ask if this isn’t just a bit self-serving.  At any rate, Ignatius’ application of the hierarchy and the directed choir soon became the model for the Church, eventually morphing into a fixed hierarchy of offices that determined the spiritual condition of the people and controlled the spiritual education of the members.  Luther broke the back of that particular system, but did not return to the walk of YHWH in the Tanakh.  He simply replaced one hierarchy with another.

Today we need to ask, “Are we truly following YHWH as His children responsible to Him, educated by Him, redeemed by Him, or do we succumb to the control of some intermediary, a pastor, a teacher, a bishop?”  Are we singing in the choir?

Topical Index:  walk, peripateo, symphoneo, choir, hierarchy, Ignatius, Ephesians 4:1-2 

February 1  A Response to Daniel Botkin’s Critique of Guardian Angel
February 2  teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. . .   Matthew 28:20  ESV

Teach Your Children Well

Teaching – No, we are not going to investigate the obvious connection between this commandment and Torah.  It’s so obvious we just won’t even mention it.  What we want to ask ourselves is this:  “What does it mean to teach?”  You might think that the answer to this question is just as obvious, but you might be surprised just how many paradigm assumptions are involved in such an “obvious” answer.

Let’s start with Plato.  Following Socrates, Plato suggests that phronesis is “the right state of the intellect from which all moral qualities derive.  Education is thus admonition in phronesis and alethia as the knowledge of value and truth.”
  In other words, in the Greek world proper education is instruction in insight and the justification of true beliefs.  Education is the combination of experience, understanding and reason.  How is this accomplished?  By rational investigation of the world.  The system of education is to be found within the sphere of being human.  Essentially, what human beings can comprehend is real.  Everything else is fiction.

This does not mean that human beings must know everything.  The claim is only that whatever human beings can understand, grasp or investigate is real.  If some subject is not open to human comprehension, even in theory, then it is not a subject for education.  It is false.  Phronesis is virtue built on human comprehension.  What is rational is good.  What is not rational is not only not good, it is error and must be rejected.

Nearly all of us grew up in an educational environment that embraced this understanding in one form or another.  Public education is dominated by this humanistic perspective, but church education is not far behind.  If we decry the current emphasis on self-affirmation, we should wake up to the direct connection between Plato’s idea of phronesis and the loss of religious morals.  When Man is the measure of what is real, God is absent in the classroom.

What is the Hebraic point of view?  In contrast to the Greek idea, education in the Semitic world begins with God.  What God says sets the boundaries and the subjects for teaching.  Nothing is more important than understanding the divine message to human beings.  There is no wisdom without God.  Therefore, teaching does not involve insight into human behaviors or human rationality.  Teaching means instruction in obedience to the outside revelation of God, instruction that comes from outside the human realm and is not subject to human evaluation.  I hear, I do.  If the explanation follows, it must come via the words of God.  This is why one rabbi told his student who inquired about studying Greek philosophy, “The Lord tells us to diligently seek Him day and night.  Use whatever time you have left to study Plato.”  By the way, this is the same view of education that characterizes the rote memorization process of learning the Quran.  The Greek world thinks.  The Near Eastern world obeys.

Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young sang, “Teach your children well, . . .”  You might ask how you are teaching your children.  Are you a student of phronesis?  Or are you a disciple of Yeshua?

Topical Index:  teach, phronesis, insight, virtue, disciple, Matthew 28:20

February 3  Brethren, do not be children in your thinking; yet in evil be infants, but in your thinking be mature. 1 Corinthians 14:20  NASB
Child’s Play

Thinking be mature – So what about speaking in tongues?  Ah, such a divisive question.  Some believe this manifestation of spiritual ecstasy is an essential step in full fellowship.  Some believe it belonged only to the first century.  Most have no idea how to evaluate the practice and so they simply ignore it.  Without some background in the Corinthian culture and some careful exegesis we are likely to be either disturbed or confused by Paul’s comments and suffer theological dyspepsia.  Since no matter which way we go we will undoubtedly step on someone’s toes, let’s just jump into the fire.

First, the cultural issues.  Greek mystical religions were quite common in Corinth.  These religions employed two key figures, the mantic and the prophet.  Beginning in the 8th Century BCE, oracles were used to get answers directly from the gods.  The mantic was the person who had direct contact with the god, often expressing that contact with animal-like behavior and unintelligible speech (speaking in tongues).  The role of the prophet was to interpret the behavior and language so that the supplicant could understand the god’s answer.  Since this routine was widely known among the Greek civilization and incorporated into Roman polytheism, in all likelihood Corinthian Gentile converts to Messianic fellowship in the synagogue brought this religious idea and practice with them into the assembly.  There is no evidence that Jews practiced anything similar.  Therefore, the problem Paul addresses is a Gentile issue.  Speaking in tongues arrives in the synagogue from pagan practice.  That does not mean that the expression of speaking in tongues is pagan or forbidden.  It only means that the origin of this religious behavior is probably found in Greek ideas.  Since it is causing distress in the Corinthian assembly, Paul addresses it.

Now let’s look carefully at what Paul says.  We must ignore the convenient versification and paragraph separations in Paul’s argument.  Those were added hundreds of years later.  Paul’s thought flows from verse 1 through verse 40.  The purpose of this entire section of his letter is proper order.  Speaking in tongues and prophecy are but two elements of Paul’s concern to mitigate confusion.   In the middle of his discussion, Paul pleads with the Corinthian followers to stop being children.  Yes, it may be fine to speak unintelligibly when addressing God in some state of spiritual ecstasy, but placing this above the needs of the whole community is the equivalent of child’s play.  It is myopically self-centered.  It is showmanship as far as the community is concerned because others derive no benefit from such behavior.  Paul exhorts tongue-speaking practitioners to adopt phren, rational understanding that characterizes maturity.  Perhaps we hear the echo of putting away childish things.  At any rate, Paul’s great concern is not with the individual expression of spiritual fervor but with the unity and edification of the community.  If personal spiritual euphoria divides, it is useless.

That’s the point of Paul’s metaphors.  Bugles sounding an alarm that no one hears, harps that play tunes no one grasps, and words without meaning are all pointless.  The intention of the sound is lost.  So Paul basically says that unless the sound is translated into something recognizable to others, it is of little value.  This introduces the concept of prophecy and once again our contemporary ideas are far afield from Paul’s use of the word.  We have investigated this before.  Basically, prophecy in the Hebraic worldview is not about foretelling.  It is about unpacking.  The prophet delivers God’s words in ways that they are clearly understood.  He or she reveals insights, offers explanations and provides applications that were previously unrecognized but were nevertheless always inherent in the message.  This fits the Greek idea of the prophet as well.  He is the messenger, not the originator.  As far as Paul is concerned, this ability is of much greater value because it edifies all.  But don’t think that Paul wants everyone to foretell.  Paul is not advocating the typical “The Lord has a word for you” kind of prophet.  He is exhorting the Corinthians to become real students of Scripture so that their understanding may be mature.  This kind of “prophecy” outweighs any personal expression of spiritual rapture.

Culture and careful exegesis may lead us to have a greater appreciation for Paul’s advice.  It may also lead us to reconciliation with those who see things differently.

Topical Index:  speaking in tongues, phren, understanding, prophecy, 1 Corinthians 14:20

February 4  So Moses came and called the elders of the people, and set before them all these words which the LORD had commanded him.  Exodus 19:7  NASB
Chain of Command

Set before them – Until the revolution of the “new,” no one wanted to embrace a way of life that did not have a long legacy of success.  In fact, our preoccupation with the latest and the greatest has never been a high priority in human history.  Most cultures embrace traditional ways of doing things because there is security and certainty in what has worked for a long time.  This was absolutely the case in the Roman first century.  A “new” religion could not survive because no one trusted an untested practice when the gods were concerned.  This is one of the reasons that Christianity needed to claim the Tanakh as its foundation.

As a result of the need for longevity, most religious systems employ some kind of chain of authority, something that passes the message from one generation to the next regardless of the requirement for subtle modifications.  There must be a chain of command if the religion is going to be more than someone’s new idea.  Judaism points to the chain established by Moses.  Moses calls the elders, the elders pass the message to the sages, the sages to the rabbis and today that chain of authorized interpretation is still resident in rabbinic teaching.  History births application through haggadah.

When Christianity was invented in the second century, it also needed to establish its legitimate heritage and authorized chain of command.  Therefore, the early Church fathers paralleled the line of Jewish authority.  From Jesus to the disciples, from the disciples to the bishops, from the bishops to the people.  Of course, Peter as the first pope added enormous support to this chain (Paul fits in there somewhere too).  After Constantine the hierarchy of religious authority was well established.  Judaism had its chain, so did Christianity.

Then came Luther.  Ah, you think Luther undid all this chain of authority nonsense?  Not a chance!  Any outside observer will notice that Jews, Catholics and Protestants all have chains of authority.  Those of us who thought we lived by the five solas are just as much foot soldiers in the Protestant chain of command as any Roman Catholic parishioner.  We just have different titles for our officers.  Now they come with Ph.D., Reverend, pastor, D. Min., or celebrity author, TV evangelist titles.  Some still call themselves “bishop.”  Our chain of authority begins with Luther or Calvin, extends through the famous missionaries of the church and arrives at our doorstep as the local pastor whose interpretation of Scripture usually goes unchecked.  Calvin’s Institutes are the oral Torah of Protestants.  Piper, Lucado and Montgomery are not far behind.  We believe what we are told, not what we learn ourselves.  In fact, I would venture to say that most Christians don’t read the Bible and really have no idea what it actually says.  But they know what the preacher says.  They know the latest book from Beth Moore.  We live in a world of three testaments:  the old, the new and the oral testament—the content of the last sermon we heard.  And the most important one is the oral one.  We don’t really need to study much of anything.  We just need to go to church and let the professionals tell us what the Bible says.  I can’t imagine how disturbing this is to Paul who commands us to study in order to be approved.

The passage in Exodus tells us that Moses set the mitzvot of YHWH before the elders.  The words are yasem lifnehem.  The verb, sum or sim, has at least six meanings, everything from putting something in place to assigning something to someone.  In this case, the meanings of appointing someone and assigning something to someone overlap.  Moses does not simply recite the commandments to the elders.  He assigns the commandments to the elders and appoints them to carry them out.  He designates the elders as teachers of the people.  He sets them aside for this purpose.  This is chain of command, something Moses learned from Jethro.

Does that mean we must all be under the authority of someone assigned by God?  I don’t think so.  Moses assigned these men to teach what God said, not to interpret or embellish, not to add to or take away from.  The authority always rests in the words of YHWH, not in the men who are assigned to disperse the message.  We are to listen to the author, not the messenger.  Not distinguishing the two causes chaos.  Worse yet, those who think they should be listened to because they have been authorized are missing the entire point of a chain of command.  The biblical chain of command is the obligation of a servant, not the right of a master.  

Topical Index:  chain of command, authority, haggadah, hierarchy, set before, sum, Exodus 19:7

February 5  You shall not add to the word which I am commanding you, nor take away from it, that you may keep the commandments of the Lord your God which I command you.  Deuteronomy 4:2  NASB
The Biblical Kindle

Nor take away – Moses’ statement makes it crystal clear that no one is to remove anything from God’s commands.  The apostle John alludes to this prohibition in Revelation 22:18 in case you are interested in a New Testament version of the same idea.  But let me ask you, “If you read the commandments of YHWH on a scroll in the 16th Century BCE, what would you see?”  

Well, you would see the letters, of course.  You would see the ink marks on the scroll.  And you would know that not a single one of them could be removed.  But what else would you see?  You would see the empty spaces surrounding the letters, between the letters and above and below the letters.  Are these not also part of the message of God to His children?  Can I write a letter without creating a second, hidden alphabet made up of the shape of the spaces?  This is what the rabbis call “white fire.”  The Tanakh is black fire (the ink) written on white fire (the spaces).  With this in mind, what does the command “nor take away” really mean?  Is it possible to see the white fire of God’s hidden alphabet in any other form than the form of a Hebrew scroll?  

We have often observed that the Hebrew aleph-bet is like the structural beams of a building.  Each consonant provides a rigid framework upon which vowels are hung to produce various interiors (words).  The framework stays in place no matter what vowels are hung on it.  Thus various vowel pictures from the same consonant framework are related to each other even if the translations don’t seem to be.  For example, womb (rahum) and compassion (raham) share the same consonant rigidity and are therefore related in some way.  This seems quite clear and is the subject of much analysis.

But now we have white fire as well.  The meticulous copying of scrolls insures that the white fire is also maintained.  So now we have a rigid black framework that presents another alphabet, an alphabet that can only be seen in contrast.  Now more than ever we realize that Hebrew is a very special language for communicating what God wants to say.  And we also realize that there is absolutely no way to translate this into any other language.  There are no white fire dictionaries.

When Moses told the people not to add or take away, do you suppose he also meant, “Do not alter this text in any way that will reshape its white fire?”  If he did, where does that leave the King James, the New American Standard, the Revised and the New International?

Topical Index: white fire, take away, Deuteronomy 4:2

Want more on this:  http://www.bibliodrama.com/white-fire-black-fire-and-midrash/
February 6  Happy those who keep justice, who do righteousness at all times.  Psalm 106:3 (Robert Alter translation)

Happy Today

At all times – “If you’re happy and you know it, clap your hands.  If you’re happy and you know it, clap your hands.  If you’re happy and you know it then your life will surely show it.”  So go the words of a children’s song.  Are you happy today?  Better clap your hands.

Of course, David isn’t really concerned with happiness.  Happiness is the temporary alignment of desire and fulfillment.  Happiness depends entirely on circumstances.  I am happy the moment I win the lottery, and unhappy the next moment when I see the government tax man take 50%.  What David has in mind is not happiness.  Alter’s translation improves on “blessed,” but still sends us in the wrong direction.  The man who keeps justice and does righteousness is not happy (although he might be) nor blessed (because it wasn’t an unearned gift).  He is fortunate, lucky, successful.  His life is not governed by his circumstances.  It is governed by his effort.
  Biblical luck is the luck you make!

But can David actually expect his reader to do righteousness at all times?  The Hebrew, be-kol et, employs this very interesting word ‘et, a derivative of ‘ana, “to answer, to respond, to testify, to speak, to shout.”  Do you see how strange this really is?  We think of time the way Greeks think of time, that is, as a causal chain of fixed events on a linear path.  But Hebrew has no word for this kind of “time.”  In Hebrew, time is a function of the dynamic of speech.  Time is conversation.  If a tree falls in the forest and no one hears it, does it make a sound?  If no one is responding, speaking, answering, has any time passed?  Suddenly we realize that the power of the word is a lot more than simply speaking the cosmos into being.  The power of the word of God continues to keep everything in existence—and response is required!

Can we do righteousness at all times?  Before you decide that this is just impossible, ask yourself if you can respond, answer, or converse with God all the time.  If you can talk with Him, you can do righteousness.  Is there any time (in the Greek paradigm) when you cannot talk with God?  Even in the midst of sin, God is open to conversation.  Keep the communication flowing and tsedaqah will be yours.  When we stop communicating with  God, we step outside the Hebrew idea of time.  We cease to exist.

Be happy today.  Answer Him.

Topical Index:  ‘et, time, ‘ana, answer, speak, happy, righteousness, Psalm 106:3
February 7  They exchanged the glory of God for the image of an ox that eats grass.  Psalm 106:20  ESV
Glorified

Glory – Translators have added words of explanation to this verse.  In Hebrew it reads:  va-yamiroo et kevodam betavnit.  The et identifies the direct object of the verb mur (to exchange).  But notice that the direct object is not “the glory of God.”  It is kavod (glory) plus the construct hem (they).  Robert Alter translates this as “they exchanged their glory,” an idea that is strikingly different than the ESV rendition “the glory of God.”
  Does the addition of God’s glory help us understand what David has in mind?  I don’t think so.  In fact, I think that this alteration to the plain meaning of the Hebrew text actually masks what David intends and it does so because what David says flies in the face of certain theological teaching.

What does David say?  He says that when the children of Israel made the golden bull they altered (exchanged) their glory for the idolatrous image.  What is “their glory?”  It seems to me that David is acknowledging God’s handiwork in fashioning men in His image.  The glory of God in the creation is seen in the one thing that bears His image, that is, Man.  Man is God’s glory manifest in flesh and blood.  Man is the living representative of God on earth, intended to be a co-participant in the Kingdom, a fellow-heir in God’s eternal plan.  Man was created glorified!  When Man chose to serve an idol, he exchanged the natural glory of his created being for that of a misrepresentation.  He made himself into something God never intended.  His glory was lost in his idolatry.

Just think of it.  God made you to be the full representation of His glory.  God made you the image of Himself.  Wonderful!  Radiant!  Powerful!  Capable!  A ruler on earth!  A messenger of the divine!  

But Man opted to put himself under the banner and in the service of images, of representations of animals.  Man abdicated his role and fell from glory.  It isn’t God who is on trial here.  It is Man.  Man gave up the privilege and position he was given.  He stepped away from glory by deliberate disobedience.

Why would the ESV and the NIV not want to communicate this amazing insight?  Why change the verse so that it is about God rather than Man?  Could it be that admitting men are glorified undermines the Augustinian-Lutheran theology of sinful nature?  If men, even after the Fall, are viewed as glorified, then sinful nature goes out the window.  So change the text.  Make it about God, not us.  Am I suggesting that we in our disobedient state are glorious?  Of course not!  That is David’s point.  We exchanged what God gave us, what He intended, for something far inferior.  But it was there once.

Topical Index:  glory, kavod, exchange, Psalm 106:20
February 8  For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.  John 3:16  ESV
Too Familiar

In him – We are so familiar with this verse that we probably never imagined it could be read any other way.  But my friend John raised an issue about the pronoun.  If you were in John’s reading audience in the first century, you just might assign this pronoun to “God” rather than the “Son.”  God gave His Son because He loves His creation (the cosmos) and wants to redeem it.  Whoever believes that this is God’s way of defeating death and bringing the defilement of the creation to an end will not perish.  In other words, as a result of the gift we are to believe in the actions of the giver.  The emphasis is on the generosity of the Father.    This would be perfectly appropriate for John’s Jewish audience.  

Why would we even consider this alternative reading after all the Christological emphasis of the Church?  First we have to look at the general context of John’s gospel.  What is the purpose of John’s gospel?  He tells us.  He writes in order that we will believe that Yeshua is the divine Son of God, the Jewish Messiah.  How does John demonstrate that this is true?  He offers a series of signs accompanied by various Messianic claims.  Does John suggest that Yeshua came so that we would worship Him?  Except for Thomas’ declaration, we always find Yeshua pointing us to the Father.  Yeshua never claims credit for Himself.  He follows the path of the suffering servant, not the victorious king.  All that he does can be summarized in tetelestai (“It is accomplished”).  For most of our lives, we thought Yeshua was saying that He finished the work of salvation or that He completed the Law.  Now we know better.  But since this is the end of the story, what is the beginning?  John models Genesis in his prologue.  It is all about the creative actions of God and the Son.  But is the focus exclusively on the Son as the object of worship?   No Jew, even Yeshua, would have made such a claim.  The only good One is YHWH.  The only One to serve is YHWH.  Everything comes from Him and returns to Him.  John positions Yeshua in relation to the Father, not the other way around.  “If you have seen Me” presupposes an understanding of the work and love of God.  What if this too-familiar text actually says, “God as the Giver is the One we must believe”? The pronoun could refer to either.  In order to decide which one we must look deeper.

Now we need to look at the Greek text.  It is slightly ambiguous.  The relevant text is hina pas ho pisteuon eis auton.  Hina (that, so that, in order that) introduces a subjunctive clause.  Does the pronoun of the subjunctive clause refer to the subject of the sentence  (God) or to the direct object of the sentence (the Son)?  Some comments about hina may be valuable.  “The NT is particularly fond of clauses with [hina].  But the decisive reason for this preference is not to be found in a linguistic softening of the conjunction . . . The reason is to be sought in the teleological understanding of the ways of God and the destiny of man as this is promoted in the NT.  This is proved on the one hand by the prior history of [hina] and its Semitic equivalents in the OT and later Judaism, and on the other hand by the fact that in the NT itself [hina] and its synonyms are most common where there is the stronger teleological thinking, i.e., in the Pauline and Johannine writings.”
  Stauffer points out that the use of hina in the LXX is normally associated with the purposes of God’s actions.  “The revelation of His divine nature, power and glory is the constant aim of His actions, and this belief is basic for an understanding of God right on into NT days.”
  If this is John’s perspective, then we would expect his use of hina to point us toward YHWH.  That means the referent of the pronoun in the subjunctive clause would most likely be “God.”  That means that John’s classic commentary on the conversation with Nicodemus (it is quite unlikely that these are the words of Yeshua) fits the Jewish idea of the Messiah, one who is given in order to call the children back to the Father, to open the way for all to come to YHWH.  

Of course, we still have to deal with John’s use of pisteuo (to believe) in combination with eis (to believe into), but perhaps we have been too quick to adopt the Christological interpretation of this verse.  Perhaps we have ignored John’s Jewish perspective.  Perhaps.  It’s worth considering, isn’t it?  Imagine the change this makes.

Topical Index:  hina, so that, him, pronoun, John 3:16
February 9  For you know that even afterwards, when he desired to inherit the blessing, he was rejected, for he found no place for repentance, though he sought for it with tears.  Hebrews 12:17  NASB

Statute of Limitation

No place – This verse scares me to death.  I know the story of Esau.  So do you.
  The author of Hebrews calls Esau immoral and godless.  I’m not sure we would be so caustic, but that’s because we don’t fully appreciate the insult and arrogance demonstrated in Esau’s forfeiture of the birthright.  Nevertheless, we understand perfectly well the possibility of reaching a point where repentance no longer makes any difference.  We know theoretically (we hope) that some have turned so far away that they can’t make it back.  Is Esau’s experience really a warning to all of us?

The Greek text tell us that Esau found no “place” (topos) for repentance in spite of his effort to seek it.  The verb is strong (zeteo).  Esau zealously sought relief and restoration, but it was no longer available.  The time of blessing had passed.  Another took his place.  Esau came to repentance too late.  How did this happen?  What precipitated this tragedy in Esau’s life?  The answer is lack of kavvanah.  Esau presumed upon God.  Esau thought that his future was assured because of his position.  Esau believed that once he attained a certain status he could never lose that rank.  Esau was arrogant and in his arrogance he neglected the weightier matters of the faith.  He thought God would always be there no matter what he actually did.  He was mistaken, tragically mistaken, and by the time he realized his mistake, the blessing of God had departed.

It’s unlikely that you are going to give away your birthright for a bowl of soup, but that doesn’t mean you don’t harbor the same mistaken hubris of Esau.  It seems to me that all of us presume upon God’s grace.  We simply think that He won’t pass us by no matter what we really do.  We assume there will always be room for repentance.  We do not fear Him.  Perhaps we’re right.  Perhaps it is always possible (theoretically) to come back.  But even if we seek Him with tears, the blessing we desired may have already passed by.  One wonders if Esau cried because he repented of his arrogance or because he could no longer have the expected benefit.  Perhaps God did forgive Esau of his pride and petulance, but the blessing was not recaptured.  How many gifts from the Father have we frittered away because we presumed God could not change His plans for us?  How many of Esau’s tears have we cried and remained comfortless?  And who is responsible for that?  

Now is the day of salvation says the text.  Esau reminds us that tomorrow is too late.

Topical Index:  Esau, place, topos, repentance, blessing, Hebrews 12:17

February 10   saying: “The scribes and the Pharisees have seated themselves in the chair of Moses; 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 23:2-3  NASB

Material Witness

But do not do – So you got the picture?  You realize that God has expectations after deliverance.  You acknowledge that freedom in Christ doesn’t mean free to do whatever you wish.  You see that Paul was Torah-observant.  You begin to recognize that the theological arguments about the “end” of the Law don’t quite fit the lives and the words of the men of the Book.  

Two things may happen.  Both need to be avoided.  Both are very seductive.  The first is that you throw up your hands and shout, “How could I have been so misled?  Everything I ever believed is wrong.  Now I can’t trust anything.”  You collapse into spiritual depression, thinking that because you didn’t see all of this before, somehow your faith means nothing.  You were lied to.  You were deceived.  What you believed before doesn’t matter at all.  You get so discouraged with the relearning process that you just give up.  You stop going to church (“The pastor doesn’t even know he’s wrong”) and you virtually quit reading the Bible (“I can’t trust the translations and I don’t know Greek or Hebrew”).  Now you need to hear this very clearly:  God brought you through all this in order to get you to this place today.  He didn’t waste a single moment.  Neither should you.  Thank Him for His tenacity.  Praise Him for His faithfulness.  And rejoice that you are now able to start again with Him.  He never left even if you misunderstood the message.  He just used all that to get you to this place.  Pick up and get going.  Fellowship, pray, study and revel in the goodness of the Lord.

Yeshua addresses the second possibility.  You may be tempted to think that now you have the right answer and everyone else is an idiot or morally depraved.  Now you know which calendar everyone must follow.  Now you know which prayers are acceptable.  Now you know the real name of the Savior.  Now you know what to do, when to do and how to do—and anyone who does it differently must be wrong.  Now you can become a real legalist because you have God on your side!  

“But do not do” doesn’t mean, “don’t do anything.”  It means, “Do what you are supposed to do differently than this.”  It is so tempting to use your new insight to batter others with the truth.  But that is not the way of a servant.  Your new insight should bring you to the place of being all things to all men so that some might believe.  Does it really matter in the eternal scheme of things if we follow one calendar and the Torah group in the next town follows another?  Do we draw closer to each other and the Lord if we fight about your two sets of dishes and I my one set?  You wear tzitzit on belt loops.  I don’t.  Is one of us “cut off” because of that?  Yeshua never suggested that Torah doesn’t matter.  He exhorted His followers to not be legalists about Torah.  Show grace.  Be merciful.  Have compassion.  Don’t forget that you were once a slave in Egypt.

Torah is the expression of the character of God, not a list of rules.  Exodus 34:6-7 is at the heart of Torah.  Those words describe the attitude of Torah observance.  Ritual obedience means nothing without them.

The second temptation is far worse than the first because succumbing to the second means that your life demonstrates a rejection of all who do not conform to you rather than a hope for all those who observe you.  Paul pleads for unity.  Yeshua spends His time among the outcasts.  What exactly are you doing about those great themes of Scripture?  Arguing about which day Passover really begins on the Roman calendar?

Topical Index:  do not do, Torah observance, temptations, Matthew 23:2-3

February 11  And the Twelve summoned the congregation of the disciples and said, “It is not desirable for us to neglect the word of God in order to serve tables . . .”  Acts 6:2  NASB

Relationship Management

Not desirable – What does God want you to do?  Ah, while you are answering that question you must also ask, “What does God want me to do for others?”  The two are inseparable.  Your relationship with the Father has immediate implications for your relationships with the rest of His children and you must pay attention to those implications.  You don’t get to be Robinson Crusoe in God’s Kingdom.

Notice what the Twelve say.  The Greek verb is arestos.  It means “to set up a positive relationship, to make peace, to please.”  When the translators suggest “desirable” we might accidently assume that this means “desirable for us” as though the Twelve were concerned about their personal peace.  But that would be a mistake.  What they mean is that it is not pleasing for you to have us wait on tables rather than study God’s word.  It’s all about what God assigns.  Someone has to wait on tables and God has in mind that someone who is perfectly suited to the task.  It just doesn’t happen to be the Twelve.  Does that mean that the Twelve cannot wait on tables?  Of course not! We do what is needed when it is necessary, but the role God has each of us play for the good of the community is the role God wants.  This implies that I cannot do what God wants me to do unless you are doing what God wants you to do.

I used to belong to the First Church of Spiritual Abuse.  Just like any other secular organization, this church thought of service as filling one of its needs.  The only difference was that the church asked me to do it for free.

One day I realized that God intends His people to work on the basis of the intersection of design and need, not simply on the basis of what the organization determines must be done next.  God’s idea of community is each person producing according to the innate design that He gifted to them at birth so that every member contributes to the whole through passion and delight, not from demand and obligation.  Once I realized this, I discovered that most work in organizations, whether they are corporations or churches, isn’t concerned with my passion, or with the passions of its employees or members.  Most work is concerned with organizational task completion.  And that means that most work is toil, not delight.  Most work is about doing what someone else thinks needs to be done, not about releasing the passion that God gave me so that I can delight Him and bless others.  It really doesn’t matter if I am laboring on the factory floor or behind a desk or in the choir or preaching a sermon.  If I’m not utilizing the innate design God gave me, I will be frustrated, bored, preoccupied and, eventually, burned out.

Like every other organization, the church has tasks to be done.  Someone has to teach Sunday school.  Someone must take the offering.  Someone must clean the building and fold the bulletins.  Someone must preach.  But in the end, if these necessary elements of the worshipping community are not being executed by precisely the ones God selected and empowered to accomplish them, then even if the goals are biblically correct, force-fitting people into the “needs” boxes is abuse nonetheless.  In fact, as a leader you may have been doing it inadvertently, but it is abuse nonetheless.

There is a better way, but it requires a shift in our thinking about the relationship between work and worship.  We can begin to marry passion, work and worship.  Once you know where to look for this intersection, you can become a part of the worshipping community of the church with a whole new outlook.  You can bring your special talent to the Kingdom in ways that you never thought possible because you can finally see how all the parts fit together.  Paul exhorted us to think of the body of the church in terms of parts of our own bodies.  The feet are for walking.  The eyes for seeing.  The ears for hearing.  Each part is uniquely fitted to accomplish its specific purpose for the good of the whole.  Knowing if you are “eyes” or “feet” or “ears” is crucial, because once you know, you will recognize where you are supposed to function within the body and you will stop trying to see with your feet or walk with your ears.

The Twelve didn’t need to study the word of God so that they could put the letters “Ph.D.” behind their names.  They needed to do what God assigned to them so that the whole community might benefit, but they couldn’t do this unless the rest of the community did what God wanted it to do.  My success depends on your success.  

Welcome to the real Church.

Topical Index:  church, assignment, work, worship, Acts 6:2 

February 12  All who accept the yoke of the Torah are relieved of the yoke of the government and the yoke of worldly affairs.  All who cast off the yoke of Torah, the yoke of the government and the yoke of worldly affairs is put upon them.  Pirke Avot 3:6  
The Government of God

Yoke – No, you won’t find this in the Scriptures.  This saying is attributed to Rabbi Nehunia ben-Hakanah, a teacher who lived in the first and second centuries.  But notice the similarity with Paul’s statement in Romans 13.  Oh, wait!  Doesn’t Paul say exactly the opposite?  “Let everyone be subject to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God” (Romans 13:1 NIV).  What is going on here?  

Rabbi Nehunia’s statement gives us an insight into the contemporary thinking of rabbinic teaching in the first century.  If you follow Torah there is no need to subject yourself to the worldly government.  Why?  Because the government of God is the true government of the world.  Kings and emperors who do not incorporate the teachings of Torah into their administration are out of synch with the Creator.  If you want to be in alignment with the way the world really works and the way the Kingdom will operate, then subject yourself to Torah and be relieved from the obligation to follow Rome.  However, if you throw off Torah you will be subjected to the governments of men.  This is the rabbinic point of view.  Torah is the right way, but that doesn’t mean all men will put the yoke of Torah on their shoulders.

With this background, perhaps Make Nanos’ commentary on Romans makes a lot more sense.  Nanos’ argues (rather convincingly) that Paul’s statements in Romans 13 can only be applied to the governing authorities of the synagogue.  As a rabbi, Paul would never endorse subjection to a Roman government that did not value life, turned away from the ordinances of God and embraced idolatry.  To suggest that Paul’s comment is a command for followers of YHWH to submit themselves to any worldly authority denies the entire direction of Scripture.  Rabbi Nehumia’s view is much closer to the character of YHWH than the interpretation provided by the fathers of the Roman Catholic Church (who, by the way, had a vested interest in interpreting Paul as an endorser of the present government).

The problem is that we have also been subjected to centuries of non-Jewish, non-rabbinic interpretation of Paul, interpretations that conveniently fit the authority of the worldly government because there was no yoke of Torah in the Church.  The Church was ethically challenged in ways that the rabbis could never have imagined.  Without God’s yoke, the vacuum is filled with another authority.  Always.

Topical Index:  yoke, government, authority, Romans 13, Pirke Avot 3:6

February 13  When God began to create heaven and earth—  Genesis 1:1  JPS

The God Paradigm

God – Now don’t get too upset about the JPS translation.  It only tries to capture the fact that the opening word, bere’shiyt, does not have a definite article attached (“the” beginning) and therefore must be understood in some other way than an announcement about the beginning of everything.
  Today we want to look at something else.  Today we want to notice that the Scriptures begin with the axiom of Elohim.  Nowhere does Scripture attempt to justify, explain, account for or give grounds for God.  There are no proofs for His existence, no arguments for His character, no rationalizations for His sovereignty.  In the biblical world, all of this is assumed.  The fundamental axiom of the Hebraic worldview is God revealed in Scripture.  To doubt what Scripture says about God is the equivalent of doubting the axiom that two parallel lines never meet in Euclidian geometry.  Give up the axiom and nothing else follows.  The entire edifice built upon the axiom comes apart.  Take out this brick and the wall collapses.

Every systematic theology text that I know of has a section on proofs for the existence of God.  The Christian world has been preoccupied with this problem since the early third century.  But nothing like this occurs anywhere in the Bible, even in the New Testament.  You should find this quite remarkable.  If there were ever evidence that the Christian epistemology is radically different than the Hebrew epistemology, this is it.  For some reason (which we will not elaborate now), Christianity feels it necessary to demonstrate that their God can be rationally justified while Hebrew thought unquestionably begins with the unchallenged assumption of God’s existence.

It seems to me that the reason for this striking difference can be found in the origins of the two faiths (yes, I am separating Hebraic-based faith and Christianity).  In Hebraic thought, belief and obedience (they are the same) begins in the 16th century BCE in the ancient Near East.  In that world absolutely no one could have imagined the non-existence of divine beings.  Every culture in ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt was filled with gods.  Gods ran everything.  Mankind’s greatest problem was not deciding whether or not the gods existed.  It was determining what the gods wanted.  In fact, even ancient Greece assumed the existence of the gods.  Greek philosophy did not begin to question the existence of the gods until the 4th century BCE.  But by far the majority of all the people in the Roman Empire continued to believe unquestionably in the existence of the gods.  If this were not the case, Christianity would have had a much more difficult time converting pagans.

Enough history.  Let’s look at the radical difference between these two origins.  Hebraic thought comes from a world where divinity is found everywhere.  With this basic axiom, the only issue is which god to follow and therefore the Bible asserts that YHWH is the only God.  The intellectual bridge to cross is not whether or not God exists.  The bridge to cross is whether or not YHWH is the only God.  The plagues of Egypt are necessary demonstrations that there is no other god but YHWH.  Once that question is settled, everything else proceeds on the basis that this only God has revealed His will for men, and since He is the only God, we had better pay attention.  This is paradigmatic thinking.  It does not lend itself to outside critical evaluation.  It does not pretend to answer all the objections; objections, it must be added, that arise from outside the paradigm.  This is “Try it, you’ll like it” thinking.  You have to get into the paradigm before you can see the world from that point of view.  This is why men like Kierkegaard advocated a “leap of faith.”  They failed to see that their “leap” was predicated upon a different paradigm.  They had to leap because the paradigm they embraced could not justify the biblical religion but they wanted that kind of faith anyway.  So, they thought they had to give up their “rationality” in order to embrace something that was illogical.  They didn’t see that it was illogical because they were standing outside the paradigm.
Does this mean those of us who embrace Hebraic thought today are merely throwbacks to the ancient (and therefore irrational) world?  If you even entertain that question, you are already outside.  Paradigms may be resistant to outside criticism, but that does not mean they are insular.  The entire project of paradigmatic thinking is to make sense of the world.  Insofar as a paradigm fails to do this, it is less elegant, less appealing and potentially more vulnerable to collapse.  How do we evaluate paradigms if we have to stand inside to see what the world looks like?  There are essentially three general tests.

First, logical consistency.  Wherever a paradigm asserts something that defies the laws of logic, it must be challenged.  It is not possible for A to be equal to not-A.  Self-contradiction is (usually) a fatal flaw.  You can appreciate how powerful such a critique is when you find theologians like Erickson saying, “It appears that Tertullian was right in affirming that the doctrine of the Trinity must be divinely revealed, not humanly constructed.  It is so absurd from a human standpoint that no one would have invented it.  We do not hold the doctrine of the Trinity because it is self-evident or logically cogent.” 
  This is quite an admission.  What Erickson recognizes is that this essential doctrine defies logic.  But notice that he stills explains why we should believe something completely absurd.  The paradigm is very strong indeed.

Second, coherence.  Ideas inside the paradigm must be related to each other in some coherent way.  Paradigms fail when they assert beliefs that are disconnected from each other.  As an example, recent dialogue about the relationship between sin, illness and Satan points out that some explanations of these relationships make sense based on the evidence from the text and some do not make sense.  When paradigms stop making sense they are likely to collapse (but not always, see Erickson above).

Finally, comprehensiveness.  A paradigm is supposed to make sense of the world.  That means it must be powerful enough to explain all of the experience of the world.  Wherever a paradigm justifies itself by ignoring or discounting human experience, it is weak.  Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s worldview may not include the occurrence of the holocaust, but that only points out the insufficiency of his paradigm.  His worldview is a failure.  It does not account for the facts.  

All of this leads to self-examination.  You have a paradigm, a worldview.  Is it logically consistent, internally coherent, experience comprehensive?  Wherever your paradigm fails to make sense of the whole world, it weakens.  But standing outside looking in and criticizing one worldview from the perspective of another worldview is fairly useless if we are trying to help people move to another paradigm.  Put on the shoes, then take a serious look around.

“In the beginning God” starts a way of seeing the world.  If you don’t put on Hebrew shoes, it probably won’t make sense.  But if you do put them on, lots of other things will have to change.  You decide.  Ask yourself, “What shoes will I wear today?”

Topical Index:  paradigms, Genesis 1:1, bere’shiyt. 

February 14  “Again I say to you, that if two of you agree on earth about anything that they may ask, it shall be done for them by My Father who is in heaven.”  Matthew 18:19  NASB

Four-Part Harmony

Agree – What does it mean to agree?  Does it mean to think precisely the same way, to mimic each other, to have exactly the same answers?  Does agreement mean there can be no difference of opinion, no variance, no divergence?  If you were brought up in the mathematical metaphysics of Greek thought, you will probably agree that it means not having any differences.  The fact that Christian theology is really Greek religious theology lends credence to this way of thinking.  There can be only one right answer, one right way, one right application.  Anything else is wrong and probably heretical.

But look at the Greek word that Matthew’s translator uses to capture what Yeshua says.  It is symphonesosin, from symphoneo.  It means harmony, not conformity.  To be of one mind does not require that we all say the same words with the same tone in the same chant.  We are not followers of the Quran.  We are followers of YHWH, the God of creativity, mystery, life and (yes) paradox.  We sing together in harmony but we do not all sing the same notes.  The children of the Most High God are musicians in the orchestra playing a symphony.  Every instrument is used.  None stands alone.  The result is what matters, not the celebrity status of any one individual.

Yeshua says to his followers, “If even two of you sing in harmony on earth about anything, heavenly music comes.”  Harmony occurs when two or more notes are played at the same time, not when one note is struck by two or more players.  Harmony requires diversity.  Blended, pleasing diversity.  Ah, what music we can make when we stop fighting over who gets to sing the note and learn to sing our own notes together.  

I have often said that Christian dogma and doctrine is essentially about conformity.  That does not mean that Judaism doesn’t have its own conformity requirements.  Of course it does.  Torah is about conformity, but not to my view of the world.  Torah is about singing God’s notes and God provides plenty of diversity in the tune.  Some notes are for me, some are for you, some are for men, some for women, some for priests, some for residents, some for strangers.  Symphoneo is the objective.

So breathe!  Open your voice to the Lord and praise Him for writing the music of the creation on your lips.  And let others sing the tune according to the part they are to play in the symphony.  Then have a nice dialogue of difference afterward.

Topical Index:  symphoneo, harmony, agree, Matthew 18:19

February 15  And because the midwives feared God, he gave them families.  Exodus 1:21  ESV

Translating without Reading

Families – Here’s the problem.  The pronoun expression “them” is lahem.  It is the preposition le plus the pronoun hem.  But the pronoun here is masculine in spite of the fact that we assume it refers to the midwives.  Something doesn’t look right.  This grammatical “mistake” has caused various attempts to translate the words.  You can refer to the JPS Torah Commentary to Exodus to read about that struggle.  But there is an even more important issue in this little verse that will help us resolve this grammatical issue. 

The word that the ESV translates “families” is battim.  It comes from bayit, a word that means “home.”  Literally, this verse should say, “he gave them homes.”  But what does that mean?  Does it mean that before they served God by not killing the Hebrew babies they lived on the street?  Does it mean that God provided them with new accommodations?  I doubt God was a real estate agent.  The translators of the ESV change the word to “families,” thereby implying that the midwives were previously childless.  But what is the justification for that?  The problem with this translation is that it ignores the plain meaning of battim in favor of a gloss that offers more than the text supplies.  But the JPS translation appears just as untenable.  It translates “he established households for them.”  Once again the implication is that these midwives were either homeless or barren or unmarried.  Any of these must be added to the text.

Perhaps we just read the text without actually reading it as it is.  Perhaps our association with midwives, women and children is so strong that we fail to see what is right on the surface of the text.  The text literally says “God made them homes.”  We think that this means God created something that He offered to them.  But what if it means that God made homes out of them!  Let me try again.  In the days when Pharaoh was trying to kill every male baby, the midwives not only delivered these children but also protected and nourished them so that they could live.  The midwives became a “home,” a place of security, normal growth and health for these children.  God made them safe havens for Israelite male babies.  He made the midwives “homes.”  Is it necessary to impose upon the text an idea of reward for righteous action?  God simply converted what they were doing into the word battim.  

And now the problem with lahem disappears.  Lahem refers to the male babies, not the midwives.  God made safe havens (the midwives) for the male babies.  The midwives didn’t get special rewards for their obedience (do we need God to give us added incentives in order to obey Him?).  They just did what they knew God wanted, and as a result, they changed the shape of the universe.  Moses was the direct result of their obedience.  Every man and woman on earth has been blessed because of them.  Is that not enough?

What do we learn?  Perhaps we discover how deeply involved we are in our own paradigms (reward and punishment).  Perhaps we learn that we too often read more into the text than we thought.  But certainly we discover that the text isn’t mistaken.  The pronoun is masculine for a reason.  We just have to think more clearly.  Finally, we must discover that we serve Him because we know it is the right thing to do.  No reward expected.

Topical Index:  lahem, battim, homes, reward, Exodus 1:21, midwives

February 16  and said to Him, “If You are the Son of God, throw Yourself down; for it is written, ‘He will command His angels concerning You’; and ‘On their hands they will bear You up, so that You will not strike Your foot against a stone.’” Matthew 4:6  NASB

Prosperity Tests

Throw Yourself – Commentaries on the temptations of Yeshua often note that ha-Satan misquotes the passage from the Tanakh.  The Accuser simply leaves out a thing or two, altering the meaning just enough to make his point.  Surprisingly, Yeshua does not correct him.  Yeshua simply notes that this is a test of YHWH, and such actions are strictly forbidden.  We applaud Yeshua’s counterpoint.  But perhaps focusing on the misquoted Scripture distracts us from the lethal implication of Yeshua’s response.  Let’s see what is really implied here.

“Throw yourself from the Temple” is a demand that God perform a miraculous feat.  It’s true that God protects His servant.  It’s true that the servant is highly favored.  But that does not give the servant the right to demand that God do what would otherwise seem impossible.  It really doesn’t matter if Scripture can be re-interpreted to appear to give credence to the claim.  It is the entire mindset that is amiss.  No one can stand before the Lord of all and demand action.  God is not the captive genie of my three magical wishes.

Perhaps a more contemporary application will demonstrate the audacity of this approach.  Does God promise reward for those who follow Him?  Yes.  Does that mean we are entitled to demand God give us the reward now?  As Paul would say, “Heaven forbid!”  What arrogance!  God says that He will repay those who give to the poor.  Do we perform acts of charity with the intention of demanding that God reimburse us?  God says that the agony endured by His Son heals our brokenness.  Are we therefore entitled to demand healing because we have fulfilled the conditions of repentance?  God says that we have been ushered into a Kingdom where there is no discrimination between members.  Are we empowered to demand that He remove the various hierarchies of difference that exist in the human social system within the Kingdom?  

“Throw yourself from the Temple” has a lot of applications.  The “Name It and Claim It” varieties of religious belief seem to be Temple-throwers.  Placing any demands on God even when His own words suggest the result seems to me to be the height of spiritual arrogance and a clear violation of the commandment not to tempt YHWH.  This applies even to the statement of Yeshua about prayer and removing mountains.  We read.  We meditate.  We pray.  We ask.  But we do not see the biggest picture--the way that God weaves everything to serve His purposes.  Because we do not see, we cannot demand.  We can request.  We can hope.  We can expect.  But God’s purposes prevail and often those purposes are hidden from us in such a way that our demands would circumvent His intentions.  We do not throw ourselves from the Temple.  We throw ourselves on His mercy – and He decides.

Topical Index:  Temple, throw, tempt, test, Matthew 4:6
February 17  If he takes to himself another woman, he may not reduce her food, her clothing, or her conjugal rights.  Exodus 21:10  NASB

Sex on Demand
Conjugal rights – If you were ever to doubt the upside-down nature of the Hebraic view of the role of women, this verse would surely seem to confirm that the Hebrew culture stood in utter opposition to the surrounding cultural ideas.  Here is a commandment that apparently says that a man must not withhold sex from the woman when she demands it.  What a change in our contemporary Christian view of male authority.  If this verse actually says that a woman determines the time of sexual intimacy, men will have to make serious changes in their inflated ego perspective.

But, unfortunately, the text isn’t quite so transparent.  Tim Hegg and others point out the hapax legomenon (the one-time use of the word) translated “conjugal rights” has no similar parallels in any cognate language and seems to be at odds with other implications about marriage in Scripture.  The problem is that the context of this passage is about the treatment of a woman who was once a slave but became a man’s wife.  If the man takes another wife, then certain obligations pertain.  But the suggestion that one of those obligations is continued sexual intimacy on demand implies an endorsement of polygamy.  That creates an issue.  Hegg addresses this problem.  http://www.torahresource.com/Parashpdfs/60CommentsTR.pdf
So if it is such an issue and Hegg’s analysis shows that it probably should be translated in other ways, why do some of the rabbis still treat the verse as though it places the power of conjugal intimacy in the hands of the woman?  If I wanted to eliminate the potential endorsement of polygamy, why not just adopt the translations favored by Hegg?  The answer is tradition!  Traditional interpretations of the word ‘onatah (the hapax legomenon) render it as “marital rights” or “conjugal rights.”  It is not easy to simply dismiss interpretations of a word that date back centuries and centuries even if it creates other problems.  Certainly there is no incentive for the rabbis to interpret the text in the traditional way, but they do so nevertheless.  That raises questions.  Since the word is a one-time occurrence in the Scriptures, no one actually knows for sure what it means; no one except Moses and the people of the original audience and they are not available for consultation.  So what do we do?

Sarna offers the following comment:  “The laws of Lipit-Ishtar similarly stipulate that if a man takes a second wife, now his favorite, he must continue to support his first wife.  The Torah extends this protection to the slave girl and here specifies three basic necessities of life to which she is entitled. . . . The Septuagint, Peshitta and Targums all understood [the word ‘onatah] to refer to the woman’s conjugal rights.  This interpretation, which has no philological support, is also found in rabbinic sources.  If correct, it would reflect a singular recognition in the laws of the ancient Near East that a wife is legally entitled to sexual gratification. . . .  A persuasive, although as yet philologically unsustained, argument has been made for understanding the term to mean ‘oil, ointment.’  In many ancient Near Eastern texts there are clauses that make provision for ‘food clothing, and ointment.’”

One of the principles of exegesis is that the more difficult text is probably the original text.  This is based on the tendency of men to soften the meaning of a text in order to make it more palatable.  If we apply this principle here, we will move toward the interpretation that the woman has the right to sexual intimacy.  While no one can be certain of the exact meaning of the term, and we recognize that there is evidence for alternative readings, it seems that the distinctive difference of Torah is to be found in the harder reading, that is, the reading that suggests that the woman has authority over sexual interaction.  If it were not for the implications of polygamy, this alone would not be a problem, although it certainly stands in opposition to the usual patriarchal view.

Now you decide.  Which is it?

Topical Index:  conjugal rights, authority, ‘onatah, hapax legomenon, Exodus 21:10
February 18 “and a second is like it:  You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  Matthew 22:39  ESV

Functional Equivalence

Like it – The Greek word homoia is a word about equivalence.  It means “of the same kind” or “belonging equally.”  It is often used in rabbinic teaching in the phrase, “Who is like?”  We need to recognize that this is not a word about second-place status.  When the scribe asks Yeshua what is the greatest commandment, Yeshua does not give him a rank order of the greatest and the slightly less great.  Yeshua says that this citation from Leviticus is equal to the commandment to love YHWH.  Whenever we put the commandment to love God ahead of the commandment to love our neighbor, we do injustice to Yeshua’s insight.

But this is not new.  The sages taught the functional equivalence of these two commandments for centuries.  Note the comment of Rabbi Michael Munk:


“God presented the Ten Commandments to Israel engraved on the, הָעֵדֻת לֻחֹת שְׁנֵי, Two Tablets of the Testimony (Exodus 31:18).  One tablet contained five commandments governing man’s duties toward God, and the second tablet contained five delineating interhuman obligations.  The word שְׁנֵי, two, indicates that the tablets were equal to one another in every way: physically, they were the same size and weight; spiritually, they correspond to each other and are of equal importance.  That they are halves and constitute a whole only in combination is implied by the Torah’s defective spelling of לֻחֹת (without the ו of plurality) as if it were meant to be pronounced tחַלֻ,[one] tablet. . . . As the tablets formed one single physical unit when they were placed together, so both together constitute the One Divine Law (R’ Hirsch).  This implies the dual nature of the Torah, in which duties toward God and those towards man are inseparable.  The discharge of only one kind of obligation without the other is not considered a fulfillment of Judaism.”

To love God is to love men.  To love men is to love God.  Either one without the other is inadequate.  To apply Yeshua’s equivalence insight means recognizing and realizing love for neighbor as love for God.  Moses Luzzatto was right.  So was James.  If I say I love God but hate my brother, I am a liar.  WWJD means human interaction, compassion, care and intercessory concern.  If you want to know who really loves God, start with those who really care about human beings.  

Today you will have opportunities to demonstrate your love for the Father.  They will come in the form of human beings in need.  When they show up, remember Abraham.  You are standing in God’s presence.  Act accordingly.

Topical Index:  like it, homoia, Exodus 31:18, two tablets, Matthew 22:39
February 19  The Lord God fashioned into a woman the rib which He had taken from the man, and brought her to the man. Genesis 2:22 NASB

Recovery

Had taken from – The purpose of marriage is unity.  Genesis 2:24 tells us that we are joined together in order to become one flesh.  But it isn’t just about sex.  Echad basar is about becoming the unity God intended from the beginning; a unity that proclaims His unity because it is a voluntary commitment to absolute harmony.  Marriage is about being one billboard for God.

The story of Genesis Chapter 2 demonstrates this recovered unity.  Adam is fashioned from the dust and God’s breath.  But Havvah is the result of God applying a specific blueprint design to human material, namely, the tsela of Adam (not “rib,” by the way).  Notice the implications.  God removes something from Adam and fashions it into the woman who is presented to the man as a vehicle by which Adam restores what was removed.  “Adam and Eve were created as one unit; only subsequently were they divided.  This teaches that husband and wife must blend with one another to recreate the unity that existed among their first ancestor and ancestress.  Since human beings have distinct personalities and free choice, such a degree of harmonious interaction is not developed automatically, but can only be brought about through understanding, generosity and unselfishness.”

The Hebrew verb is laqah (to take, get, lay hold of, receive, acquire, marry).  It’s used more than 1000 times in the Tanakh.  The profane and sacred uses of the verb cover a wide range of meanings.  In this context, God takes something from Adam to construct the woman (she is not yet named).  Adam experiences divine separation.  He is undone.  But not permanently.  God offers restoration through voluntary commitment.  What Adam lost he can regain, but now only by covenant commitment with the woman.  Man without woman diminishes God’s unity and robs the world of the echad billboard.  In its simplest terms, man needs woman in order to regain himself.  God provides the means for a man to recapture his own unity by providing the woman, a living example of what man must have to be as he was created.  The cultural idea that a woman needs a man to be all that she can be is decidedly non-Hebraic.  The Hebrew world sees the relationship in exactly the opposite form.  Man is the one in need.  Woman is the one who fills that need.

This symbolic representation of unity is a reflection of our relationship with God.  Something is missing until we find our fullness in Him.  We find that only in voluntary covenant commitment to Him.  We become who He intended us to be when we recover what was taken from us.  Taken in order to be given back.  Only by choice.
Topical Index:  had taken from, laqah, marriage, woman, man, Genesis 2:22
February 20  The Lord God fashioned into a woman the rib which He had taken from the man, and brought her to the man. Genesis 2:22 NASB

Mining for Gold

Brought – “bôʾ, the fourth most frequently occurring verb in the ot, is used 2570 times, for the most part with everyday meanings of “go, arrive, enter a house,” or, more idiomatically, “to die” (go to the fathers) or for sexual relations (come in to her).” 
  Martens goes on to describe four theologically significant uses of this verb.  They are instructive when applied to this first occurrence of bo’.  

1. The verb is used to describe God coming to His people.  It is essential to the formation of a covenant community.  God invites, establishes, protects and provides for the community.  All of these actions are tied to the Hebraic idea of salvation.  But God also comes in judgment because judgment is the flip side of grace.  God inaugurates a community that is to express His heart.  When it does not, He comes to correct.
2. Bo’ is also associated with promise and fulfillment.  Bright suggests that every use of bo’ in relation to God implies bringing something to pass.  Bo’ is a verb of completion.  God says it.  It’s done.  The characteristic expression of the future (ha’ba) is also something coming as a fulfillment of promise.
3. This verb is used in connection with the Messiah who will bring salvation.  He will be the future king of Israel, triumphant in his rule.
4. Bo’ is used to describe the man who comes to the place of worship in order to offer sacrifices and pray.  This is not limited to the priests but is open for all “to come.”  The only requirement is righteous behavior in the context of sacred ritual.
Let’s see if these four thematic uses of bo’ shed light on the occurrence in Genesis 2:22.  When God brings the woman, He initiates a covenant community, the fundamental building block of Hebrew society.  In the community of marriage, the actions of God toward Israel are experienced.  Joy, grace, forgiveness, correction, protection and deliverance are components of the community of echad basar.

When God brings the woman, promise and fulfillment are realized.  “I will make for him” becomes a living reality.  The rest is a lifetime of learning to be one.

The Messiah, born of a woman, waits in the wings for the human drama to unfold.  The future king of Israel resides in the union of the ones God fashioned.  Until they unite, no Messiah can come to the earth.

Finally, if the purpose of marriage is echad basar, the one proclamation of unity established by God, then is this not a place of worship?  When man and woman become the lifelong commitment God intended, does this not require worship?  Does this not imply that the home is a place of God’s sacred presence?

Topical Index:  brought, bo’, marriage, Genesis 2:22 

February 21  All the paths of the Lord are lovingkindness and truth to those who keep His covenant and His testimonies.  Psalm 25:10  NASB

The God Word

Lovingkindness – By now you certainly know the difficulties of translating hesed.  And you certainly know just how important this word is.  Hesed is the single most important expression of the character of YHWH.  It is the word that describes all of God’s interactions with men and women, particularly men and women of the covenant.  As the rabbis note, “Even death springs from God’s chessed.”
  Hesed is the essential relationship of covenant, often paired with ‘emet (faithfulness, trustworthiness, truth, reliability).  Hesed is multifaceted, bi-directional, active care.  There is no word in any other language that quite captures its totality.  A quick survey of the term on my web site will convince you that without understanding this word your concept of God is severely truncated.

But that’s not what is so striking in this verse.  Notice two things.  First, David informs us that all of YHWH’s paths are both hesed and ‘emet.  God is hesed and ‘emet.  There is nothing you can think of that God does that cannot be portrayed by these two terms.  That is a very big claim.  Lots of things happen in life that we are quick to attribute to luck, fate or the devil.  Not so, says David.  Everything God does, including those things that we just can’t understand, is an expression of hesed and ‘emet.

The second shocker is the follow up phrase.  Hesed and ‘emet are for those who “keep His covenant and testimonies.”  And you thought God was for everyone.  In order to experience hesed, that bi-directional, transitive bond of care, you and I must participate in commandment keeping.  Grace is for everyone.  Hesed is for those who obligate themselves to His instructions.  Furthermore, no man can expect to see and understand the truth (God’s utter reliability) unless that man is participating in commandment keeping.  Grace initiates.  All the rest is voluntary submission and obedience.  In fact, from the Hebraic (biblical) point of view, the experience of grace does not guarantee covenant relationship.  Covenant relationship comes through obedience.

So now you get to ask yourself, “Am I one of those who keeps His covenant and testimonies?”  “Am I identified by faithful loyalty to the God of grace?”  

How will you know?  Well, you can start by asking yourself if you keep the commandments, the eternal commandments, given at Sinai.

Topical Index:  hesed, ‘emet, commandments, loyalty, Psalm 25:10
February 22  For David.  To You, O LORD, I lift up my heart.  Psalm 25:1  Robert Alter translation

Canceling the Debt

To You – Lamentations and Psalms use a form of poetry called acrostic.  In poems of this type, each new line begins with the next letter of the Hebrew alphabet.  In this psalm, every letter is represented except the vav and the qof (but, as we will see, there are some other considerations here).  In translation all of this is obscured.  Does it really matter?  Isn’t the message of the text still communicated in spite of our inability to see the elegance of the structure of the poem?  Those questions are the same as asking, “Do we really have to read Shakespeare’s sonnets in iambic pentameter in order to understand them?”  The answer depends on your margin of sophistication.

I can still get the general idea about Shakespeare’s poems if I translate them into contemporary prose, but I will never enjoy the subtleties of rhythm and cadence.  A certain feel to the poetry will be lost.  It’s like the difference between a text message and a personal visit.  Something about the effort and elegance of the author will disappear from view.  In addition, if I try to remember the author’s words, I will have much more difficulty without some built-in structural guide.  Knowing that the next line begins with the next letter, or in Shakespeare’s case, has the same number of syllables, assists my memory.  And when it comes to memorizing sacred text, every mnemonic device is useful.  So let’s enjoy the fact that this psalm begins with the aleph in ‘eleka (preposition plus pronoun).  

The acrostic introduces some important thoughts.  First, the person addressed is YHWH.  This poem does not call on the god as though it were invoking a divine being who holds that position.  This poem is addressed to the very personal name of the Most High, i.e. YHWH.  This is intimate conversation.  And what does the supplicant offer to this most personal of all gods?  “To You I life up my nephesh.”  

This can hardly be translated “soul.”  That word carries too many Greek concepts with it, as if, for example, the “soul” could be divested from the body and still in some sense resemble the person.  Frankly, you without a body are no longer you, except in the Greek world of ghosts, spirits and spiritual beings.  In Hebrew thought, you are nephesh, the whole homogenized uniqueness that makes you the person you are.  You are who you are because you are animated by divine breath and there is no separating you and this power of vitalization while you live.  Considering this, the psalmist makes a startling declaration.  To lift up one’s nephesh is essentially to offer one’s very life.  But how unusual.  The offer is made to the very One who provides that life.  It is an offer to return something borrowed.  This is sacrificial suicide.  

But, of course, what else do we really have to offer?  All that we have is borrowed except our sin.  And when we give Him back the life we’ve borrowed, He “lifts up” our sin along with that life.  Exodus 34:7 uses the same verb.  It is really God’s viewpoint on our offering.  He gives life.  We owe life.  We give back life.  He shelters life.  Symbiosis.  The debt is cancelled.  Life continues under grace.

Topical Index:  acrostic, lift up, nasa’, soul, nephesh, Psalm 25:1

February 23  My God, in You I trust.  Let me be not shamed, let my enemies not gloat over me.  Psalm 25:2  Robert Alter translation
In God We Trust

Trust – Trust in God is more than a motto on the back of a coin.  In fact, we might wonder if biblical “trust” can even be understood apart from Hebrew thought.  The word here is batah.  It seems to have no cognates in other ancient languages.  That makes it uniquely Hebrew.  The fundamental meaning of the verb is to rely upon, to place confidence in, to experience well-being and security.  But we should notice that the LXX never translates this word with pisteuo (to believe in).  That is important.  Trusting God is not a matter of what I think or believe.  The rabbis translate batah with the Greek elpizo (to hope) or peithomai (to be persuaded).  This suggests that trusting God is not a matter of intellectual or volitional faith but rather a matter of feeling secure.  

Imagine what this means for us.  We have been trained in the Hellenistic world.  We are basically Greek in language and thought.  In the Greek world, faith is a matter of assent to the truth of a claim and a decision to act upon that claim.  So we are told that having faith in God is to agree that God exists and to decide to live according to that belief.  But this isn’t the Hebrew idea of faith.  Maybe that’s why there are no proofs for the existence of God in the Bible.  Such things do not matter for biblical faith.  Trust in God is living without concerns.  It is the sense of confidence that comes from God’s total reliability.  It is participating in the community that depends on God’s past history.  “To believe is to remember,” said Heschel.  Now we see just how correct he was.  Faith is the feeling I have when I experience the reality of God’s care.  It does not exist independently of my experience.  It is not something out there, waiting for me to affirm.  It is the present-moment reliability of God’s hand in my life.

Does this mean that I don’t have faith if I don’t feel God’s care?  Not at all! Faith is the result of God’s hesed.  It is not the result of my current intellectual or emotional state.  I participate in what God is doing, and when I recognize that is true, I immediately am aware of His care for me.  It is His doing, not mine.  My faith is the confident expectation that God is God, that what He does is good and that He cares for me.  

Confident expectation does not mean that I maintain a steady and unwavering emotional condition before God.  As the psalmist indicates, my emotions fluctuate.  I pass from humble adoration to anger, from joy to remorse, from insensitivity to awe.  But batah reminds me that through it all God does not change.  When I examine myself, I discover that either I find a foundational assurance that God is good or I find an oscillating ocean of desire and disappointment.  When I examine myself, I am either fixed on God or subject to the whims of the world.  

Trust is the continued expectation of deliverance.

Topical Index:  trust, batah, pisteuo, elpizo, hope, confidence, Psalm 25:2
February 24  My God, in You I trust.  Let me be not shamed, let my enemies not gloat over me.  Psalm 25:2  Robert Alter translation
Watertight

I trust – When I read these words from the psalmist, I get discouraged.  He trusted in God in everything.  Why can’t I be like that?  Growing up in Hellenism, I learned how to compartmentalize life.  This part for work, that part for family, this part for church, that part for me.  Privacy is a concomitant of compartments.  Each place securely kept under lock and key.  I learned to be many different persons, disjointedly held together by occasional vulnerability and exposure.  But most of the time my life involved secrets.  

The psalmist seems to have a completely different view of the world.  He is concerned with glass-house public exposure living in the open existence.  In Hebraic thought, this is the only basis for a claim that “I trust in God.”  In Hebraic thought, you cannot trust God in secret.  God is not the God of watertight compartments.  He is the God of wide-open spaces.  In fact, the Hebrew idea of deliverance is a picture of an open plane, removed from narrow and confining valleys.  You and I walk through the valley of the shadow of death so we can get to the open field, not so we can stay in the narrow strait.  The psalmist knows that trusting God means transparency.  It’s a return to the Garden where there was nothing to hide.  “I trust in You” is the equivalent of “I see You, through and through.”

Now there is no question that God sees us completely.  If that it so, why do we struggle to trust Him?  It’s not as if we can keep a secret from God.  He knows, period.  The issue isn’t actually about God’s understanding.  It’s about our fear.  If I live a life of watertight compartments, exposing all of them involves fear.  Why?  Because I have grown up in the private world.  I wasn’t raised in public.  I was raised in the labyrinth of hidden desire.  I was taught to keep things to myself.  I carry lots of keys.  The first step to trusting God is to admit that I carry lots of keys.  I must tell Him that I have a lot of rooms that need to be unlocked, a lot of doors that must be opened, a lot of keys that need to be thrown away.  I recognize this but often find I am unable to take this step.  “Why,” I ask, “am I so hesitant when I know He already knows anyway?”

Trust!  Batah!   I’m afraid.  When I hold the keys to locked doors I feel safer.  There is a place I can run to if things get really bad.  A place sealed off from the rest of my chaotic life.  Watertight.  And unhealthy.  If I am going to trust God, I will have to answer and apply the following:

1. Does God love me?  Not the me that everyone thinks I am, but the me I know, the private, scared me.  Does God love me?

2. Is God disappointed in me?  Does He turn His back on me?  Have I gone too far for Him?
3. Does God desire what’s best for me?  Do I really think that He is for me?  Are His intentions fulfilling?  Will I find myself in the open if I follow Him?
4. Am I afraid to follow Him?  Is He really good?  Would He ever harm me?  
5. Am I able to trust Him just for this minute?  Does He care about me right now?  
Trust.  To feel secure.  Knowing He cares and will doing something about it.  Knowing He does not fail.  I don’t believe in God.  I hope in Him—because I have to.  I can’t hope in me.  I have already failed myself too many times.  I have to hope in someone who doesn’t fail, and there is only One like that.  I don’t believe in God.  I put myself in His hands and expect deliverance.  I dream of the day of complete rescue, the day when all the doors are opened and there is nothing to hide.  I dream of the Technicolor Garden in my backyard.

Topical Index:  trust, batah, hope, fear, Psalm 25:2
February 25  My God, in You I trust.  Let me be not shamed, let my enemies not gloat over me.  Psalm 25:2  Robert Alter translation
Shamed or Ashamed?

Be not shamed – The Hebraic world is public.  Its concepts of integrity, reliability, honor and disgrace are public.  What happens in the world of the community determines character.  The Greek world is private.  Inner psychological conditions play a much larger role in Greek thinking.  What matters in Greek thought is the cohesiveness of my personal state of mind.  “Don’t pay attention to what others say.  Just listen to your heart” is a thoroughly Greek idea.  In the Hebraic world, everything others say and observe is critically important to character.  In the Hebrew world, all houses are glass.

The Hebrew word here is bosh.  “The primary meaning of this root is ‘to fall into disgrace, normally through failure, either of self or of an object of trust.’ . . . The word is often paralleled with kālam ‘to be humiliated,’ and less frequently with ḥātat ‘to be shattered, dismayed.’ As these parallels suggest, the force of bôš is somewhat in contrast to the primary meaning of the English ‘to be ashamed,’ in that the English stresses the inner attitude, the state of mind, while the Hebrew means ‘to come to shame’ and stresses the sense of public disgrace, a physical state.”
  When we move from our Hellenized world to the world of ancient Hebrew, we discover that sensitivity to public image is enormously heightened.  In fact, even if what I am doing is inwardly correct, the potential misunderstanding of my actions by others is enough to make my actions sinful.  What matters is what others think, not just what I think.  In this sense, there is no individual, independent, autonomous person in Hebraic thought.  No Robinson Crusoe.  No islands.  I am the summation of all who came before me, all who interact with me and all who follow me.  

So what does it mean to be shamed?  Biblical texts portray circumstances that include confusion, embarrassment, excessive delay in fulfillment, dismay, defeat, humiliation, captivity, disastrous decisions, immorality, foolishness and guilt from wrongdoing.  Think of all of these as public exhibitions.  Think of yourself standing in the town square explaining your condition to the counsel.  Then imagine you are standing before the Great White Throne.  How will you explain your behavior to the King of kings?  Were you confused about His expectations?  Are you embarrassed by your choices?  Did you complain when He didn’t respond quickly?  Did you suffer defeat or humiliation because you didn’t exercise trust in His goodness?  Did you act foolishly?  Are you guilty of sinful choices?  It will all be public.  All of it!  

There is only one cure for bosh.  It is batah.  Perhaps you better back up and read about that word again.

Topical Index:  bosh, shame, batah, trust, ashamed, Psalm 25:2

February 26  Yes, let all who hope in You be not shamed.  Let the treacherous be shamed, empty-handed.  Psalm 25:3  Robert Alter translation

Be Prepared

Hope – After our recent discussion of batah, you might expect to find that word behind the English “hope.”  To trust is to hope.  The result is a public display.  But that’s not what the psalmist wants to communicate here.  Here the word is qawa’.  It is used in Psalm 130:5, Isaiah 40:31, Job 14:7 and Proverbs 23:18 and many other places.  The important connection, hidden from us in translation, is that qawa’ is about waiting.  To trust God is to hope in His benevolence, but to hope in Him is to wait!  Perseverance, steadfastness, loyalty, tenacity, patience, endurance, stamina:  all of these characteristics reveal the character of the one who hopes in the Lord.  

God is never in a hurry, but He is never late.

If I trust in Him, I know that His timing is “never hurried-never late.”  And I must be patient.  My faithfulness is the action of waiting for Him to act.  This is no passive attitude.  There is much to be done during the time of anticipation.  We must be prepared for God’s action.  When He acts, the sea parts, the mountains split, the graves open, the stars fall.  Woe to those who stand unprepared.  But when He acts is not up to us.  

Ah, of course you already knew that, didn’t you?  It’s just that we so easily forget.  We want to climb to the top of the Temple and throw ourselves off so that God has to do something now!  But it doesn’t work that way.  We hope.  We wait.  We wait some more.  Never hurried—never late.  Do you think it’s possible to adopt that attitude about your needs, your problems, your desires?  What a change that requires in a world where tomorrow is already too late.  

What if faith is determined by your ability to wait for God?  What if believing in Him, trusting Him, hoping in Him is all measured by how long you can wait?  Why are you living according to a five-year plan rather than God’s thousand-year purpose?  Isn’t waiting the essence of kairos, that Greek word for the exact moment when everything is harmonized, that Greek word for which there is no English equivalent?   What would happen if I examined your life in terms of waiting?  How would you fair?  Did you wait for God’s timing with the job, with your spouse, with your community, with your location?  Did you eagerly expect, constantly prepare but restrain from acting while He was involved in kairos timing?  Did you?

Those who hope-wait will not be shamed.  They will enjoy the fruit of endurance in the light of public.  God vindicates those who wait.  Just ask the man who cited Psalm 22 during his execution.

Topical Index:  hope, qawa’, wait, Psalm 25:3
February 27  He said to His disciples, “It is inevitable that stumbling blocks come, but woe to him through whom they come!  Luke 17:1  NASB
Red, Yellow, Green
Woe - Forget blue.  The Bible doesn’t come in blue.  Blue is not an obedient color.  The Bible comes in red, yellow and green.  Green is for obedient living.  Green is good.  Good things happen to greenies.  That doesn’t mean things are always good from their perspective, but they know that everything that happens to them is green from God’s point of view so it’s good.  Green is for “Go!”  Go green.  

Red is just the opposite.  Red is not good.  Yes, we know about Red Letter Bibles, but in the text itself, red usually means being off the track and running head-long toward a brick wall.  Red means crash, either now or later.  Sometimes red means “Game over.”  Red results in “Too late.”  Red is the color of disobedience and judgment.  When we even see a hint of red, it’s time to make a U-Turn.  Most of us know what red looks like.  Some of us don’t seem to care.  Fortunately, God is patient with red riders.  He doesn’t end the game immediately because He hopes that the consequences of red riding will scare us to green.

Then there is yellow.  Hebrew prophecy is yellow.  It is warning track, signal change, “caution—danger ahead” revelation.  The entire purpose of yellow is to make us green.  That’s why there is no blue.  Yellow must be transmuted into green, not simply mixed with a color God doesn’t have.  Yellow must become green.  The word of the Lord comes in yellow so that the people will turn green.  Red manifests itself as yellow in order to propel us toward green.  Red—yellow—green.  That’s the biblical way.  Recognize the danger, look at your feet on the warning track and turn back to the green grass.

If you decided to color your Bible, you only need these three.  There will be a lot of green promises, some red finish lines and a big bunch of yellow warnings.  Frankly, it’s not much use reading only the green stuff.  It would be nice to spend your whole life on nice green fields, but most of us tend to think that red adds spice to life.  Red looks volcanic appealing.  Red is flashy, fast and furious.  And lethal.  Green is nice and safe but given human proclivities toward risk and danger, red is a rather constant seductive threat.  Maybe that’s why so many of the prophets come in yellow.

Sometimes I wonder about those tests involving color preferences.  If someone asked you what is your favorite color, do you suppose your answer would be biblical?  Probably not.  Kinda makes you wonder why we avoid delightful green gardens, doesn’t it?  Do you suppose we’ve been so programmed for danger that we’re all colorblind?  Maybe the best way to straighten out our color code deficiencies is to identify the colors God put into His plans.  Start with yellow.  “Woe” is a yellow word.  Where you find yellow, turn around.  Quickly.

Topical Index:  woe, colors, ‘oy, Luke 17:1
February 28  Who has woe? Who has sorrow? Who has contentions? Who has complaining? Who has wounds without cause? Who has redness of eyes?  Proverbs 23:29  NASB
The Addict

Woe – This verse describes the alcoholic, but it might as well be attributed to any addict.  Consider the characteristics.  This person feels woe.  What does that mean?  He despairs of life.  It’s all gray.  His ups are downs.  His downs are dark.  What is the point of living if life is blah?  He has sorrow.  A little wordplay in Hebrew.  Woe is ‘oy.  Sorrow is ‘avoy, another expression that means, “Oh! What a terrible state I am in.”  He has contentions.  Strife, judgments, restrictions, confinement.  Life works against him.  He’s hemmed in, chained up, obligated!  He has complaints.  “Things just don’t go my way.”  “I don’t deserve this.”  “You should treat me better.”  In the end, it’s all about me!  He has wounds without cause.  Ah, but what are those?  “Without cause” is the Hebrew hinnam.  It essentially means something without giving or taking compensation, something in vain.  What’s interesting is that this word is derived from hanan, the word for “grace.”  The addict feels he has been hurt unjustifiably.  He doesn’t see grace in chastisement.  He sees affliction.  He doesn’t recognize tough love.  He sees rejection.  His lens is turned on the injury, not the purpose.  And he has red eyes, the universal symbol of too much to drink.  But perhaps there’s a bit more here.  His eyes reflect a soul in danger.  Red, bloodshot, empty windows into a world of torturous existence.  

“Hello, my name is ​​​________ and I am powerless over _________.”  Fill in the blank.  

Remove the context of wine and we find (perhaps) some familiar feelings.  Do you think life is gray, bland, depressing?  Do you despair when you think of the next ten years?  Are you in a terrible state?  Is life working against you?  Are you obligated to things you really would rather not do?  Do you deserve to be treated better?  Do you feel you don’t get your just reward?  Are you afflicted for no reason?

Ah, you’re a prime candidate for addition.  So, you eat.  You drink.  You shop.  You daydream.  You take medication.  You yearn for vacation.  You indulge in fantasy.  You play video games.  You do what it takes to escape the mood you’re in.  And when it doesn’t work anymore, you do more of the same things.

Addicts are emotionally fragile human beings who have not been able to transition from life as my burden to life as God’s purposes.  Addicts lack biblical vision.  They are one-minute men rather than one-thousand-year followers.  The transition they need doesn’t come easily.  It is extremely painful to live without filters.  They get sunburned in God’s light.  But they won’t die.  If they stay where they are, they are already dead and they know it.  Resurrection is possible but it hurts.  Time to trade anesthetics for pain—and live.

Topical Index:  addict, woe, ‘oy, Proverbs 23:29
March 1  Your ways, O LORD, inform me, your paths, instruct me.  Psalm 25:4  Robert Alter translation

Press the NAV Button

Ways/paths – GPS is such a blessing. Just put in the address, press the NAV button, and both map and voice direct me to my destination.  Now I only get lost when the guidance map is out of date.  Amazingly, it seems that most of us think God’s maps are out of date because we simply don’t follow His directions.  Maybe we think that instructions about the design of the universe given by the guy who made it are no longer valid because He provided the guidance system 3500 years ago.  Maybe we think that the basic principles of righteousness have somehow changed.  It’s the equivalent of believing that the continents have a new shape since Yeshua died.  We believe that God re-booted the universe and all that “old” stuff doesn’t get us where we want to go anymore.  Maybe, just maybe, we aren’t actually following His ways and paths because we aren’t going to the same destination these days.  Maybe we’ve set our GPS to take us out of the world rather than finding the place God is working in the world.

At any rate, David seems to have a very different view of God’s derek (way) and ‘orah (path).  For David, there is only one road worth traveling and that is the road on God’s map.  Derek is primarily about setting foot on something, usually treading along the way.  However, the word is also associated with bending.  Derek connects walking in the way with submitting to the guide.  Derek describes bending the bow or bending a people in order to subdue them.  The same imagery is found in the idea of “treading” grapes, a metaphor for executing judgment on sinful people.  The righteous find derek a way of straight streets and trusted trails, but the wicked find that the same word is their undoing.

‘Orah is usually a figurative description of the way of life or death.  It is a word of dramatic contrast.  One way leads to blessing and goodness.  The other way leads to ruin and death.  Choose!  But that’s the point, isn’t it?  You choose!  No one else can decide which road you will take and only you are responsible for the consequences.  

“The way which one chooses determines one’s destiny. There is such a thing as the ‘road’ of no return (Job 16:22). Bildad speaks of the ‘fate/ path’ of all that forget God (Job 8:13). Interestingly, the LXX translates ʾōraḥ here as ta esʿhata ‘the end.’ Proverbs 1:19 indicates, ‘Such is the “way/end” for those who are after dishonest gain,’ that consequences of evil behavior are intrinsic to that action and are not superimposed as a penalty. Thus the Bible can say that the way (derek) of the transgressor is hard.”

If your destination is “heaven,” don't be too surprised if the biblical GPS doesn’t take you there.  But if your destination is “righteousness,” then the GPS is all set.  Just push the button and follow the instructions.

Topical Index:  way, derek, path, ‘orah, direction, righteousness, Psalm 25:4
March 2  Make me know Your ways, O Lord; Teach me Your paths.  Psalm 25:4  NASB

Command or Request?

Make me – Robert Alter’s translation of this verse carries a decidedly different tone.  Alter translates the verbs as petitions; the NASB translates them as imperatives.  Our previous citation from TWOT establishes the biblical emphasis on choice.
 You are responsible.  Not even God can make you follow His ways.  But that doesn’t stop us from wanting Him to do the work.  

Alter’s translation actually retains the Hebrew word order.  “Your ways” opens the verse and keeps the acrostic pattern.  This line begins with the letter dalet in the word derakeka (ways of You).  The NASB reorders the words, ignoring the acrostic.  But, of course, the English translation can’t retain a Hebrew acrostic anyway.  Some things just don’t translate.  Nevertheless, given the place of choice in human-divine relationships, I wonder if hodieni (from yada’) isn’t a bit too forceful as “make me know.”  Can I really command God to cause me to know His dereke (ways)?  Or do I plead with Him that He will be gracious enough to instruct me?

It comes down to this:  Am I eternally grateful to God that He cares enough about me to reveal His directions for living?  If you answered, “Yes,” doesn't that mean you actually do what He tells you to do?  How could you assert that you are eternally grateful that He tells you how to live and at the same time live according to another set of instructions?  Ah, if we could only be robots!  Then we wouldn’t have to even consider these difficult questions.  God gives us instructions.  He shows us His direction.  He asks us to follow His ways.  He is the only god of the ancient world that actually provides guidance for living.  He doesn’t leave us wondering what we must do to please Him and be blessed.  His instructions are our freedom.  Why wouldn’t we want to know them and follow them?

Perhaps the principle reason we are so resistant to His ways and His path is our fear of change.  We’ve held on to our idea of freedom and grace for so long that we just can’t imagine God’s view isn’t the same as our view.  We are afraid that if we really admit we need to change, we will lose the faith we have so carefully protected.  We don’t change our ways because we can’t change our ways and still hold on to what we think we should believe.  We don’t realize that we don’t know today what we may know tomorrow, but we can learn.  We want a faith that is fixed.  God offers a faith that grows.

Topical Index:  make me, hodieni, yada’, instructions, path, way, Psalm 25:4

March 3  Make me know Your ways, O Lord; Teach me Your paths.  Psalm 25:4  NASB

The Torah Scholar

Teach – God wants you to be an apprentice, not a master craftsman.  An apprentice is more than a student.  A student learns the words, the principles, the ideas.  An apprentice puts all these into practice.  An apprentice copies the journeyman until he can do what the master does.  Knowing all the theories, calculating all the sums, presenting all the concepts is not enough.  The facts must become reality.  What you know must become what you do.  Then you will graduate from apprentice to master.  Not before!

The psalmist asks YHWH to teach him.  The Hebrew is lammede, the Piel imperative of lamad.  Some very interesting derivatives of lamad are malmad and talmid.  Malmad is found in Judges 3:31.  It is the ancient version of a cattle prod (an oxgoad).  Ah, apparently teaching also employs a sharp stick.  Stay on the path or be prepared to be unpleasantly corrected.  Reminds me of a nun with a ruler.  Talmid, of course, is the derivative of lamad that means “scholar.”  Interestingly, it is found only once in Scripture (1 Chronicles 25:8).  It is one of the classifications of priests, not ordinary citizens.  “In rabbinical times, the teacher of the law was called the talmîd Rabbi and his pupils were known as talmîdîm, i.e. apprentices. Yet in another sense, all Israel were talmîdîm, apprenticed to the torah of God. The Jewish Talmud gets its name from this root.”
  Kaiser’s comment about all Israel is a valuable one.  We, the followers of YHWH, the God of Israel, are all apprenticed to the Torah.  Concomitantly, those who are not apprentices of Torah are not followers of YHWH, the God of Israel.  Whack!  I just felt the oxgoad.

Who then is a Torah scholar?  One who follows God’s ways and searches out God’s paths.  Limmud, a further derivative of lamad found in Isaiah 8:16, describes those who are taught His law.  This is the same law that the Servant of the Lord (Isaiah 50) relates to Israel in the Messianic Kingdom.  Is it any wonder that Torah will pour forth from Zion during the Kingdom days, that the nations will come to hear God’s instructions and that Israel will rejoice knowing God’s ways will be written on the hearts of men?

Today we know what God wants us to learn.  Tomorrow we may learn even more.  But nothing will happen until what we know today becomes what we do tomorrow.  That’s the way an apprentice learns.  Listen, practice, evaluate, do it again.  Today God presses you to practice what you know.  Another theory, another exegesis, another doctrine will not bring progress until you do what you already know you must do, until you practice the Master’s example.  The Torah scholar is not a man of words.  He is a man whose love of words has become deeds.

Topical Index:  scholar, Torah, lamad, malmad oxgoad, Psalm 25:4
March 4  Lead me in Your truth and instruct me, for You are the God of my rescue.  In You do I hope every day.  Psalm 25:5  Robert Alter translation

Trail Markers

Lead me – As a young man I used to hike in the Cascades.  Once I attempted to reach a small lake up in the mountains.  Things started nicely, following the trail and enjoying the crisp mountain air.  But it was early in the season, and soon I came upon snow.  The trail was obliterated under two feet of white covering, but I kept going, thinking that marks on the trees would still make the trip possible.  Soon I came upon footprints heading in the right direction, so I assumed that there were others ahead of me.  After about a mile, I noticed even more tracks.  Then I realized the truth.  I was following my own steps in a giant circle.  I was lost in freezing temperatures with the sun going down.  Carefully, carefully I retraced each imprint in the snow until I came to the track that lead away from the imprints.  I found my way out, much to my relief, but there were moments when I knew I was in serious trouble.

David didn’t follow his own footprints in the snow.  He had a better idea.  “Lead me” (hadrikeni) is derived from darak, “to tread, to bend, to lead.”  You will recognize derek, the path, the way, the road.  David’s idea is simple.  “God, You take the lead.  I will follow.”  Much better than following myself.  Actually, it seems that most of us are snow-trackers at some point in our lives.  We end up going in giant circles, following ourselves instead of putting the Lord at the front.  Sometimes we can’t find our way out.  David is quite aware of this threat to life.  Therefore, he pleads for the Lord to take the point.  As long as we determine to be followers, we can’t get off track.  


David’s plea is to follow God’s truth.  The word, of course, is ‘emet.  What it doesn’t mean is God’s theological propositions.  ‘emet is the description of reliability, trustworthiness, stability and faithfulness.  ‘emet is not a “statement of faith” or a creedal declaration.  ‘emet is what I stand on.  It is the stuff beneath my way of life, the bottom-line, what I count on, my foundation.  It’s what I can’t give up if I’m going to survive.  What I needed in the mountains was the trail, not the trail under the snow.  I need the clear and identifiable path, not the route covered over with extra glitter.  So what is the foundation of God’s truth?  What is the undeniable, unimpeachable, absolutely critical basis of God’s guidance.  For David there is only one answer: Torah.  Heschel says it best.  “A Jew without Torah is obsolete.”

What are we without God’s revealed foundation?  I’ll tell you.  We are great circle hikers on the snow.

Topical Index:  Torah, ‘emet, darak, to lead, Psalm 25:5
March 5  Lead me in Your truth and instruct me, for You are the God of my rescue.  In You do I hope every day.  Psalm 25:5  Robert Alter translation

Lost

Rescue – When Michael W. Smith sings, “I’m lost without You,” I don’t think he has Torah in mind.  But he should.  Our popular Christian culture is myopically focused on the experience of God.  We long for His presence, by which we mean some warm, overwhelming feeling that sweeps us off our feet (literally in some services).  Our praise and worship music is the tonal equivalent of love songs, designed to create ecstasy in an effort to recapture the moments of infatuation that comes with relationship infancy.  In a word, modern Christian religious fervor is about one word: feelings.  

I don’t think David saw it that way.  In fact, even though emotional expressions are at the heart of the Psalms, I don’t think feelings are the goal of David’s poetry.  The purpose of the Psalms is rescue, not rapture.  Feelings are merely the vehicle that brings us the truth about God’s deliverance.  They are not the end of the story.

The Hebrew word used here is the nominative form of the verb yasha’, “to help, to deliver, to save.”  Since the name of the Messiah is a form of the same verb, we might even say that the purpose of the Psalms is to direct us to the Savior, Yeshua.  There is an important insight here.  Emotions are God’s way of moving me toward Him so that I may experience His steadfastness.  When I make emotions the goal of my religious experience, I become vulnerable to their intrinsic fluctuations and I mistakenly believe that God’s absolute reliability is subject to my emotional state.  In other words, I miss the whole point of feeling His presence.  It is not the feeling that matters but rather the reality that He never changes in His care for me even when I move up and down the emotional staircase.  In the end, every emotion should lead me to my Savior.

Yasha’ draws a picture of wide-open spaces.  To be rescued is to be removed from the confined and narrow.  Rescue is the liberating experience of knowing the way in front of me is safe.  This is accomplished by “the God of our salvation,” a very common phrase in the Tanakh.  God is the only empowering agent of this kind of rescue.  This rescue is never theoretical.  It is deliverance from real threats and real enemies, although they are not always perceptible threats and enemies.  Interestingly, even in the New Testament, the power of salvation is attributed to YHWH.  Yeshua himself is rescued from the grave by the power of God.  Salvation itself is the prerogative of God.  This is the reason why the Pharisees objected so strongly to Yeshua’s declaration, “Your sins are forgiven.”  

But David was not confused about any of this.  YHWH is his rescuer, and that rescue comes about because YHWH leads David in ‘amitteka (Your truth).  Rescue is intrinsically tied to God’s direction and instruction.  You can’t have one without the other.  Yeshua essentially says the same thing.  “Until heaven and earth pass away” is still a long time off.  In the meanwhile, David hopes every day.  We know this Hebrew word (qawa’) is both “waiting” and “hoping.”  David perseveres—every day.  That is the sign of faith—to continue day after day while it is still day.
Feel all you want!  Just let those feelings take you to the truth of the Rescuer whose emotional commitment toward you does not change.

Topical Index:  feelings, emotions, rescue, yasha’, Psalm 25:5  
March 6  Recall Your mercies, O LORD, and Your kindnesses—they are forever.  Psalm 25:6  Robert Alter translation

Why God Cares

Mercies/kindnesses – Why should God care about you?  You’re not exactly the best of the breed.  You’re not holy.  You have a smudged past.  You still wander off the path on occasion.  You are not absolutely devoted.  Why should He care?  What makes you so special?

Actually, the answer is, “Nothing at all.”  In the really grand scheme of things, you aren’t a stand-out.  You’re no Moses or Isaiah or even David.  You’re just ordinary, like me.  But God does care—immeasurably!  Why?  David echoes Moses with the answer.  God cares because of His covenant commitment, not because of our performance.

“Recall Your mercies and [Your] kindnesses,” pleads David.  “Don’t look at me.  There is nothing in me worth looking at.  Remember Your past actions, Your character, and do what You alone can do.  Rescue!”

What exactly does David ask God to recall?  Rahamim and hesede (both plurals).  David wants God to remember His past compassions and steadfast obligations.  There is little to be gained by remembering our past.  What matters is that God remembers His prior commitments, His previous actions and His past reputation with those who attempt to follow Him.  To forgive is to not remember us.  

The two critical words, rahamim and hesede, play a crucial role in God’s interactions with Moses and the people.  When God determines to exterminate the stiff-necked children of Israel and start again with Moses, it is Moses who argues that this will damage God’s own reputation.  And it is God Himself who announces to Moses that He, YHWH, is both raham and full of hesed.  David amplifies by making both words plural.  It’s not just God’s mercy; it’s His mercies.  It’s not just God’s hesed.  It’s His hesede.  It’s the whole history of God.  “To believe is to remember.”  Yes, we remember what God has done and He remembers we are but dust in need of repetition of His past action.

Are you asking God to remember?  Do you need Him to recall His previous mercies toward you?  Are you pleading that He will continue to demonstrate unwavering hesed?  Sometimes I wonder if we don’t presume upon God, imagining that His faithfulness is to be taken for granted.  But the truth of life is that nothing can be taken for granted.  The only reason we have favor with the King of the universe is because He recalls His promises.  Our response is perseverance, the Hebrew idea of hope.  We continue as long as He remembers.

“Lord, remember Your steadfastness and mercies.  Be the God of compassion and grace toward me today.”

Topical Index:  hesed, raham, recall, remember, Psalm 25:6

March 7  My youth’s offenses and my crimes recall not.  In your kindness, recall me—You; for the sake of Your goodness, O LORD.  Psalm 25:7  Robert Alter translation

Reciprocity

Recall me—You – Offenses of our younger days.  Crimes we committed but did not get caught.  At the heart of every man is the ability to become a despot, a despoiler, a debaucher.  It’s only a matter of circumstance and the fear of reprisal that prevents each of us from exercising our most selfish desires.  Underneath it all, we like that idea that what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.  Certainly David knew the truth about the heart of darkness, even as an older man.  I’m guessing that he isn’t the only one.

In the usual English translations we miss entirely that shocking Hebrew construction that David employs to spear our attention.  Zekor-li-ata’.  One jumbled word.  One verb with too many pronouns.  “Remember-to-me-you.”  Only one thing is on David’s mind.  Rescue!  And only One person can accomplish this.  YHWH!  And why will He do it?  Because He will remember “me-You.”  The fundamental element of hesed is connection.  Obligation on behalf of both parties.  Treaty, family, blood-tie, tribe, contract—there has to be something that ties one to the other.  “Remember the tie, O YHWH.  Remember it, or I am lost.  Remember that it is me—You.”

English standard translations completely miss the dynamic, passionate, ardent plea for reciprocity.  “According to Your steadfast love remember me, for the sake of your goodness” (ESV) completely glosses the emotional turbulence that cannot even speak in full sentences.  If Hannah’s agonizing speechless prayer is the epitome of communication with God, then David’s jumbled crash against the cliff of sin is the epitome of helplessness.  There is nothing he can do but focus on the inadequate verbal replacements of real “I-Thou” encounter.  All he has are battering ram pronouns against the walls of despair.  It is useless for God to remember me unless He remembers “me—You.”

David knows the catalog.  Hatta’, pesha, probably awon as well.  They are all there in Exodus 34:7.  And God applies nasa’ to them all (go take a look) as long as God remembers hesed.  As long as He is connected to me.  To you.

One day you and I will come to the wall.  There will be no place to go.  No exit.  No escape.  No excuses.  We will have to face the unspeakable consequences of our destructive choices.  We will have to look into the heart of darkness.  Then “me—You” will be all that matters.

Topical Index:  li-ata’, me—You, hesed, sin, remember, zakar, Psalm 25:7

March 8  Good and upright is the LORD.  Therefore He guides offenders on the way.  Psalm 25:8  Robert Alter translation

Contagious
Therefore – When you think of God as good, what comes to mind?  Do you think of His moral character—blameless, holy, perfect?  Do you think of His blessings—prosperity, happiness, health?  How is God’s goodness connected to the Hebrew word yashar (here translated “upright”)?  Does “good and upright” only mean what is good for you?

The Hebrew phrase tov-veyashar is found frequently in the Tanakh.  Goodness is integrally connected to the straight path, the blameless way.  When it comes to God, yashar is used to describe His reign, His ways, His words and His judgments.  The Hebrew idiom, “straight,” “upright,” is the expression of this blameless manner of life, applied first to God and then to all who meet the standard.  But, of course, that means there is a standard and that standard is what God does.  In the Hebraic worldview, what God does is good and everything He does is blameless.  If we desire to be yashar, we will have to be like Him and that means acting according to His example.  We will need to be godly verbs.

David suggests a rather startling implication.  As a result of God being good and upright, He guides offenders.  The Hebrew is al-ken (“therefore”).  But this seems to be exactly the wrong conclusion.  God is good and upright.  That means He is holy, perfect, blameless, praiseworthy, unimpeachable.  We would expect a person of this character to have nothing to do with hattaim (sinners).  We would expect such a person to put up protective walls, guard purity, withdraw from the corrupt world.  But that would be Greek-thinking, precisely what we are most likely to do.  The Hebrew God is not impugned by contact with a sinful world.  In fact, God’s goodness entails involvement with the world of sinners.  God does exactly the opposite of our expectation.  

David’s insight challenges one of our strongest but mistaken assumptions.  We think that the way to maintain a life of purity, uprightness and moral goodness is to withdraw from sinners.  We think that sin is infectious, that contact alone causes tainted lives.  We treat sin as if it were leprosy rather than inner rebellion.  You can’t catch insurrection by contact.  

Do you become a liar in the presence of liars?  Are you a thief because you know a thief?  Do you commit adultery because your best friend had an affair?  Must you covet because your brother covets?  Yes, the temptation to accommodation increases, but does that make you commit the offense?  If that were so, Yeshua would be a drunk, a cheat and promiscuous.  If you are of high moral character and blameless, but you refuse to involve yourself with those who are opposed to God’s standard, then how are you like Him?

Topical Index:  good, tov, upright, yashar, therefore, al ken, sinners, Psalm 25:8

March 9  He leads the lowly in justice and teaches the lowly His way.  Psalm 25:9  Robert Alter translation
The Third Beatitude

Lowly – “Blessed are the meek for they shall inherit the earth.”  So reads the usual translation of Yeshua’s third Beatitude.  A direct quote from Psalm 37:11, the key word is ‘anawim (the meek, the humble, the lowly) derived from the Hebrew ana, “to afflict, to oppress, to humble.”  David uses the same expression here in this psalm.  The problem is that we don’t really understand what it means here and we certainly don’t understand what it meant when Yeshua quoted David on the hillside.

The root word ‘ana is used more than 200 times in the Old Testament.  The most interesting thing about this root is that it carries the sense of being forced into submission or being inflicted with pain for punishment.  Only through extension does it come to mean a moral and spiritual condition, denoting the inner self-inflicted pain and humiliation of contrition.  Its initial sense lies in the arena of conflict, oppression and war.  It is even used as a description of what God does to His enemies and the “humbling” of captured women (a euphemism for sexual activity).  

When this Hebrew word is used as an adjective, it is often connected with suffering.  A person who is ‘anaw is one who lives in both internal emotional affliction and external pain and suffering.  This state is the opposite of what the world seeks; yet the Bible says that God uses exactly this condition to bring His people to repentance.  The afflicted will rejoice when they see God’s deliverance, will find protection in His power and grace and will follow His laws.

The paradigm example of Old Testament usage applied to human existence is probably found in Numbers 12:3 where Moses is described as very meek (‘anaw), more than any man on the face of the earth.  If we understand the full connotation of this Hebrew word, we can see its appropriate application to Moses.  Moses is the man who is under the direct submission of God.  He is called in spite of his objections to perform God's purposes of liberation.  From that moment, His life is lived in almost continuous presence with Yahweh whom he serves without reservation.  Moses' life displays not simply humility but rather submission.  His ability to speak for God and to command God's awesome power does not come from self-exultation but rather from abject humiliation.  In fact, on more than one occasion, Moses offers himself as sacrifice for a rebellious and disobedient people.  

Yeshua deliberately refers to the same concept in the Psalms because he wants his audience to know that affliction is not the result of an occupying army or of evil men or of blind catastrophe.  Affliction is a mark of God’s hand on life.  Precisely because God is afflicting you now, you have reason to rejoice.  You have reason to rejoice because you are actually living out some of the most important lessons of life.  First, you are experiencing right now the sovereignty of God.  Your world is not ruled by blind fate or irrational chaos.  It is under the control and power of One who guides its movement to His purposes.  You are not the victim of happenstance.  God is at work in your life, remolding it to suit His goals.  Life is a fabric of troubles because God uses trouble to shape His vessels.  Is this sadistic pleasure on the part of the Great Judge?  No, not at all!  The history of Israel teaches that God disciplines those whom He loves just as earthly fathers correct and discipline their own loved children.  Your present affliction has purpose and meaning.  God is domesticating you.

Whom does God lead?  Those He wishes to domesticate.  Are you feeling His hand of correction?  Are you afflicted?  Is your life troubled?  Then you can be sure God is leading as long as you are not shaking your fist at heaven and demanding your “rights.”  Are you ready to be lead?  Be sure you are prepared for the answer.

Topical Index:  anaw, afflicted, oppressed, Psalm 25:9, Psalm 37:11, Matthew 5:5

If you want to know what the Beatitudes are really about, then read my book The Lucky Life.
March 10  All the LORD’s paths are kindness and truth for the keepers of His pact and His precepts.  Psalm 25:10  Robert Alter translation

Beneficiaries

Keepers – Think of the covenant like a trust fund with conditions.  All of God’s kindness and truth is available as a result of the trust He established.  But the benefits aren’t for everyone.  The requirement for enjoying the benefits of this fund is simple:  be a keeper of His “pact” and “precepts.”  The Hebrew words are berit (covenant) and ‘edut (testimony).
 The fact that ‘edut is a “God-only” word and is associated with the tabernacle and the ark should tell us that it is intimately connected to God’s revelation of instructions for men and women.  It describes the place of worship and promise.  In other words, if you want to benefit from God’s faithfulness and reliability, you must live according to His covenant agreement and His legal provisions.  Obedience = benefits.  Disobedience = no benefits.  What could be more straightforward?

It’s worth noting that David begins this thought with “all.”  In fact, kol is part of his acrostic poem, beginning with the letter kaf.  All of God’s paths, not just some of them, not even the majority of them.  All of them.  Every way that God leads, guides and directs is tied to obedience.  Yes, grace is available to all but once accepted, everything depends on obedience.  There is absolutely no room for Luther’s idea that obedience is optional.  There is no place for grace as a substitute for Torah, for forgiveness in lieu of expected submission.  There is no beneficiary clause for the disobedient.

It takes enormous theological arrogance to disregard this consistent theme of all Scripture (including the New Testament).  In fact, as John Gager suggests, “For when Luther’s antithesis between Law and Gospel is applied to the relationship between Judaism and Christianity, the result is a conglomeration of falsities in which the ‘facts’ of history disappear altogether behind a cloud of religious polemic.”
  As we know, Gager isn’t the only modern voice insisting that the age-old dichotomy between “law” and “grace” is not only bad exegesis, it isn’t historically supported by the earliest believers.  Something happened on the way to Rome and the philosophically inclined Gentile converts reshaped Paul’s arguments so that Paul’s rabbinic commitment to Torah obedience was literally turned on its head.  The result has been the complete denial of verses like this one in the Psalms.  

But we are awake now.  We see that the New Testament view is no different than David’s view; that one is simply the extension of the other.  We are awake to the theology, but that doesn’t mean we aren’t asleep in practice.  We know Gager’s analysis.  We understand Eisenbaum, Young and Gaston.  But are we actually living like God’s men and women?  Do we do or do we just say?  Have we committed ourselves to discovering how Torah applies to us today or is it just historical curiosity?  The “keepers” inherit the benefits.  The rest may be unpleasantly surprised. 
Topical Index:  Torah, covenant, berit, testimony, ‘edut, grace, Psalm 25:10

March 11  All the LORD’s paths are kindness and truth for the keepers of His pact and His precepts.  Psalm 25:10  Robert Alter translation

Backtracking
All – Do you really believe that all of YHWH’s ways are kindness and truth?  Are you just as likely to proclaim this with David when the plane crashes and everyone is killed, when the soldiers invade and rape village women, when your child is born with a debilitating condition, when you lose your home, when you are robbed?  Are all the ways of YHWH still kindness and truth?

“The essence of chessed is rooted in God—as it is written: . . . All the paths of HASHEM are kindness and truth (Psalms 25:10).  Even death springs from God’s chessed.  As the Sages teach, . . . Whatever the All-merciful does is for the good (Berachos 60b).  This is not always obvious to the human mind.”

There could hardly be a greater understatement.  The truth is this:  We have no clue!  Hebrew thought begins with God’s sovereignty.  Nothing is more fundamental than the fact that God is the author, sustainer and manager of everything.  David captures this essential tenet of Hebrew thinking in the phrase, “all the paths of YHWH.”  The problem is not that God battles other superhuman powers in order to gain control and bring about His purposes.  The problem is that we don’t see what He is doing.  It’s not God’s problem at all.  It’s ours.  As a result, we often blame God for those acts that we believe do not fit our version of kindness and truth.  

Ah, but we all know this, don’t we?  We all theoretically know that YHWH is good and that whatever He does or allows serves His purposes.  We all theoretically affirm that we trust in Him because we do not see the beginning and the end.  But when it comes to actual practice, we slip from the holy grail of sovereignty.  We act as if our purposes are the same as the higher purposes of God.  We think the world should behave according to us.  We forget “all” (kol).  

I propose a small Hebraic exercise.  Today, no matter what happens, say out loud to yourself, “This too is the kindness and truth of God.”  Each time you are confronted by a bend in the road, a twist in your plans, an unexpected detour, say, “This too is the kindness and truth of the LORD.”  Make an audible declaration of God’s sovereignty and faithfulness right now, and continue to reassert that claim of faith throughout the entire day.  Don’t ask for explanations.  Don’t try to imagine why and why not?  Just declare that all of them are His.

And see what happens.

Topical Index:  hesed, kol, all, kindness, truth, Psalm 25:10
March 12  For the sake of Your name, O LORD, may You forgive my crime, which is great.  Psalm 25:11  Robert Alter translation

The Answer

For the sake of – Why does God forgive?  What benefit accrues to Him for this act?  He has nothing to gain by forgiving those who despise and resist Him.  There is no guarantee that forgiven men and women will not once again rebel against His desires.  In fact, far too often those who claim to have been forgiven live in such hypocrisy that God’s name is slandered by their claim.  So why should He remove our guilt?  

If you answered, “Because He loves us,” you might find less support for that idea in the Tanakh than you imagined.  From Moses to David, forgiveness is essentially a matter of the honor of God’s name, not our need.  In order to understand why this is the case, we need to examine the underlying relationship that defines God’s interaction with men.

God is good.  He defines goodness.  Because He is good, He extends Himself toward us in a covenant commitment.  That commitment is independent of our actions.  The covenant God makes on our behalf is with Himself.  Therefore, honoring the covenant is a matter of performing according to the covenant as a party of one.  Any behavior that violates or diminishes the covenant denigrates the reputation of the parties in the covenant and since there is only one party, anything God would do that weakens the covenant would affect His reputation.  God keeps the covenant because He never breaks a promise, but keeping the covenant also honors His own name as the covenant-keeping God.  God forgives because if He did not continue the covenant His own name would be tarnished and forgiveness is a benefit of the covenant.  In other words, God does not forgive because He must forgive nor does He forgive because we need forgiveness.  He forgives because the self-proclaimed covenant requires maintaining the promise for the beneficiary and we, as adopted children, are the beneficiaries.  “For the sake of Your name” means forgiveness is essential to the very being of God.

The Hebrew text, lema’an, is derived from the verb ‘ana.  The pictograph of Ayin-Nun-Hey could be “to see life revealed” as one possible expression.  The word means “to answer, to respond, to speak, to testify.”  If God speaks or answers, His words are true and they reveal the meaning and patterns of life.  Lema’an is a combined expression that implies that the answer God gives testifies to His covenant of life.  All of this confirms the basic biblical perspective that God provides a life-giving covenant to men in the hope that we will see the efficacy of His words and choose to obey Him.  To do that, we must be ushered into hesed through the covenant and that requires restoration of the relationship by the divine act of forgiveness.  It is all about the covenant and the covenant is all about who God is.

God forgives because He answers the challenge to His own promise.  We benefit because God is exactly what He says He does.

Topical Index:  forgiven, covenant, for the sake of, lema’an, ‘ana, answer, Psalm 25:11
March 13  Whosoever the man who fears the LORD, He will guide him in the way he should choose.  Psalm 25:12  Robert Alter translation

The Holy Spirit in the Tanakh

Guide - "But when He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He will guide you into all the truth; for He will not speak on His own initiative, but whatever He hears, He will speak; and He will disclose to you what is to come” (John 16:13).  If you didn’t see the parallels, then you weren’t listening.

So who guides us in the way we should go: YHWH or the Spirit?  Ah, Trinitarians will say, “Well, they (?) are the same person.”  We’ll ignore the fact that the expression is internally problematic.  Maybe Millard Erickson is right.  Maybe we believe the doctrine of the Trinity because it is irrational and absurd.  But for now let’s just notice this:  the Spirit is the expression of the action ascribed to YHWH in the Tanakh.  What God does in the Tanakh is seen in the dynamic of the Spirit in the Brit Chadashah.  Of course, the Spirit is also ubiquitously present in the Tanakh, but in the apostolic writings the Spirit is the term used to describe what would otherwise be reported as YHWH’s acts among men.

This Hebrew acrostic poem uses the verb yara (“to throw, cast, shoot”) as the basis for guidance.  Alter translates yorennu’ as “will guide him,” but other English versions suggest “instruct him” or “teach him.”  You can think of an archer.  To teach someone how to shoot an arrow is to teach them the process of hitting the bull’s eye.  That is guidance or instruction.  In Scripture the opposite of guidance is sin, that is, to miss the mark.  Guidance = correct aim.  Sin = incorrect aim.  TWOT says that the root verb comes “with a strong sense of control by the subject.”
  The guidance of the Spirit brings order and control.  Sin brings disorder and lack of control.  But, of course, not any kind of control will do.  It is still sinful to control by means other than God’s order.  I can make you do something by threat or violence, but that doesn’t mean I am bringing God’s order to life.  

Perhaps most importantly is that yara is the root of torah.  When the Spirit comes, He will bring torah.  That might help us remove the stigma associated with the Torah commandments in the Tanakh.  Torah is nothing more than learning to shoot straight.  That’s why every man after God’s own heart longs for instruction in righteousness.  We want to shoot straight.  We want to bring God’s order to the chaotic world.  We want to be a delight to Him and a blessing to others.  We want to hit the target.  And how will we do that if we don’t know the mechanics of archery?   In this regard, the torah is the most valuable manual we will ever possess and the Spirit is the Teacher of Torah.  The “true purpose of the law” is “to lead man into a fruitful, abundant life of fellowship with God.”

Topical Index:  yara, torah, shoot, aim, instruction, guidance, Spirit, Psalm 25:12
March 14  His life will repose in bounty, and his seed will inherit the earth.  Psalm 25:13  Robert Alter translation

Messianic Expansion

Will inherit – When the ESV, NIV, NLT and NASB choose to translate ‘erets as “land,” we miss the vital connection between David’s poetry and Yeshua’s beatitude.  Translators may sometimes be justified in choosing “land” rather than “earth.”  “Land” is the preferred translation 1581 times while “earth” is used only 655 times.  Nevertheless, since either one could be used here, I believe we should use the one that connects David and Yeshua.  Who will inherit the earth (not the “land”)?

David’s answer is straightforward.  Those who inherit are the “lowly in justice,” the ones who are “keepers of His pact and precepts,” who “fear the Lord” and are “guided by Him.”  Yeshua summarizes David.  Those who inherit are the “meek,” a singularly unhelpful word for our time.  Since Yeshua’s beatitude is a citation from David’s thirty-seventh psalm, we should use David’s word—‘anawim.  And that certainly does not mean “meek.”  

When we examined Psalm 25:9, we learned that the root word ‘ana is used more than 200 times in the Old Testament.  This root carries the sense of being forced into submission or being afflicted with pain or punishment.  Only through extension does it come to mean a moral and spiritual condition.  Its initial sense lies in the arena of conflict, oppression and war.  A person who is ‘anaw is one who lives in both internal emotional affliction and external pain and suffering.  The afflicted will rejoice when they see God’s deliverance, find protection in His power and grace, and follow His laws.

Isn’t that exactly what happens to us in affliction?  We are forced to confront our oppressors and we are forced to confront our God.  Affliction is not passive.  We do not have the choice of avoiding something forced on us, whether it seems to come by accident or not.  How we respond to this forced submission is our only choice and our true responsibility.  The Old Testament context of this word means that we will see life very differently than stoic resignation to abuse.  We see that He is sovereign.  We see that His will prevails.  We see that affliction, suffering and pain pass through His grace before they touch our breath.   We see that submission is the hallmark of victory because it His will before ours.  We see that our response to trials and tribulations must come from His direction, not ours.  We must confront the demand to submit our quest for self-sufficiency to the authority of another.  If we are to live in God's world, we must live as men and women who display power under bondage.

Who will inherit?  Those who have turned their strength into domesticated divine service, who have learned how to bend the yetzer ha’ra to the service of the yetzer ha’tov.  Are you inheriting the earth?

Topical Index:  ‘anawim, ‘ana, meek, humble, Matthew 5:5, Psalm 25:13, inherit
March 15  The LORD’s counsel is for those who fear Him, and His pact He makes known to them.  Psalm 25:14  Robert Alter translation

Taught by the Master

Makes known – God keeps secrets.  He just doesn’t keep them from those He calls His own.  The counsel of YHWH is the Hebrew word sod.  You will recognize it as the last of the words in the PaRDeS.  Sod is the “mystical” level of interpretation.  Really?  The word simply means “confidential speech.”  This is private, personal communication between the Master and His servant.  These are “Eyes Only” messages.  But that doesn’t mean it is mystical.  “Mystical” in religious experience is usually associated with claims of understanding beyond human comprehension, or hidden knowledge, of esoteric secrets that only the initiated may know.  In this sense, gnosticism was a major enemy of biblical revelation.  It claimed that only those who were “chosen” could truly understand the divine mysteries.  The Bible never claims God keeps those kinds of secrets.  God’s “secrets” are plainly obvious to all who have ears to hear and hearts to obey.  Nevertheless, God does have secrets.  His personal advice to each of us is not available to those who reject His covenant or disregard His instructions.  A heart after God will hear Him.  A heart turned away will not.
David uses the common Hebrew verb yada’ in “makes known.”  The verb is the Hiphil form of the infinitive in the construct state.  What this means is that the verb is causative, that is, God makes something happen, and what He makes happen is knowledge of the relationship between the covenant and those who fear Him.  In other words, God instructs His children in private communication about their relationship to His promise.  God does more than issue proclamations on tablets of stone.  He does more than provide the words of the Prophet.  He speaks to us!  Personally.  Individually.  Confidentially.

People often ask, “What is God’s will for my life?”  The answer is written in His book.  Go do what He instructs us to do.  Keep the precepts of the covenant.  Ah, but also keep your ears open.  God is speaking to you if you are listening.  Does that mean you can simply wait for His confidential communication while failing to keep His written instructions?  I don’t think so.  What is the point of the instructions written for the community if God did not intend you to keep them as the foundation of your obedience?  They are there to show you the way.  But there will be times when keeping the instructions as they are written will still not be enough.  After all, those instructions were given to a culture thousands of years ago in a land different from ours and a time that most of us can never recapture.  We need updates.  God provides them.  We need contemporary applications.  God provides them.  We need personally relevant direction.  God provides it.  Just don’t think that God replaces the written ones with personal whispers.  What does God speak about?  The berit, the covenant, the basis of our relationship with Him.  Nothing He says will ever contradict what He wrote, but it’s nice to hear Him say so.

Topical Index:  makes known, yada’, covenant, berit, counsel, sod, Psalm 25:14
March 16  “I, even I, am the LORD, and there is no savior besides Me.  Isaiah 43:11  NASB

Whom Does God Save?

No savior – Isaiah’s proclamations concerning the Servant of the Lord are favorite verses among believers.  But the context makes these cherished statements much more difficult.  YHWH isn’t speaking to the Church.  He quite clearly states that His audience is Jacob and Israel, the two houses of His chosen people (see 43:1).  He redeems them, protects them, honors them, and exchanges other nations and peoples for them.  He gathers them from the four corners of the earth.  Then He says, “There is no savior besides Me.”  In other words, YHWH saves the houses of Judah and Israel and He is the only one who does so.  There are no “Christians” in this group.  There are only those who belong to Judah or Israel.

Of course, replacement theology craftily reinterprets the direct object of God’s saving grace.  The new Israel takes the place of the houses of Judah and Israel.  That’s how we Christians get in.  Christian theology also has to alter this text so that “Jesus” saves.  That’s covered in Trinitarian doctrine.  But it does present a problem, doesn’t it?  When YHWH speaks through Isaiah, it’s pretty clear whom He has in mind.  It’s very difficult to alter that text.  So we do a paradigm shift and reinterpret all the texts.  That way Isaiah’s references can be re-read from a perspective of the late second century CE.  Isaiah really didn’t mean what he says.  He really meant what we believe.

When contortionist theology amends the Tanakh so that it appears to support the Christian thinking of the early Church fathers, the Jewish rabbis go crazy.  We can understand why they say, “A Jew or a Gentile who claims that God sent him to add, remove or change a commandment from those that God gave through Moses . . . is a false prophet.”

“The Torah as a whole is an inheritance from God for the Jews alone, and a Gentile who ‘delves’ into areas of Torah that are unrelated to the Noahide Code is liable for punishment at the Hand of Heaven.”

Think clearly about the implications of this rabbinical view.  First, Torah is Jewish.  It was given by God to the Jews.  It distinguishes the Jews from all other peoples on the earth.  “A Jew without Torah is obsolete” (Heschel). 

Second, no Gentile has a right to the whole of Torah.  Gentiles are commanded by God to keep (and therefore understand) only that portion of Torah that applies to all human beings, i.e., the Noahide seven commandments.  Any Gentile who adopts anything more than this adds to Torah (by making the exclusively Jewish commandment also apply to Gentiles) and is therefore an idolater and blasphemer.  

Third, from this perspective, Christianity is essentially idolatry and blasphemy because it attempts to usurp God’s revelation to the Jews, claiming the revelation as its own, and . . .

Fourth, Christianity is worse than idolatry and blasphemy because it subsequently claims that Torah has no application to either converted Jews or Gentiles (the Augustinian-Lutheran concept of “grace”).

Is there any doubt why orthodox Jews must reject any Christian claim?  Frankly, there is no middle ground here, no peaceful co-existence, no room for negotiation.  The Crusades are alive and well in the theology books of the Christian faith.

Whom does God save?  In the first century, that question was debated by the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15.  The issue was, “How do Gentiles come into the House of Israel and the House of Judah so that they may benefit from the blessings of the Lord?”  In other words, the question was, “How do Gentiles become Jews?”  No one debated how Jews became Christians.  That was simply unthinkable!  Rabbi Weiner, twenty centuries later, claims that Gentiles cannot be Jews.  Either you convert to Judaism properly or you remain an outsider.  The Jerusalem Council had another solution.  If God called you, you were accepted.  Then you go to work on living the Jewish way of life.  God saves whomever He wants.  Then we all learn to live like the family He chooses.

Twenty centuries later the Christians and the Jews remain at polar opposites.  Neither group understands the Acts 15 solution.

Topical Index:  Isaiah 43:11, savior, Acts 15, Jews, Christians

March 17  Listen, O heavens, and hear, O earth; For the LORD speaks, “Sons I have reared and brought up, but they have revolted against Me.”  Isaiah 1:2  NASB

Breakers

Revolted – God speaks to Israel and Judah, but His words have the same condemning impact on us.  “They have revolted” is the Hebrew pashoo.  The truth is that we also have rebelled.  The verb pasha is about breaking a relationship between two parties.  This is reneging on promises, revolting against agreements, casting aside alliances, refusing to live by a higher authority.  We are guilty, just as Israel and Judah were guilty.  This isn’t just sin.  This is war!  War against the sovereignty of God, against His right to be obeyed and worshipped, war against His way of life, against Him personally as our God!  This is sin and sin and sin again, claiming that we have a right to do what we please.  

Essentially, rebellion is the rejection of God’s authority.  That means it is the rejection of God’s divine right to tell us how we should live, worship and engage each other.  That means it is the rejection of God’s directions about how we act toward our spouses, our children and our neighbors.  That means it is the rejection of God’s intentions for the way we conduct business, the way we identify ourselves, and even the food we eat.  Rebellion is not limited to infamous, scandalous, cold-blooded hostility.  Rebellion is the subtle rejection of God’s sovereignty over every part of our lives.  Rebellion is the act of continuing to do things our way when we know God wants us to do it His way.
Amazingly, God forgives even this.  In fact, in Exodus 34:7, the categories of sin that God specifically declares He lifts away (nasa’) includes pesha, the sin of relationship breaking.  In its depths, this kind of forgiveness may only be possible at the divine level.  Perhaps that’s one of the reasons we can’t quite fathom who God is.  No human being seems genuinely capable of completely lifting away the crushing weight of someone who continuously rejects a favored relationship.  Eventually the pattern of spurning such transparency eats away at the heart of the promise until tolerance is about all we can manage.  But not God!  According to Exodus 34:6-7, God’s own self-definition, He continues to carry the weight of such insults to His faithfulness.  He lifts the burden as if it were His own, even when our subtle rebellion continues unabated.  Only God seems able to do such a thing.  In the end, forgiveness is inherently divine.

We learn two important things from this reflection on rebellion and forgiveness.  First, we learn that all of our pretensions to righteousness are far from the mark.  Even a decision to mistreat or ignore the smallest of God’s expressed desires is a sign of pasha.  And how many of these signs do we really carry as badges of self-determination?

Secondly, we learn of the immense heart of God.  We discover His forgiveness extends far beyond anything we could imagine and certainly far beyond our efforts to duplicate His action.  We learn that our lives depend on the ground of forgiveness.  And perhaps we are humbled enough to know that we have much more to confess.

Topical Index:  pasha, rebellion, forgiveness, nasa’, Isaiah 1:2, Exodus 34:7

March 18  “Alas, sinful nation, people weighed down with iniquity, offspring of evildoers, sons who act corruptly!”  Isaiah 1:4  NASB

“Boy, you’re gonna’ carry that weight”
Weighed down – What burdens do you carry?  Debt?  Past mistakes?  Children from divorce?  Broken contracts?  Public shame?  Write them down, as painful as it might be.  See what a long list you have to carry.

Then listen to Isaiah.  We are a people weighed down with the heaviest of loads.  It’s not debt or divorce or breach of contract that supports the psychotropic drug industry.  It’s sin!  We carry the load of our sins.  The Hebrew words are very instructive.  Keved ‘awon – laden with iniquity.  You might recognize the first adjective, keved.  It’s from the root kaved (kbd).  That’s right, it’s the same root for the word kavod – glory – a word that literally means “heavy.”  What is the flip side of God’s glory?  The flip side is still heavy.  Its weight signifies its importance.  The flip side is ‘awon – iniquity.  What is iniquity?  To be bent, to be twisted, to deviate from the way.  God’s glory is the straight path.  Iniquity is the twisted course.  God’s glory is the weight of righteousness, a burden that He promises is easy to bear.  Iniquity is a crushing load, the torturous freight of deed and consequence.  In Hebrew thought there is no separation between bent actions and ensuing punishment.  There is only the process by which we are burdened with sickness, abandonment and despair.  ‘awon is the entry to purposelessness and the roadway to disappointment.  You and I determine which weight we carry—the gentle yoke of the luminous God or the burden of Atlas.

The Beatles knew the truth about our godless reality.  “Boy, you’re gonna’ carry that weight, carry that weight a long time.”  Unless God lifts, we collapse.  It is only a matter of time before the weight of the earth covers our disobedience in the grave.  The weight we carry will not leave us in this lifetime unless someone lifts it from us.  We can deflect.  We can divert.  We can ignore.  We can pretend.  But “man is born to trouble, as the sparks fly upward.”
 

Take the ton out of the closet.  Lets its elephantine enormity envelop you.  Feel the loss of breath, the strain of bone, the clamor of your heart.  Know beyond a shadow of a doubt that this is something you cannot bear.  Sin is the boa constrictor of your soul.  With every move it tightens its grip until the Lord Himself calls hoy (alas!).  Six times the word is used for the mourning of the dead.  It might as well be six billion times.  There is no comfort for the godless departed.  They have chosen the Beatles’ path.  

“Wash yourselves.  Make yourselves clean,” says the Lord.  But how can a man become clean in polluted waters?  Only by this: “Though your sins are as scarlet, they will be as white as snow.”  Only the promise of the weight-lifter can move us from keved to kavod.

Topical Index:  weight, kaved, heavy, sin, iniquity, ‘awon, Isaiah 1:4, Isaiah 1:16

March 19  My eyes at all times to the LORD, for He draws my feet from the net.  Psalm 25:15  Robert Alter translation

Face Backwards

At all times to – David’s declaration raises some significant questions.  Did he always look to the Lord?  Do we?  Who among us can say that our eyes are always looking toward God?  Who has the courage to suggest that we are never distracted, never detoured, never diverted?  Perhaps we need to get out of the condemning space inside our heads and realize that this word, tamid, is most frequently used for the continual whole burnt offering made by the priests every morning and every evening.  In other words, although it is certainly connected with personal devotion in the Psalms, its home is among the rituals of worship, the actions that demonstrate a continuous desire to seek God and obey Him even when we have looked another way.  Wander if you will, but find your way back to the presence of the King in the rituals that remind you He hasn’t left the path.

It is quite unfortunate that modern Western civilization has inherited the Greco-Roman guilt of inner psychological space.  A deeply-rooted consequence of Augustine’s Platonism, our idea of the soul and its essential unworthiness due to the inheritance of original sin means that most of us suffer from personal self-condemnation.  We recognize our blameworthiness when we compare our performance to the holiness standard.  We think of our identity in terms of failures rather than the objects of divine love.  Because we believe we are somehow “not right with God’s world,” we either turn from any inclination to draw close to Him or we come feeling despicable and frightened.  We need Hebrew psychotherapy.  [You might want to read this paragraph again.]

The God of the Bible is not portrayed as a divine angry Judge ready to mete out punishment on our miserable pretentious lives.  Yes, of course, He is the Judge, but the Bible focuses almost entirely on His fatherly image, an image of great care, concern and love.  God desperately desires to bridge the gap we have created.  He yearns for intimate companionship.  He is ready to put everything on the line to woo us back to fellowship.  Would not a God like this provide daily reminders of His longing for korban (closeness)?  Don't the daily worship practices teach us about the loving character of the Father rather than the need to appease some angry deity?  When David says that his eyes are always turned toward God, does he mean he never flounders?  Hardly!  Isn’t it more likely that he means that despite detours he never gives up moving toward the Lord?  The rituals or worship, the daily morning prayers, the Shema, even the dress he dons remind him of God’s search for Man.  How can his eyes every turn anywhere else?  

“Where else will we go, Lord?  You have the words of life.”

Topical Index:  tamid, continual, as all times, ritual, Psalm 25:15
March 20  Turn to me and grant me grace, for alone and afflicted am I.  Psalm 25:16  Robert Alter translation

The Face of the Lord

Turn – We just want to see a smile.  We want to look on the face of the Lord and see Him smiling.  Growing up under the Roman idea of God as Judge, we have buried deep within our psyches the frown of a God who focuses on our faults, who holds us in contempt, who demands retribution.  But that is not the major theme of Scripture.  God describes Himself as ‘erek appayim, the long-nosed face of a God who is patient, slow to anger and forgiving.  God’s face is turned toward His people with a smile, a countenance of grace and care.  In David’s poem, the opening word of this sixteenth stanza begins with the verb pana, “to turn,” the same verbal root that is the basis of panim, face.  David pleads, “Turn your smiling face toward me,” and the Lord responds, “Yes, my child.  Of course I will.  I love you.”

“Turn toward me and grant me grace.”  What David wants, what we all want, is grace.  In Hebrew, hanan.  Far too often we discover that we think of God as one who withholds favor (hen) because of our sins.  That same Roman image of God as Judge, the Ancient of Days leaning over the courtroom seat piercing us with eyes that see our every fault, causes us to want to run from His presence.  But David reminds us that God Himself says He is filled with grace (Exodus 34:6), ready to pour out favor on anyone who looks to Him.  Put away that archetype of judicial penalties and look at the face of the one who loves you right to the core, who loves you even though He sees you as you are right now.  David doesn’t have to beg God to grant him favor.  God is running to David to do just that, the Father on the road speeding toward his wayward son, anxious to just have him back.

The heart of an addict whispers, “If they really knew you, they wouldn’t love you.”  You are alone.  It doesn’t matter what mood-altering behaviors are used to deflect the psyche convinced that it is unlovable.  It doesn’t matter what masquerades are presented to the public world.  In the end, every addict knows no one could love the mess that he is.  Every addict knows that no one really knows who he truly is.  He is alone.  David uses the word yahid.  It means “only” as in “only begotten son.”  Here it is about being the only one.  But Hebrew hides the addict’s solution to loneliness.  Yahid comes from yahad, a word that means, “to be joined, to be united.”  The very description of feeling alone contains the solution—united with the smiling face of God.
God is not Judge when it comes to the prodigal.  He is delighted, overjoyed, compassionate, caring and smiling.  That dark image of desperation evaporates in the brilliance of His smile.  “I’m so glad to see you again.  You have no idea how I missed you.  Welcome home.”

Topical Index:  turn, pana, face, smile, judge, grace, hen, hanan, Psalm 25:16
March 21  seeing that His divine power has granted to us everything pertaining to life and godliness, through the true knowledge of Him who called us by His own glory and excellence.  For by these He has granted to us His precious and magnificent promises, so that by them you may become partakers of the divine nature, having escaped the corruption that is in the world by lust.  2 Peter 1:3-4  NASB

Inheriting the Whirlwind

Partakers – First answer a few questions.

1) What is the purpose of the cross?  Traditionally the answer is, “Jesus died on the cross for the forgiveness of sins.”  By now I trust you realize that this answer is inadequate and unsupported by Scripture although it is standard Church self-identity doctrine.  You can read all about this in my book Cross Word Puzzles.  You can even disagree, but then you will have to explain the rest of our study today.  In my view, the cross is about defeating death, not about forgiving sins.
2)  What is the purpose of Torah?  If you answered, “To guide us in living” you understand the methodology but you’ve missed the goal.  Peter gives us the goal in these verses.  The purpose of Torah is to enable us to become partakers of the divine nature!  

If the two questions above are answered as I suggest, then something amazing emerges from the implications.  First, we recognize immediately that Torah is not opposed to godliness.  If fact, it is essential for godliness.  Secondly, we see that Augustine’s idea of sinful nature, based as it is on Roman concepts of law, is not only completely opposed to the Hebraic idea of law (Torah) but is contrary to the entire thrust of Scripture.  Dwight Pryor makes this point abundantly clear in his lecture series, “Reassessing the Doctrine of Original Sin.”
  If Augustine is right, then the resurrection is unnecessary.  All that is required for appeasing the wrath of God according to the Roman view of law is an appropriate substitute.  Once the substitute is offered, the legal status of the offender is changed from guilty to not guilty since the penalty has been paid.  No further action is required in order for the anger of the offended party to be ameliorated. This is called the penal substitution theory of the atonement and you have undoubtedly been taught some form of this theory if you have been exposed to any kind of reformed theology (e.g., Luther, Calvin, etc.)  Therefore, if “Jesus” died on the cross to pay for our sins, nothing further needed to be done.  The resurrection is superfluous.  And, by the way, so is future obedience.  Once judged “not guilty,” double jeopardy applies.  The price is paid.  The trial is over.  “Not guilty” can never become “guilty” again.

Augustine taught that men were ontologically damaged in the Fall, that is, their very nature was changed.  As a result, every man since Adam inherits a sinful nature which not only makes him guilty from birth but causes him to sin.  What Jesus did on the cross was appease the wrath of God poured out on these tragically marred creatures, elevating them from Hell-deserving rebels to God-accepted children.  But this view depends on the notions that 1) God is an angry Judge, 2) God demands payment, and 3) the cross is the place of substitution.

Now consider Peter’s claim.  According to Peter, God was not angry with us.  In fact, by His divine power, God granted to us everything pertaining to life and godliness.  It is simply historically and biblically impossible to suggest that Peter does not include the Torah in this package of life-enabling gifts.  Certainly no God filled with wrath toward disobedient children and anxious to punish them would be described in this way.  

Peter goes on the claim that we are called “by His own glory and excellence.”  In other words, Augustine’s idea that God seeks punishment is exactly the opposite of Peter’s claim.  God seeks to exhibit His glory, not His wrath, in the call of men.  There is absolutely no hint here that God is operating like the pagan deities who need to be placated in order to turn their anger away from men.  

Finally, Peter draws the conclusion.  Why does God do this?  So that we may become “partakers of the divine nature.”  Peter clearly does not mean that we will become God.  What he means is stated over and over in the Tanakh.  We will become—it’s a process—like Him because we will act as He acts.  Go read Exodus 34:6-7 again and ask yourself if there is any reason why you cannot act like the verbal descriptions God gives to Himself.  We are not destined for judicial status change, subsequently to act as we please since the verdict is in.  We are process-makers of God’s intended heritage.  We become what He desires and designed as we live according to His instructions.

As Pryor points out, the Passover typology present in the passion week is a model of God delivering His people from the oppression of a evil power under whose influence they suffered bondage and lack of free will.  Just as God redeemed Israel, so God redeems His entire family from the power of the Evil one, namely, death.  That’s what’s happening on the cross.  That’s why the resurrection is crucial!  Sin was settled long before.  Now the way must be cleared of the obstacle that held us all captive all our lives.  The fatal blow has been delivered.  Obedience means freedom.

“Partakers of the divine nature.”   What more glorious end can there be?  You and I are not inheritors of corrupt wills completely bent on godless choices.  We are designed to be conformed to His image and He has taken every measure necessary for that to come true.  Now it’s up to you.

Topical Index:  sinful nature, Dwight Pryor, partakers, cross, death, 2 Peter 1:3-4
March 22 The distress of my heart has grown great.  From my straits bring me out.   Psalm 25:17  Robert Alter translation

The Narrow Gate

Distress – What binds you?  What hems you in?  What makes you feel as if you have no options, no choices?  What propels you into the narrow straits?  All of these things are tsarot, the plural of tsara.  The basic meaning is anything that is narrow or confined.  This is imagery of the land.  Stand on any hill in Israel.  Look at the view.  See the expanse.  Then proceed along the path that takes you into a narrow canyon.  Feel the constraint and the fear.  Wide open is good.  We can see the enemy approaching.  We can defend ourselves.  We have room to maneuver.  Narrow is bad.  There are hidden dangers.  We can’t run away.  Life presses us into indefensible places.  We are squeezed.

David knows distress.  He knows that he is experiencing more and more constraints.  The vise grip of life without options is closing in on him.  Maybe that’s exactly how you feel.  Tight.  Bound.  Obligated.  Tied down.  What do you do about this?

Yeshua has something to say about narrow places.  Perhaps it’s not quite what we think.  “Narrow is the gate and few there are who find it.”  Suppose that is a statement about distress, not morality.  What if Yeshua is saying that being bound, being tied down is the way to faithfulness?  What if Yeshua is echoing David’s declaration, “Until I was afflicted, I did not listen to You, O Lord”?  What if the narrow way is the way of suffering so that you come to YHWH because you no longer can escape?  Few find it.  Why?  Because we all want to run away from those narrow places that God engineers in our lives.  We all do our best to deflect, ignore and break free of His way of getting our attention.  We don’t want to be pushed toward God, even if He is doing the pushing.  We want FREEDOM—by which we mean we want life as we want it.  The narrow way is the way of restraint, of life under God’s direction, of being bound to Torah.  The narrow way is the way of true freedom, but for most of us it feels like rule-bound behavior.  No wonder few find it.  Only the few are willing to go through the narrow passage that leads to life with God.

We know what David means.  He means that life is a mess.  Life is pressure.  Life is limits.  Life is boundaries.  Those descriptions make us want to get out.  But rather than run, perhaps we need to reconsider the engineering of the Master.  We are in tight spots for a reason.  Our circumstances are purposeful, not accidental.  We are constrained by the love of the Father.  Maybe God is pointing us to the narrow way even while we drag our heels.

“Bring me out!” shouts David.  That’s our plea as well.  “Bring me out!”  But what if the way out is to go further in?

Topical Index:  distress, tsara, narrow, Psalm 25:17
March 23  You shall not add to the word which I am commanding you, nor take away from it, that you may keep the commandments of the Lord your God which I command you.  Deuteronomy 4:2  NASB

Ancestry.com

Add/take away – “Finally, there came a movement that made our lives bitter with all the methods it took over from both groups.  It proclaimed a new prophetic teaching and alleged that both our old and their new doctrine were given by God.  This created a dismal confusion in our people:  two conflicting doctrines and both from God?”

One of the key elements in understanding the emergence of Christianity as a separate religion is the Roman requirement of antiquity.  In the first and second centuries, no one would have adopted a religious way of life that did not have an ancient historical foundation.  “New” was not an attribute of truth.  The world was filled with gods and men lived in fear of their reprisals.  If someone converted to a different religious persuasion, that conversion had to be grounded in a venerable tradition to insure that it was not simply the invention of men.  The risk, i.e., incurring the wrath of a god, was too great.  If your faith didn’t have a long reach into the past, it wasn’t worth considering.

Christian thinkers in the early days realized the necessity of this ancestry, but they had a significant problem.  They claimed that their faith began after the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, a few decades before.  Such a claim was tantamount to instituting a completely “new” religious path, and consequently would have been summarily rejected by the masses.  Early Christian Gentile church fathers tackled this objection by usurping the historical veracity of the Jews.  In other words, the Gentile Christian Church claimed that the God of the Jews, an ancient deity, was their God, that His teachings were their teachings and that His people were the people of the church.  Christianity commandeered Jewish antiquity as its own in order to give it Roman credibility.  

The move did not come without consequences.  Claiming the same God and the same history naturally leads to the conclusion that the two religious paths are actually the same!  But this would not do either.  Gentile Christian thinkers wanted to proclaim Christianity as different from Jewish  belief so they had to alter some of the fundamental Jewish claims just enough to create a new self-identity without disrupting the claim of historical continuity.  Thus, Christianity rejected Torah obedience.  In particular, Christianity accommodated itself to the Roman way of life by denying the necessity of abstinence from pork, circumcision and Sabbath.  Christianity modeled itself as Roman rather than Jewish.  

A thousand years later, Maimonides issued the challenge anew.  How can one God declare two contradictory ways of life?  How can God deny His own fundamental life-giving instructions?  How can God break His own commandments by adding and taking away from His eternal message?  Jews rejected this Christian claim, and rightly so.  Christian theologians appropriated Jewish history without Jewish exegesis in the hope of becoming acceptable to pagan Romans, but they did so by creating a schism in the very character of God.  Christianity did not grow out of Judaism.  Christianity grew out of the denial of Judaism.

Perhaps you haven't investigated the ancestry of your faith.  Perhaps you have only read redacted records.  Perhaps you have never asked why one God could issue two contradictory commands.  Perhaps you actually only serve the God of the “new” testament and have left the God of the “old” covenant behind.  Perhaps you are still pagan in your real heritage, but never knew it.

Topical Index:  history, Maimonides, new covenant, add, take away, Deuteronomy 4:2

March 24 The sun shall be turned to darkness and the moon to blood, before the day of the Lord comes, the great and magnificent day.  Acts 2:20 ESV

Lunar Lunacy

More than nine hundred years ago, Maimonides, regarded as perhaps the greatest of Jewish expositor of sacred literature, wrote, “when the power of Edom [the Christians] and of Ishmael [the Mohammedans] shall be at their peak and their dominion shall extend throughout the world as it is today . . . There is no doubt that these are the birth pangs of announcing the Messiah.”
  Heschel says, “Maimonides also regarded the present as the end of time.”
  According to Heschel’s biography, 12th Century Judaism was at fever pitch in its attempts to determine the end of days based on the book of Daniel.  Under enormous pressure from both Christianity and Islam, Jews were persecuted across the Mediterranean.  This lead to a panic about the coming of the Messiah—a way to relieve the terror of life.  Therefore, everything was interpreted as signs of the end.

Nine hundred years later, Christians seem to be obsessed with the same fever.  The world is chaotic.  Economic uncertainty is coupled with political ineptitude and personal alarm.  What better solution than the return of the King who will reward the righteous, punish the wicked and straighten out our bank accounts?

Thus, the emergence of lunar lunacy—the “blood moons” baloney. 

What have we learned from history?  Apparently nothing.  Each generation considers its time to be filled with signs of the end.  Each new threat to human prosperity precipitates another round of “blood moon” thinking, stretching biblical credibility beyond its limit in order to excite even the dead (and sell a lot of books).  Prosperity does come—to the authors of these far-flung fantasies, but for most of the readers, it is just another tale of astrological speculation.

Three years ago I sat in a living room with a man who claimed that all the prophecies of the Tanakh confirmed Yeshua would return in 2012.  He had quite a following around the world.  I challenged him, of course, pointing out that such predictions were inconsistent with Hebrew thought and insulting to God who clearly says that no one can know such things.  I suggested that I would call him on January 1, 2013 to see if he were still here.  You know the rest of the story.  I never saw him publicly apologize for this nonsense.

There are two things we must remember about Hebrew prophecy.  First, most Hebrew prophecy is intended never to come true.  That is to say, most Hebrew prophecy is conditional.  It is warning, not prediction.  When men change their ways, God changes His mind.  Nothing in this type of prophecy is cast in stone.  Secondly, Hebrew prophecy is “rear view mirror” commentary.  After the event is over, then you know what happened.  It is looking at the past with perfect hindsight.  Before the lightning strikes, we can’t predict where and when it will come, but after it strikes there is no doubt that it did come.  That’s what the return of the Son of Man will be like.  After it happens, you will know.  But before then, don’t waste time howling at the moon.  
Topical Index:  blood moon, prophecy, Acts 2:20, Maimonides, prediction

March 25  See my affliction and suffering and forgive all my offenses.  Psalm 25:18  Robert Alter translation  

Bull’s Eye

Offenses – hatta’t is the predominate Hebrew word for “sin.”  It is a picture of missing the mark, as if we each were shooting arrows at God’s target and missing the dead center bull’s eye.  Livingston notes the following insight:
“Thus like other words related to the notion of ‘sin’ it assumes an absolute standard or law. But, whereas pešaʿ signifies a ‘revolt against the standard,’ and ʿāwâ means either ‘to deviate from the standard’ or ‘to twist the standard,’ ḥātāʾ means ‘to miss, to fall short of the standard.’ The Greek word anomia ‘sin,’ consists of the privative prefix with the word for ‘law,’ thus ‘without law.’ Therefore judgment is implied, for the law in fact is binding even if the sinner thinks himself to be ‘without law.’”

Now you have the theological implications, but what about your personal application?  First, we must pay very close attention to Dwight Prior’s correction of our idea of law.  Yes, God does have an absolute standard.  Yes, we often fall short of it.  Yes, that standard is the Law—the Torah.  But, “No!” God is not a Judge who relishes the opportunity to mete out legal justice by demanding punishment for those who don’t shoot straight.  In fact, God is much more like the archery coach, providing careful instruction over every aspect of the aim and release so that His joy can be fulfilled in our accuracy.  God is not angry when we miss.  He is heartbroken.  Time to start training again so that we will hit the target and rejoice with Him.

If we read this verse in Psalm 25 as though David is pleading with God not to exact vengeance upon him for his mistakes, we will come away with the impression that God’s righteous anger waits to be poured out on sinners.  We will hear echoes of Jonathan Edward’s sermon scaring the hell out of us.  We will not recognize God as nourisher, coach, helper, advocate and champion of our intended righteousness.  And we certainly won’t feel comfortable coming into God’s presence with targets that demonstrate our lack of concentration.  If God must be appeased, we will avoid Him even if Yeshua has done the appeasing.  There is no comfort in being in the presence of a pacified God.

We will stop praying.  What is the point of prayer if God is upset with me?  We will stop studying.  Why study when I know that I am unworthy?  We will stop sacrificing.  Yeshua took care of that so I can avoid the feelings of guilt when I stand at the altar.  We will stop communicating.  There is nothing more psychologically settling than knowing that I am such damaged goods that someone else has to die for me.  In other words, we won’t be able to identify with David at all, except for the feelings of guilt that still condemn us.  We won’t see that David, despite his pitiful aim, still rushes into God’s presence because he knows the heart of a Father.  We will miss the beauty and comfort of tender correction—and of encouragement to try again.

Topical Index:  hatta’h, sin, guilt, judge, Father, aim, target, Psalm 25:18

March 26  See my enemies who are many and with outrageous hatred despise me.  Psalm 25:19  Robert Alter translation

Esau Have I Hated

Despise – Buried in the Hebrew text is a powerful repetition not evident in Alter’s translation (but clear in the ESV).  “Hatred” and “despise” are from the same Hebrew root, sane.  To hate describes an emotional reaction of repulsion.  In this state, a person wishes only to keep distant from the offense or the offender.  Hate entails distance.  It is just the opposite of love which brings about the desire for closeness.  When the word is used in the Tanakh, it is often associated with idolatry, opposition, aversion and ill-will.  In this regard, the verb describes a reaction rather than a causative action.  Something or someone acts in such a way that we react with a strong emotional rejection.

David’s enemies treat him as if he is leprous, someone to be shunned, avoided and rejected.  This does not necessarily imply that they wish him bodily harm, although David’s intensification of the word with the addition of hamas (violence) certainly might mean that as well.  But the basic sense of the word is that his enemies exclude him from one of the vital components of Hebrew identity, i.e., community.  They want him out!  That is the equivalent of wanting him to cease existing.  A man without relationships is no longer a man.

Perhaps you’re feeling this same kind of hatred.  It’s not as if your previous friends and relations want you to die.  It’s that they no longer want you.  They find your views offensive.  Perhaps they are threatened by your commitments to David’s understanding of God.  They don’t acknowledge your practices.  They are scandalized by your presence.  They just want you to go away and leave them alone.  But, of course, this means separation, agony, brokenhearted affliction, especially for you since all you are trying to really do is bring about awakening and consolation.  Enemies don’t always carry swords.  Sometimes they carry Bibles.

Why does David plead with God about this tragedy?  Because David knows the God of unity.  David knows the harmony of brothers who care for each other.  David knows what it means to be friends.  Yeshua provides perhaps the most difficult of all commandments when he says, “Love your enemies.”  He does not say, “Preach to them,” “Correct them,” or “Convert them.”  He says, “Love them.”  Close the gap.  

Understanding sane as a reactive verb helps us resolve other difficult passages.  “Esau have I hated” has always been worrisome.  But now we see that God is reacting to protracted, willful rebellion.  The same can be said for God’s rejection of sacrifices and offerings (cf. Isaiah 1:13-15).  God hates them because they are laced with hypocrisy, not because they are soon-to-be-replaced rituals.  Sane responds to a previous action.  It does not initiate.

The antidote for sane is avah.  Ahav (love) is active, initiative, purposeful.  I respond to the emotional reaction of hatred by initiating the purposeful action of benevolence toward another at cost to myself.  I love regardless of how I feel.  Perhaps you will find it interesting that the reverse of sane (Shin-Nun-Aleph) is the assumed root of ishshah (root = Aleph-Nun-Shin).  Perhaps the opposite of hatred is the character of the woman, someone made to love.

Topical Index:  sane, hate, Esau, ahav, Psalm 25:19
March 27  Guard my life and save me.  Let me be not ashamed, for I shelter in You.  Psalm 25:20  Robert Alter translation

Public Relations Management

Ashamed – You know it must be a big deal if David brings it up twice, once at the beginning and now at the end of his song.  The word is bosh, and it is a far cry from the typical internal self-denial worthlessness we associate with shame.  Bosh is about public humiliation, loss of reputation, disgrace and failure.  This helps us recognize a significant difference between the Greek view of Man—an internally-focused psychologically distinct individual—and the Hebrew view of Man—a public figure whose identity is tied directly to relationships within the community.  This alone resets our orientation toward problem resolution.  In Greek thought, we work on inner attitudes and experiences in an effort to change our motivation and eventually our behavior.  In Hebrew thought, we do what God commands regardless of inner feelings, knowing that living outwardly changes our public relationships and subsequently affects our emotional state.  In Hebrew thought, we do in order to feel.  In Greek thought, we feel in order to do.

Now notice David’s condition for shelter.  “Guard my life and save me.”  The Hebrew uses shamar (to keep, guard, observe) and natsal (to deliver, rescue, save).  The verb tenses are important.  Shomra’ is in the Qal, i.e., the present incomplete continuous action.  “Keep watching over me,” is the essence of this request.  “Don’t take Your eyes off of me for a moment as I need Your constant guidance and direction.”  The verb natsal is in the Hiphil, a tense that implies causative action by another.  “You deliver me, O Lord!  I can’t do it myself.  Your action is essential and required now.”

How will David have his life restored to full communal recognition and public honor?  By imploring God to provide constant oversight and immediate rescue.  Does this mean David is the completely passive recipient of divine action?  Hardly!  While David knows full well that he cannot provide his own guidance or his own deliverance, he also knows (as is abundantly clear in the Psalms) that shamar and natsal are also associated with God’s written instructions.  He is to guard God’s Torah and find deliverance in its practice.  Perhaps Paul was reflecting on this combination when he told his reader to work out their own salvation with fear and trembling because it is God who works in them.  (Did he mean it is God who works in the people or did he mean it is God who works in the fear and trembling?) 

David has no other place of security.  He takes refuge in the Lord.  The word is used for shelter, protection, security and trust.  How then may we summarize David’s view of the matter?  God guides.  You and I respond to His guidance and, in practice, discover He rescues us from public humiliation.  We are vindicated and restored because we do what He asks.  Our very lives (not souls) find security.  Our reputations are upheld.  We return to our place in the Kingdom purpose.

Topical Index:  ashamed, shame, bosh, guard, shamar, deliver, natsal, Psalm 25:20
 

March 28  May uprightness, wholeness, preserve me, for in You do I hope.  Psalm 25:21  Robert Alter translation

The Ghost of Luther

Uprightness – “Two problems of ot theology concern the verb tāmam: self-righteousness and perfectionism. Illustrating the former, David expresses the resolve, ‘I will walk within my house with a perfect (tōm) heart’ (Ps 101:2b KJV, ASV margin and RSV ‘in the integrity of my heart’); cf. his not infrequent professions of righteousness (Ps 7:8 [H 9]; 18:20). Yet the connection with the nt Pharisaism remains one of ‘mere appearance’ (KD, Psalms, I, p. 72). ‘Some of these utterances are no more than asseverations that the speaker is innocent of particular crimes laid to his charge; others are general professions of purity of purpose. … Those who make them do not profess to be absolutely sinless, but they do disclaim all fellowship with the wicked, from whom they expect to be distinguished in the course of Providence’” (A. F. Kirkpatrick, Cambridge Bible, Psalms, I, p. lxxxvii).

Remember Dwight Prior’s comments on Augustine’s doctrine of sinful nature.  That doctrine led to the reformed theological idea that men are inherently sinful, incapable of righteousness without the direct intervention of the Spirit and unable to attain holiness.  Kirkpatrick’s concern about David’s use of tamam seems to stem from a theological commitment to the Augustinian-Lutheran dogma.  David doesn’t seem to have any problem asserting that he is righteous, blameless and tom.  By the way, neither does Paul.  Are we to assume, on the basis of Luther’s dogma, that David spoke only “poetically” and that Paul was lying?  Are claims of righteousness by men of faith in the Scriptures “mere appearances” rather than biblical truth?  Perhaps more importantly, can you be righteous?  I didn’t say, “Can God make you righteous?”  That would plummet us back into the theory of imputed righteousness from Luther’s judicial view of law.  I asked, “Can you become righteous through your own acts and decisions?”  Of course, I am not suggesting that you don’t receive the help of the Father of Lights, but what I am asking is if you believe, as apparently David and Paul believed, that you can act in such a way that your behaviors are considered blameless before God.  Well, can you?

If you answer, “No.  Don’t you know that all men are sinners?  Not one is righteous.  We are all guilty before Him,” then you will have a big problem with this text, many of David’s other verses and the claims of Paul (and others).  Of course, you can write them off as “mere appearances.”  But if you do, then your standing before God becomes a passive judicial decision and you inherit all the problems Prior mentions including no need for the resurrection and no need to incorporate obedience into your actions.  

But if you answer, “Yes, I can be blameless before the Lord just as David and Paul,” then you accept an awesome responsibility.  You imply that your standing does in fact depend on your obedience.  That is not to say God didn’t rescue you or that Yeshua didn’t die for you.  He did (and so did He).  But it does imply that the job isn’t finished with the initiation into the Kingdom.  You have work to do—lots of work, and this is the place where it must get done.

Topical Index:  tamam, tom, upright, perfection, complete, Luther, Prior, Psalm 25:21

March 29  Redeem, God, Israel from all its straits.  Psalm 25:22 Robert Alter translation

Title Bout
Israel – The etymology of the Hebrew word yisra’el is unusual and important.  TWOT makes the following observation:  “The verb śārâ limits itself to contexts which discuss the struggle of Jacob as he wrestled with the Angel of Yahweh at Peniel in Transjordan, upon his return from Mesopotamia to Canaan c. 1900 b.c. (Gen 32:24 [H 25]; Hos 12:4 [H 5]). The form in the latter passage, wayyāśar, might suggest a root śûr. But since biblical Hebrew includes no word with this meaning, it should probably be repointed to wayyiśer, apocopated from yiśreh (BDB, p. 975), the normal imperfect of śārâ. The importance of sārâ lies in its derived noun, Israel.”

According to the biblical account in Genesis 32, the name results from a physical struggle with the Angel of the Lord when the defeated Jacob refuses to release his grip.  Therefore, the name yisra’el describes one who contends with God, who battles with the Holy One and refuses to give up.  That raises an important personal question:  If you belong to Israel, are you contending with God?  

It seems to me that one of the key elements in a vibrant relationship with the Father is contention.  It seems to me that we are supposed to actively engage, to strive, to fight in our relationship with the Father in order to become full participants in the Kingdom.  God wants us to work out our salvation.  Apparently, He doesn’t want us to be merely passive recipients of His grace.  We have to contend in order to appropriate the blessing.  We have to show that we are unwilling to let go, even when we are defeated.  It is tenacity that produces faith.  Just keep hanging on no matter what and God’s attention will not waiver.

This idea might seem quite strange to us.  We might feel as if we have no right to demand that God pay attention to us.  We might fall victim to the Augustinian view that God is repulsed by my sin and wants nothing to do with me.  But now is the time to reject these feelings and pay attention to God and the manipulator, Jacob.  The battle at the brook teaches us that God responds to dogged perseverance, to stubborn insistence, perhaps even to intransigence.  God loves those who just won’t quit.  Perhaps we might even say that God loves those who refuse to submit to Him until they are completely broken—and even then won’t let go of their persistence.  Maybe “seek me with all your heart” means more than passive acceptance of His commands.  Maybe we have to fight it out in order to really take on Kingdom characteristics.

When David pleads for God to redeem the contending ones from all their troubles, he uses the same Hebrew root, sārâ, that underlies the name yisra’el.  Clever, right?  Poetic.  But maybe it’s more than that.  Maybe the reason God redeems is because He enjoys a really good battle.   
Topical Index:  Israel, yisra’el, contend, Psalm 25:22

March 30 but deliver us from evil   Matthew 6:13  NASB
The God of War (Rewind)
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 led 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.”  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 31  “And then I will declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from Me, you who practice lawlessness.’”  Matthew 7:23  NASB
A Case of Severe ‘yada

Never knew you - Rosh Hashanah is gone.  Yom Kippur is over.  The Feasts will wait for another year.  We have studied many words, examined many concepts, learned some theological truths.  There is a new book on the shelf and hours of new lectures, hundreds of new friends, thousands of added miles.

But far too often it seems like the thirteen-year drought of Abraham.  Yes, God is there–but He is hidden, waiting, watching.  The road goes on because His hand plans it, but I don’t see Him on the horizon anymore.  He is distant, managing the cosmos and asking me to participate but His footsteps are light years from me, lost to me among the stars.  I see the prints in the sand, but I can’t hear His voice.  I see the marks on the trail, but they are nearly obscured by the brokenness of the bush.

I am lonely.  In my loneliness I seek comfort in familiar escapes only to discover they are as empty as the rest of the desert that I tread.  I realize there is no turning back, but there is no oasis on the way either.  I long to stumble across Him at the campfire, share a meal, hear wonderful things, be amazed.  But I am left only with His afterward, the signs in the sky, the design in a flower, the mark of the beast – glory passed by.  No wonder Moses asked.  It is a terrible, frightening thing to be without the pillar and the cloud.

When Abraham Heschel observes, “the presence of God is the absence of despair,”
 I know the source of my angst.  But knowing that I am in desperate need of His presence does not mean I experience it.  The cure is not apparent in spite of the acute awareness of the disease.  I am not at home in the universe.

Then Heschel reminds me that neither is God at home in the universe.  “He is not at home in a universe where His will is defied and where His kingship is denied.  God is in exile; the world is corrupt.  The universe itself is not at home.  To pray means to bring God back into the world, to establish His kingship for a second at least.”

Whenever I refuse to make His purposes absolutely supreme in my life, whenever my desires trump His desires, I contribute to the strangeness of a universe fashioned by the Creator but not responsive to its Creator.  In fact, the problem is far more acute since the Creator actually tells me what He demands of me in order to restore His kingdom on earth as it is in heaven.  But I refuse to listen.  I dismiss His instructions as ethnically dependent, culturally irrelevant, theologically unnecessary.  I choose my own means of restoring a sense of being at home.  My arrogance is shattering.  Who am I to say to my Maker, “I will interpret Your directions as I see fit”?

“The truth of being human is gratitude, the secret of existence is appreciation, its significance is revealed in reciprocity.”

“. . . the essence of human being is not in what he is, but in what he is able to be.”

Yeshua’s words are even more unsettling.  Applying allusions to Psalm 6:8 and 119:115, He clearly says that the ones who are sent away are the ones who practice anomia, lawlessness.  But He wasn’t speaking Greek, was He?  And what does anomia become in Hebrew?  What is lawlessness in Hebraic thought?  It can only be one thing—whatever is contrary to Torah.  Torah is nomos.  Whatever is not Torah is anomos.  

This is absolutely devastating!  Who must depart?  Who are the ones He never knew.  Those who do not live out Torah!  That includes all those people who claim to be Christians but who have been taught, and consequently believe, that Torah does not apply to them.  That’s millions who will be turned away.  Shockingly.  Utterly flabbergasted.  Horrified.  And, except for grace, that’s me.  I believed the lie.  I lived the lie.  I earned being sent away.  A case of severe yada’.  What I did not know would have killed me.
Topical Index:  Matthew 7:23, yada’, nomos, anomos, lawlessness, Torah

April 1  But the sons of Israel were fruitful and increased greatly, and multiplied, and became exceedingly mighty, so that the land was filled with them.  Exodus 1:7  NASB

Interpretation via Paradigms

Increased greatly – April Fool’s Day seems like a good day for us to examine our own foolishness.  For example, the sixth letter of the Hebrew alphabet is vav.  It has a numerical value of six; a number that the rabbis associate with physical completion.  According to rabbinic thought, this letter signifies the following:  the physical world completed in six days with six dimensions, the Jewish nation is complete and self-contained, the Jewish census at Sinai consisting of 600,000 “corresponding to the 600,000 letters of the Torah.”
  In addition, “When God responded to Egyptian persecution of the Jews by miraculously increasing their number, He did it by giving Jewish mothers six babies in each birth (Berachos 63b).”
  

Let’s consider these claims.  Was the physical world completed in six days?  There is almost no scientific evidence to support this unless you first assume that the Genesis account is supposed to be a divinely revealed physics text.  And six dimensions?  Whatever can that mean?

Does the number six indicate the completed, self-contained uniqueness of Israel?  Perhaps Kabalistic theory could come to this conclusion, but how would you ever justify the claim apart from a religious perspective?

Were there 600,000 men at Sinai?  Consider this analysis (click here) http://www.ancient-hebrew.org/39_exodus.html describing the logistical problems and the issues with translation of the text.

Are there 600,000 letters in the Torah?  No, there aren’t—unless you use the following logic:  click here  http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/1254056/jewish/Where-Are-the-600000-Letters-of-the-Torah.htm
Did God give each Jewish mother six children during the Egyptian persecution?  There is no independent record, even in Scripture, of this claim.  It exists only in rabbinic material and it is subject to the same critique we find in the discussion of the 600,000 men.

But the most important question is slightly different.  That question is, “Do the facts make any difference?”  Surprisingly, the answer is, “No!”  The reason the “facts” don’t matter is that these claims are paradigm-dependent.  In other words, once I adopt the orthodox, rabbinic paradigm for interpreting the biblical text, anything I find in the text will be molded to fit the requirements of the paradigm.  The jacket cover of Munk’s book claims, “he has developed and proven a profound thesis.  The alphabet—if correctly understood—is a primer for life.  Ethical conduct, religious guidance, philosophical insights, all are nestled in the curls, crowns, and combinations of the Hebrew letters.”
  The key phrase, of course, is “correctly understood.”  In other words, if we look for ethical  conduct, religious guidance and philosophical insights in the shapes of the letters, we will not fail to find them because we have already determined that they are there.  That’s the way paradigms work.  A paradigm tells you what the “facts” are before you being to look.  Consequently, you find what you expected to find, and then you assert that this proves your paradigm is true.  But it should be obvious that all it proves is that you discovered what you wanted to find.

Am I being too harsh?  I don’t think so.  Exactly the same criticism can be leveled against the hard science practitioners of the past.  Prior to Copernicus, scientists and theologians gathered all kinds of evidence to “prove” that the earth was the center of the universe.  Until oxidation-reduction, world-renowned scientists claimed that an invisible substance called phlogiston was the reason that some materials grew heavier when they burned.  After the atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima, many physicists claimed that the event was staged because, according to their theories of physical matter, the atom was the smallest building block of nature and could not be split.  And, of course, there are the Creationists for whom any evidence of aged nature older than 6,000 years (notice the number) is simply confirmation that God made the substance appear to be aged.  It’s paradigms, paradigms, paradigms, not “facts.”  We see the world according to our web of beliefs many of which only make sense inside the worldview.  

Do you believe that the Church replaced Israel, that God no longer expects Torah obedience, that grace is the new medium of religious relationship, that the rapture will occur before the Tribulation, that wives are commanded to be completely submissive to their husbands, that we must all practice on-purpose soul winning, that when you die your soul immediately goes to heaven?  Paradigms often dictate those beliefs.  Demonstrating contrary evidence usually makes no difference.  The power of a paradigm is found in its ability to manipulate any piece of evidence so that it fits the prior commitment.

Consider the letter vav.  Of course God gave every pregnant Jew six children.  That’s what we want to believe and so it becomes reality.

When you read your Bible, are you reading according to a paradigm commitment?  How would you know if everything is interpreted by the paradigm?  What hints, clues or anomalies would ever indicate to you that perhaps, just perhaps, you are finding what you want to find rather than seeing what’s really there?  How porous is your paradigm?

Topical Index:  paradigms, facts, vav, six, Exodus 1:7

April 2  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  NASB

Face Forward

Looking back - What do you think Yeshua is saying when He gives this warning?  Most of us read the verse as if it were Greek.  Therefore, we think that He says something like this:  “When you start to work in the Kingdom and you look back at your past life, desiring once more its seductive pleasures, you show yourself unfit for true Kingdom duty.”  We assume that “looking back” means casting our glance toward those things in the past.  We think Greek.  The past is behind us.  The future is in front of us.  Therefore, to look back is to desire what we left behind. 

Was Yeshua Greek?  Not a chance!  When we read this statement, we need to read it in its Hebrew context, not its Greek point of view.  And when we realize that it is Hebrew, everything changes!

In Luke’s Greek text, the key words are blepon eis to opiso, literally, “looking into the behind.”  But in Hebraic thought, this is an expression of trying to see the future, not the past.  In Hebraic thought, it is the future that is behind us.  That’s why we can’t see it.  It is behind our heads, out of the capacity of our eyes, and therefore unknown.  We see the past.  That’s what is in front of us.  We can look into the past to see what God has already done.  We remember His faithfulness because it is already visible to us.  We are men and women rowing in a boat, always looking where we have been but never actually seeing where we are going.

Now read the text again.  “No one, after putting his hand to the plow and trying to see where God will take him, is fit for the kingdom of God.”  Why?  Because only God knows where He will take us.  When we try to manage the future, we attempt to usurp God’s sovereignty.  And no one who wishes to still be in charge of his own life is fit for Kingdom duty.  In Hebrew the imagery is exactly the opposite of our usual Greek interpretation.  This is not a matter of wistfully desiring life’s past pleasures.  It is a matter of trying to control God’s purposes.  

So now you know that the expression in Hebrew reorients your entire interpretation.  Now, perhaps, you realize just how subtle your Greek saturation really is.  Now what are you going to do about it?  To be useful in the Kingdom means to let go of your natural desire to run your own life.  Put your hand to the plow and stop being concerned with what will happen.  Plow!  And let God choose the field.
Topical Index:  blepo, look, see, opiso, behind, back, past, future, Luke 9:62

Want to know more about the Hebrew view of the future.  Read this article. http://skipmoen.com/2009/03/04/row-row-row-your-boat/
April 3  If I had cherished iniquity in my heart, the Lord would not have listened.  Psalm 66:18 ESV

Conditional Prayers (1)

If – David’s words are harsh.  “If I had any serious engagement in my heart about sin, God would not listen to me.”  But when is this ever not the case.  We are constantly besieged by temptations.  Just being alive in a broken world plummets us into countless opportunities to consider choices other than those that God desires.  Just today I thought to myself, “Why don’t I ever get a break?  Why am I the one who has so much responsibility?  I just want some time off, Lord.  Just some time to not have so much to do.  I am tempted, Lord, to just seek a day of pleasures, to escape from all of this, just to not think about the pressures that surround me.”  I even imagined what the day would be like and thought to myself, “I could make that happen.”

Is that cherishing iniquity?  Is that why I am so frustrated in prayer?  Or is it just the Abraham syndrome—thirteen years between conversations with YHWH?

“If” is the Hebrew ‘im.  Of course, like most Hebrew conjunctives, it can have a wide range of meanings depending on the context.  It is often found in conditional clauses, as it is here, especially if regard to oaths.  It can also mean “when,” “whether” or “since.”  Perhaps we can grasp a different application of David’s declaration if we read, “When I cherished . . .” because certainly at the time when I am actively considering iniquity, God is not listening to my excuses or justifications.  “When” helps to remove the assumption that a moment of temptation instantly remove us from God’s concern.  But the threat is still there.  How we long for the day when the cares and sorrows of the world no longer push us toward selfish concern!  How blessed we will be when all those trials are but distant and impotent memories.

That problem is that the day of our longing isn’t today.  Today we must battle the possibility of cherishing iniquity.  What does that mean?  The Hebrew verb is ra’a, “ to see, to look at, to inspect.”  It is more than a glance, more than a billboard for sin swiftly passing by on the freeway.   Cognates of the verb include “the seer,” “prophetic vision,” and “mirror.”  Note the comment in TWOT:

“But this word has extended and metaphorical meanings. Some of these appear in the definitions above. Five, however, are of special importance. (1) rāʾâ designates the saving, understanding, believing acceptance of the Word of God as delivered by his accredited messengers. In Isa 6:10 to see with the eyes is to hear God’s Word, to understand it, and to turn to him. On the other hand, in the same passage to harden the heart against God’s message is to shut the eyes (Isa 6:10). In the previous verse, nevertheless to ‘see indeed’ rĕʾû rāʾô (Qal imperative masculine plural, followed by infinitive absolute) is used of the bare act of intellectual perception of the message of God’s prophet. . . . . (2) rāʾâ has the sense of the act of acceptance, especially on the part of God. God says to Noah, ‘Thee have I seen righteous’ (Gen 7:1). . . (3) Another sense is ‘to provide,’ usually of God’s provision . . . (4) ‘To have respect to’ is another, especially of God in acting with mercy (Isa 38:5; Ps 138:6). . . (5) Of special importance is that rāʾâ is employed far more than any other word for the act of an authentic prophet in receiving oracles from God.” 

In a word, this is about consideration of the possibility.  Rolling it over in the mind.  Imagining the scenario.  Constructing, even if never executed, a plan.  As Oswald Chambers says, “once yield and though you may hate yourself for having yielded, you are a bondslave of that thing.”
  

You become what you consider.  Some of those things prevent God from listening. 

Topical Index:  ‘im, if, ra’a, to see, Psalm 66:18
April 4  You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions.   James 4:3 ESV

Conditional Prayers (2)

Passions – But I thought being passionate was a good thing.  Ah, if we only read it in Greek.  Hedonais, the plural noun, makes it quite clear that James is talking about self-centered pleasures, not passions.  As the TDNT says, this is “unsanctified carnality.”  Originally the word meant only what is sweet, pleasant or pleasurable, but eventually the word came to mean the desire for pleasure, especially the pleasures associated with physical existence.  By the way, that does not rule out pleasures of the mind.  Those are also part of physical existence as we know it now.  From this etymological background, hedonism becomes the philosophy of following the natural inclinations of the body and the mind.  In other words, this is the realm of the noble savage, the rugged individual, the man who lets his “passions” rule his choices.  This is an anesthetized way of describing an addict.

It’s easy to dismiss James’ remark.  After all, we aren’t incessant gamblers, drunkards, cocaine freaks or sexual predators.  We are nice, normal, ethically sound believers.  We don’t go to prison for our “crimes.”  We fit into society.  We are good people.  But if that’s all true, then why does James write these words to the twelve tribes dispersed?  James isn’t writings to those convicted of debauchery, illegal drug use or financial malfeasance.  He is writing to followers, Messianic believers in the first century.  He is writing to the “good” people.  And he says, “You ask but don’t receive because . . .”  Maybe the clue to the real issues that face these people is found in the verb aiteo, “to ask.”  The thing that prevents these people from receiving is not their passions.  It is their motivation!  They ask in order to get something that is fueled by desires that feed the yetzer ha’ra.  They ask for what will please them, not for what will please God.  No wonder He doesn’t answer.

Ah, this raises more than one self-test.  The first test is, “Why did I ask for this?  What was my real motivation?”  I could ask for peace in my home, for a clearer vision of my ministry, for financial support, for insight into Scripture and still be fueling my own desires.  It all seems so proper, so ethical, so Scriptural.  But why I ask is an entirely different element.  I ask for peace so that my life might be tranquil.  I ask for a clear vision so that I might proclaim God’s special favor over me.  I ask for financial support so that I won’t have to be engaged in the world.  I ask for insight into Scripture so that I can prove my interpretation is right.  The requests are the same.  The reason is entirely selfish.  

The second test is more difficult.  When I don’t get want I ask for, am I ready to thoroughly examine my motives?  God is a God who delivers.  He rescues.  He restores.  He regenerates.  When He doesn’t answer my request, am I too quick to pretend that it’s just because He has bigger plans?  Do I dismiss self-examination with cavalier theology?

“You don’t receive because you ask with the wrong intention.”  The implication is that if you asked with the right intention, you would receive.  What does that say about all of our unanswered prayers?

Topical Index:  ask, aiteo, passion, pleasure, hedone, prayer, James 4:3

April 5  Then Moses and the sons of Israel sang this song to the Lord, and said,

“I will sing to the Lord, for He is highly exalted; The horse and its rider He has hurled into the sea.”  Exodus 15:1  NASB

Not Yet

Sang - Sanhedrin 91b, one of the rabbinic tractates, notices that the verb used to describe Moses’ singing after the Israelites crossed the Sea of Reeds is not in the past tense.  The verb employs a prefixed yod, changing it from a completed tense verb to an incomplete tense (the tense is called yiqtol)
.  Therefore, the proper translation of the verse is not “Moses sang” but rather “Moses and the sons of Israel will sing.”  But this seems absurd.  How can the text tell us that Moses will sing the song of praise to the Lord when the even happened thousands of years ago?  This textual anomaly requires some explanation.

The rabbis use this oddity as support for the resurrection of the dead.  Moses died, yet the text says that he will sing the song of praise for God miraculous deliverance.  The only way that can be true is if Moses rises from the dead to sing again.  If this text is God’s revealed word, then this verbal anomaly is not a mistake.  It implies that the day is coming when Moses will once again life his voice to God.  And that means he will have to be raised.  Moses role in the purposes of God is not finished.  Neither is yours.

You and I might think that dying is the end of our purpose here on earth, but this verse implies that there is still more after death.  There is the role to play after the resurrection from the dead.  Moses has a song to sing, a song that began when the children crossed the sea but will not end until his voice is heard once again in the land of the living.  Just as Moses will sing his song, so we will complete the tasks of God’s plans after we have died and been resurrected.  It isn’t over when it’s over.  There are still things to do that we just started in this lifetime.

Consider how the addition of this smallest of the Hebrew letters changes your conception of the roles you play and the tasks God gives.  You are just beginning, even after 80 or 90 years of service.  What you start continues.  As I have often said, “God always starts what He finishes.”  He knows where all of this is going.  He knows how you are supposed to fit into the divine purpose.  So He starts you off with the end in mind.  What you will sing is already in play when you open your mouth here.  You have the rest of eternity to finish your song.

Of course, that doesn’t mean you can take an eighty-year vacation and wait until the door opens on the other side.  It starts now.  It starts here.  So get started, but recognize that it might take more than your present lifetime to finish.  

Topical Index:  sang, yasir, waw-consecutive, narrative tense, imperfect, Exodus 15:1
April 6  “‘I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’? He is not the God of the dead but of the living.”  Matthew 22:32  NASB
Paying Attention
The living - “Scarcely anywhere else on earth has the mystery of death so moved and fascinated people as in the valley of the Nile.  The entire mentality of ancient Egyptians focused on the depth of this enigma.  The shattering passion of Osiris, who perished every year with the drought of the fields and the death of the plants, seized hold of Egyptian minds like no other myth.”

Are you Egyptian?  Is your attention riveted on death?  Ah, you say, “Of course not.  Why, I hardly even think about it?”  But look at your culture.  To be old is to be useless.  To be sick is to be put aside.  Death is covered up with expensive caskets and flowers.  Funerals are considered tragedies.  Yet everywhere the media, movies and novels portray killing, dying, heroism in Purple Hearts.  Perhaps you are one step away from Egypt.  Perhaps you are Greek where the legacy of a man is determined by how he dies, not how he lives.  

We are mortally schizophrenic.  On the one hand we pretend that death will never darken our doors.  We seek youth.  We eschew any signs of the inevitable.  We flee the Reaper.  On the other hand, we just can’t help looking at an accident.  We attend races where someone might die.  We push the envelope of mortality to see how close we can come to extension.  We love death.  We hate death.  But what we don’t do is look beyond death.

Even our theology is consumed with death.  “It is clear that all decay, all destruction, and all defects are actually the consequence of matter.  Every living creatures dies or grows ill only because of its matter and not because of its form.  And all the delinquency and sinning of a man are caused only by his matter and not by his form. . .”

In other words, death is a function of existing as a material being.  And since the mystery of life is death, if we can just get rid of our corrupt physical matter, death will no longer be our preoccupation.  At least that’s the way Plato thought, and Aristotle, and Augustine, and Luther and right on down the theologian’s hall of fame.
But it’s not how Moses thought or what Yeshua said.  God is the God of the living, not the dead.  Just in case you imagined that this comment applies only to human beings, need I remind you that the entire universe is dying.  The Second Law of Thermodynamics is taking its toll.  But God is the God of the living.  Did you really think that God isn’t going to do something about everything that is dying?  Do you realize that the cross is the end of all death, even the death of the stars?  “The God of the living” (theos zonton) has pressed the restart button and nothing is the same.  You and I are called to bring life to the dying universe just as God is bringing life to the dying creation.  There is no sting in the grave, no sorrow at the tomb, no remorse at the wake.  Our God is the God of life!

Perhaps you haven’t quite understood just what all of this really means.  Perhaps you have absorbed the culture of Egypt and Greece and you think being mortal is a detriment.  Perhaps you are still hanging on to youthful naivety or transfixed by symptoms of the end.  Perhaps you haven’t fully transitioned from death to life.  But God has.

Topical Index:  death, life, Matthew 22:32, zoe
April 7   Woe to you, O land, whose king is a lad and whose princes feast in the morning. Blessed are you, O land, whose king is of nobility and whose princes eat at the appropriate time—for strength and not for drunkenness.  Ecclesiastes 10:16-17  NASB
No Surprise Translation

Lad/nobility – The genre of wisdom literature in Scripture often includes observations that startle us because they describe contrasts we would not expect.  Yeshua follows the same formula, teaching heavenly insights with words that shock readers out of their religious complacency.  For examples, “Lucky those destitute in spirit, because of them the Kingdom of heaven is” (translated according the my reading of the Greek text – see my book The Lucky Life).  Hard contrasts, things that don’t seem to fit together, are used to wake us up.  

But translators seem to have a penchant for removing these spiritual cattle prods.  They prefer religious tautologies, phrases that basically repeat themselves with no sharp edges.  This verse from Ecclesiastes is an example of reducing the impact to nothing more than cultural expectations.

The Hebrew word translated “lad” is na’ar, a word that means “boy, youth, or servant.”  The emphasis on this verse is on immaturity.  It usually refers to a child between birth and puberty.  Such a person as king creates havoc because his decisions are often led by passions, childish whims and inexperience.  We have no problem seeing how a land governed by this king would be in mourning.

The NASB and others translate the contrasting word, horim, as “nobility.”  But we would expect “nobility,” especially since horim is used of elders who exercise governance over the city.  horim is often synonymous with sarim, the word for “princes,” and since that word also appears in this verse, it seems unlikely that horim merely repeats what sarim would imply.  Furthermore, if all that this verse says is that the land in happy when someone from nobility rules, we have plenty of biblical counter-examples.  Coming from nobility guarantees nothing in terms of justice and righteousness.  The translation “nobility” provides no unexpected contrast. 

Now consider an alternative translation.  Rabbinic thought (and the RSV) translate this word as “free man,” not “nobility.”  That surprises us.  We don’t think of “immature youth” and “free man” as contrasts, but perhaps we should.  Immaturity is a sign of being ruled by my desires, my feelings and my impulses.  Kings like this are a disaster.  But a free man, according to Scripture, is a man who understands he is servant of the greater King and free because he practices Torah.  He is free from impulses, temporary passions and youthful lusts because his life is governed by God’s rules of engagement.  A king like this is trustworthy, merciful and kind.  

Now we see a contrast that electrifies our thought.  It’s not nobility that we seek in our leaders.  It’s freedom from anomos, that is, “lawlessness.”  We want a king who follows God’s instructions, who acts as God’s regent.  Anything less spells calamity.  Translations that remove the barbs, softening the blows in order to provide “common sense” statements, miss God’s exclamation points.  As Oswald Chambers so eloquently put it, “If all that Jesus said is just common sense, what was the point of saying it.”

Topical Index:  king, free man, lad, na’ar, horim, leader, Ecclesiastes 10:16-17

April 8  “It shall be that you will drink of the brook, and I have commanded the ravens to provide for you there.” 1 Kings 17:4 NASB

God’s Delivery System (by Rodney Baker)
I have commanded - Many years ago I worked in an automotive assembly plant here in my hometown of Adelaide. It was originally built by Chrysler (Australia) but in the early '80's Chrysler sold its Australian manufacturing operations to the Japanese giant Mitsubishi Motors. One of the (then) revolutionary changes the new management brought in was the concept of “just in time” delivery. Rather than having huge amounts of parts and raw materials delivered from suppliers to a massive store and then providing the parts or materials to the assembly process out of that store, with all of the associated logistical equipment and processes, they moved to receiving multiple, smaller deliveries from suppliers delivered (almost) directly to the assembly area, “just in time” for when they were needed. 

God's delivery system seems to work along similar principles. He always provides right when He knows we will need it. Not before, not after, but “just in time”. The story of Eliyahu ha-Navi (Elijah the Prophet) is a classic example. In 1 Kings 17:1, Eliyahu goes to King Ahab with a word from YHVH; “As YHVH lives, before whom I stand, there shall be no rain these years, except by my word.”  This obviously went down well because God warns him, in fact commands him, to get out of there! 

[1Ki 17:2-3 NASB] 2 The word of the LORD came to him, saying, 3 "Go away from here and turn eastward, and hide yourself by the brook Cherith, which is east of the Jordan.

Now we come to verse 4. The translators usually render the verb צִוִּיתִי (tzviytiy) as “I have commanded” (technical description: it is first person masculine singular qatal qal form) and indeed this verb tense is most often understood to refer to a past, completed action, however “past” is not really the correct term. It really should be termed “anterior action” - anterior, that is, to other verbs in context.

[Warning – technical grammatical discussion follows.]

The verb “It will be” - וְהָיָה (vǝhayah) is in the weqatal conjugation. The weqatal form of a verb always appears at the beginning of a clause and refers to future or repeated action (hence, “It will be...”). The verb “you will drink” (תִּשְׁתֶּה) is in the second person masculine singular yiqtol conjugation. Yiqtol, like weqatal, also refers to future or repeated actions but always appears either in the middle or at the end of its clause. 

So, verse 4 has 2 verbs describing actions that will occur some time in the future. Now to “I have commanded” -  צִוִּיתִי. As we have already noted, the qatal form of the verb describes completed action that occurs anterior to other verbs in context. Since both verbs in the context under consideration occur in the future, tzvitity also refers to a future, but completed, action; i.e. an action that will be completed in the future, but before the other actions that preceded it in the context. Therefore, it really should be translated in the future perfect tense - “I will have commanded.”


It is also worthwhile at this point considering the word for “the ravens” -  הָעֹרְבִים – ha'orbiym. The root of this word is ע.ב.ר (ayin-bet-resh); there are in fact 3 separate and distinct roots with the same letters.
  Davidson gives the second meaning of the first root as “to become surety, to give oneself as a pledge for another” and the third “to pledge, to give as a pledge.”

The second instance of the root comes from Arabic and means “black”. It is also the root of the word “evening” (ereb). In Aramaic the root carries the meaning of “mixing”. The ravens are called “orbiym” because of their black colour, but there may also be a connection here to the alternative meaning of a pledge, because YHVH is making a pledge to Elijahu that, when he gets to the Cherith  Wadi to hide away from Ahab, YHVH will have made provision for his well-being. The ravens,  ha'orbiym, will be the means by which the pledge (arob) will be fulfilled, providing him meat and bread morning and night, and he will have an abundant supply of water as well. The text does not say that they had already been commanded when YHVH instructed Eliyahu to leave, because he didn't need the provision until he got there. It says that, by the time he needed it, YHVH would have provided.


When YHVH asks (or commands) us to do something, we may not have the resources to obey; we may not even be able to see where they will come from. We can be confident, however, that by the time we need them, YHVH will have commanded their provision. Just in time. 

Topical Index:  Rodney Baker, commanded, tzviytiy, tsawa, to command, 1 Kings 17:4
April 9  And He came to Nazareth, where He had been brought up; and as was His custom, He entered the synagogue on the Sabbath, and stood up to read.  Luke 4:16 NASB

Jesus and Torah (excerpt from Donna Dozier)
Custom - In the twelfth century, Maimonides, the Jewish sage, dared to say, “They will not find in their Torah (the New Testament) anything that conflicts with our Torah.” (Ostling).  Maimonides understood that “their Torah”, the New Testament (B’rit Hadasha or the Apostolic Writings) was not a New Covenant, but actually an account of the Renewed Covenant of Jeremiah 31 (renewed from the original one in Deuteronomy), God’s covenant “with the house of Israel and the house of Judah”, not Gentiles.  He knew that Yeshua was born under the Torah into a Torah-observant family, and was Torah observant his entire life, teaching his Talmidim (disciples) to follow him.  The scriptures from which Yeshua taught and quoted were the same scriptures of Maimonides, the Tanach, the ones that Maimonides calls “our Torah.”    

Daniel Boyarin, the Talmudic scholar, describes Yeshua’s Torah:  
“…Jesus’ Torah—as given variously in the Gospels—was Judaism; that is a recognizable Judaism. (In forthcoming work, I shall be suggesting that in some respects the Gospels provide the best example we have of first–century Judaism.) Thus the politics of Jesus are seen by him as part and parcel of demonstrable historical developments within Israelite religion over the centuries between the earlier parts of the Tanakh and the first century. Israelite religion is, for him, not frozen in some a historical primitive state of tribal ethos in order to make Jesus new but Jesus is read rather as “prolong[ing] the critical stance which previous centuries of Jewish experience had already rehearsed.”(Boyarin Judaism as a Free Church)

Typical of the Jewish practice of midrash, Yeshua needed only to begin the Deuteronomy passage, knowing that the learned scribe had already memorized the remaining portions of these sections of the Torah and would mentally complete the passage and deduce the larger reality of the answer.  These questions were not ‘entrapment’ or ‘gotcha’ questions, as is often claimed by Christian commentators.  The scribe’s appeal aligns with a typical education method of the first century, questioning the most respected rabbis as to their opinions. Rabbis encouraged this kind of discussion, with wise and knowledgeable students, even children, as we have already observed when Yeshua was found in the Temple discussing with the doctors in Luke 2:41-47.  It is obvious from this passage that his understanding of the Torah, both written and oral, was in agreement with the Pharisees. Much of the discussion in the gospels between Yeshua and the Pharisees can be interpreted in this way, and not as a dispute between them.  In many of these passages, he is addressed as ‘Rabbi’ or ‘Master’ or ‘Lord’ by the scribes and Pharisees, indicating their respect and interest in learning from him.  He taught his followers to observe all that the Pharisees taught from the “seat of Moses” (Matt. 23:2-3), but of course, he also warned then not to copy their behavior, because “they say, but do not do.”
  
Topical Index:  Donna Dozier, custom, eiothos, Torah, Luke 4:16
April 10  But I am afraid that, as the serpent deceived Eve by his craftiness, your minds will be led astray from the simplicity and purity of devotion to Christ.  2 Corinthians 11:3  NASB
Seduced!

Led astray – “Everyone’s human.  I just made a mistake!”  That might be the conclusion we draw from the translation “led astray.”  After all, no one’s perfect.  We all get distracted.  We all take detours.  What does it really matter?  

Unfortunately, the Greek verb isn’t quite so accommodating.  Phtheiro really means, “to destroy, to corrupt, to perish.”  Its Hebrew equivalent is shahat, “to destroy” (e.g. Jeremiah 48:18).  According to Paul’s Greek and the LXX Hebrew, we aren’t being distracted.  We are being destroyed!  

Consider the implications.  Did you think that the “all-forgiving” God would just overlook that small indiscretion?  Did you think your brief moral vacation really didn’t make much difference?  Did you think that as long as no one else is hurt what you do by yourself really doesn’t matter?  As Gandalf says, “I have found it is the small things; every day deeds of ordinary folk that keeps the darkness at bay.  Simple acts of kindness and love.”
  And as its opposite, tiny acts of rebellion, slivers of malicious intent, fragments of selfishness encourage the darkness.  Disorder, confusion, chaos in any form produces lawlessness, the opposite of godly instruction.  “Led astray”?  No, I don’t think so.  Only the wiles of the yetzer ha’ra could convince us that we were led astray when we ourselves giving the directions.  

Paul has reason to be concerned, to be afraid.  Seduction is a matter of inner justification.  Havvah sins before she ever touched the fruit of the tree.  She sinned as soon as she decided it was acceptable for her.  She sinned the instant she determined to listen to her own ethical justification rather than follow the directions of the words of YHWH.  We are no less seduced in the same moment; that moment we determine that this act, this thought, this intention is beneficial for me in spite of the fact that it is not God’s direction.  The craftiness of the one who walks, talks and has a hidden agenda is not unknown to us.  In fact, we are ourselves the less-than-transparent seducers of our own souls.  That serpent in the Garden is a lot more like me than any snake I have ever known.

Paul longs for followers to experience “simplicity and purity.”   The NASB adds “of devotion,” perhaps because they think the ideas aren’t clear enough.   haplotes and hagnotes summarize conformity to His character.  The first describes a person without an ulterior motive; a person like Adam before he adopted the camouflage of the serpent.  The second (hagnotes) is a word that originally describes “what inspires awe,” but came to mean inner moral and ritual purity.  It is putting into practice the revealed word of the Master.  I am not sure “devotion” offers much clarification.  

To be, or not to be—the serpent, that is the question.  To be one who submits and follows or to be one who directs the outcomes.  Which one are you?  Skin or scales?

Topical Index:  led astray, destroy, phtheiro, shahat, serpent, hagnotes, haplotes, 2 Corinthians 11:3

April 11  In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.  Genesis 1:1  NASB

Aristotle’s Influence

In the beginning – We just can’t get away from the opening verse, can we?  Genesis 1:1 stands as a clarion call for everything that’s different about the Hebrew worldview.  Not only does it soundly deny all of the opening ideas of the competing ancient mythologies, it resists Hellenization from the inter-testamental period through the development of Christian dogma.  Hebrew thought challenges even our fundamental convictions about God, space and time, probably because most of our convictions have roots in Parmenides, Plato and Aristotle, not Moses.

Consider this comment on the theological understanding of Maimonides, the great Jewish sage (and, by the way, a student of Aristotelianism).  

“The denial of imperfections is the only intellectual means that Maimonides allowed himself to apply in the act of learning to know God.  [This is called the via negativa in the works of Thomas Aquinas]  He thus realized that God has no qualities, that He is not a being subject to an impression.  God cannot suffer any influence, nor can He have any affect.  He possesses no faculties, so that he has no inherent strength.  Nor does He have a soul, so that shame and the like, health and illness, and so on, are alien to him.  There is no relationship between God and time, between God and space, between God and a thing created by Him.”

This citation may seem difficult to comprehend.  After all, it describes a God who is wholly other than human beings.  This is a God who has no essential connection with anything in our world, anything in the created cosmos, a God who is completely and utterly beyond anything we can conceive.  And that is precisely the point.  With the philosophical base of Plato and Aristotle, God must be absolutely other.  Plato and Aristotle located all imperfection, all corruption, all “sin” (if they would have used the term) in the created order.  Material being was in and of itself evil.  Therefore, God, by definition, can have no relationship whatsoever with anything that describes the created order.  While Maimonides does not follow this logic to its necessary end, others do.  And they conclude that such a God is totally unknown to human beings.  All those words in the Bible are merely inadequate analogies, human anthropomorphisms, about a God who really can’t be known.  In the end, the silence of the true mystic is the deafening roar of the universe.

If you thought that all this kind of philosophical speculation is just theological excess and spiritual nonsense, then you haven’t investigated the origins or the “official” doctrines of Christianity.  The influence of Parmenides’ idea of perfection, transported via Plato and Aristotle, forms the basis for Christian and Jewish thinking about God’s attributes.  In particular, this singular idea (that perfection allows for no alteration in qualities) predetermines our development of the idea of God’s essence and ends with a statement like Maimonides—that God can have no essential connection to His own creation.  Don’t for a moment think this is trivial.  Most Christian preachers were taught variations or remnants of this philosophical reasoning.  They just don’t preach it for the obvious reason that no one would bother to worship a completely unknowable God.  Under this philosophical umbrella, biblical revelation becomes nothing more than cultural cultic religious practice.  Knowing the real God of the universe is simply impossible.

Now let’s consider Genesis 1:1.  If Parmenides is right (and subsequently all those who follow his idea of perfection), then Genesis 1:1 is utter nonsense.  From God’s point of view, there cannot be a “beginning” since that would imply He has some relationship to the created order.  “Beginning” is an entirely human idea, incapable of being associated with the wholly other God.  Furthermore, since God cannot experience change of any kind, He is completely unrelated to anything that happens after the so-called “beginning.”  It doesn’t take a genius to see the striking incoherence of biblical claims once you adopt this view.  Nevertheless, Hellenized Christianity and Judaism both absorbed the Greek proposition.  The result has been devastating, although even astute believers rarely speak about the implications.  And for non-believers, this logical train is the absolute confirmation that talk about God is ridiculous.

Ah, but now you know.  (and if you really want to understand how this affects Christian, and Jewish, thinking and practice, you can read God, Time and the Limits of Omniscience).  Now you have a hint about the enormous impact of a simple little idea like perfection.  Now you will have to investigate.  “Where did my beliefs come from?”

Topical Index:  beginning, perfection, Parmenides, Plato, Aristotle, Maimonides, Genesis 1:1

April 12  Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things.  Philippians 4:8  NIV

The Creation of Theology

Think about such things – I have often pointed out that Judaism does not have a systematic theology.  Christianity certainly does, but Judaism opted to produce a record of commentaries and halachah rather than logical constructions on the nature of God, Man and the world.  Christianity’s interest was in the development of doctrine and dogma; Judaism’s interest was in ritual and practice.  But that doesn’t mean Judaism wasn’t affected by Greek philosophy.  Consider Heschel’s comment:

“The religious value of Talmudic study had long since become part of the national awareness.  But subordinating the value of ethics to that of theory, making contemplation the purpose of all commandments and actions, the very goal of life—these were Maimonides’s achievements.  Maimonides canonized philosophy.”
 For Maimonides, “thinking is holy.”  

Maimonides’ commentary on the 613 Commandments is still considered a seminal work of modern Judaism.  Would it be surprising to discover influences of Aristotle in Maimonides commentary?  I don’t think so.  In fact, we should expect it and be aware of the influence of Aristotle and Plato in contemporary Jewish thought.  One example is Maimonides’ adoption of Aristotle’s view of the material world.  “The sense of touch is our disgrace. . . . It is a disgrace for us to speak about anything regarding sexual intercourse, even about something permitted in this respect; it is proper to hold our tongues about it and keep it secret.”
  And you thought Victorian puritanical attitudes were uniquely Christian.  Once any religious orientation adopts the dualism of matter and spirit, it isn’t long before “immortality . . . is the eternal life of the spirit in the process of knowing.”
  “The measure of immortality thus depends on the amount of acquired knowledge.”

You’re asking yourself, “Why should I care about this little history lesson?”  Here’s why you care:  Greek Hellenism affects both Christianity and Judaism.  Neither religion today is comparable to the thought world of the first century.  Furthermore, insofar as we are the product of the Greek mind, we also come to understand life as the rational accumulation of knowledge.  We are what we think!  In this regard, Judaism and Christianity are Greek bedfellows.  For Judaism, agreement comes from study of the Sages.  For Christianity agreement comes from study of the doctrines.  But the result is the same.  The result is a religion of the mind.  

The biblical text takes a decidedly different approach.  Doing trumps thinking!  The righteous man lives according to God’s instructions even if he has no idea why God asks for these particular actions.  His is a religion of hand and foot, of eye and tongue.  He is incarnated in the world and does not seek to escape to a higher spiritual dimension.

Now, whether you lean toward Judaism or toward Christianity, you must ask yourself, “Am I a believer in thought or in deed?”  Greek and Hebrew hang in the balance.

Topical Index:  thinking, Maimonides, Hellenism, Philippians 4:8
April 13  My little children, I m writing these things to you that you may not sin.  And if anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous;  1 John 2:1  NASB

Eternal Frustration

May not sin – Seriously now, can John actually mean this?  Does John really think it is possible to not sin?  After twenty centuries of Augustine and Luther, can anyone claim that he or she hasn’t sinned every day in word, thought and deed.  Apparently John was either living in fantasyland or he was seriously deluded.  It’s not that we wouldn’t like this to be true.  It’s just that we know all too well that is can’t be true.  

But John seems to think that his words will guide us to the place of not sinning.  I need to know how that is possible.  First, of course, I need to correct my spiritual depression.  I need to realize that if the inspired word of God suggests that it is possible, then it must be possible.  It doesn’t matter what I have believed as a result of prior theological training.  It doesn’t matter that I have convinced myself it can’t be done.  Clearly, the authors of the Bible believe God expects me not to sin and He shows me how to do this.  So I must start with John’s point of view, not mine.  And John makes it pretty clear that sin is the exception, not the norm.

Second, I must realize what sin is.  Sin is missing the mark.  That means there is a mark to miss.  And that means I must know what the mark is before I recognize that I have missed it.  As far as I can tell, there is only one consistent mark (standard) in all of Scripture to which the authors of Scripture hold themselves accountable, that is, Torah.  The measure of blamelessness is Torah.  If I live according to Torah, I have hit the mark.  I have not sinned.  If I don’t live according to Torah, I have missed the mark.  I’ve sinned.  I must know what it means to hit the mark (James says, “Know what is right”) and then fail to hit it.  

Third, while there are certainly many, many implications based on the principles of Torah, the measure of my marksmanship is Torah, not the extensions of Torah by men or institutions, and certainly not the extra moral and ethical targets offered by anyone else.  It might be true that you were trained to not speak at all if you don’t have something positive to say, but that isn’t biblical and is therefore not one of the targets.  With this in mind, it is perfectly reasonable for David to claim that no wicked way is to be found in him and for the young ruler to claim that he has keep some particular set of the commandments since his youth.  In fact, if this isn’t true then Paul is a liar (he claims to have lived blamelessly according to the Law) and John is a charlatan.  Certainly all the Jewish context of Scripture, from Moses to John, believes and teaches that sinning is not necessary.  Perhaps the most important part of not sinning is discovering that it’s possible.  

What are John’s words that led him to conclude I don’t have to sin?  He says that I must stake my life on Yeshua’s real bodily existence.  He is the Messiah, the sent-one from God.  Then I must believe that God is entirely good (light) and there is nothing in God that promotes or intends any form of darkness.  Then I must have fellowship with God and that means obeying Him, trusting Him, listening to Him and relying on Him.  In essence, this is the prayer, “Make my heart so malleable that I will be content with whatever You bring into my life.”  In other words, I stop fighting for my rights, my way, my choices.  I let God lead.  Then I recognize, admit, acknowledge and confess that I have in fact sinned (past tense).  I am in need of grace and God so abundantly provides it.  I am weak, but He is strong.  My yetzer ha’ra has been well trained to find every possible excuse for my own choices, but I can learn otherwise.  I have been a rebel, but I want to be a servant.  And the Father in running to greet me.

Anything and everything that promotes fellowship with Him is my sole purpose.

And then John says, “keep the commandments.”  Well, of course.  Moses told me long ago that they weren’t too difficult and too remote.  Right now, at the moment, I am keeping them.  All I need to do is continue.

April 14  And God said to Moses, “I AM THAT I AM;” and he said, “Thus shall you say to Israel, I AM has sent me to you.”  Exodus 3:14  Hebrew World translation

The Most Confusing Name on Earth

I AM THAT I AM – It is fairly well understood that “God” is not the name of the Hebrew deity.  “God” is more or less the category of the divine; most like a title or office than a name.  In fact, the Hebrew divine being calls Himself El Shaddai when He is asked, although most translations change this to “God Almighty” (something it does not really mean, unfortunately).  When pressed, Christians sometimes refer to this divine being as Jehovah, but that is a terrible bastardization derived from partly German and mostly Latin influences.  What’s worse is that this conversation with Moses really doesn’t give us a name either.  The Hebrew word is ‘eheyeh (spelled aleph-hey-yod-hey), a yiqtol imperfect form of the verb haya (to be, to exist, to come to be, to become, to come to pass).  We typically see this expressed in Scripture as Y-H-V-H, but even a cursory glance shows you that when the divine being speaks this “name,” it isn’t spelled as it is in nearly all of the references to the divine being.  Furthermore, our English translations are truly off base, attempting to capture some noun-like name in what is really a verb.  So we can’t actually refer to “God” as if “God” were a name, we don’t really know what in the world the verb form ‘eheyeh is all about and we don’t know anymore what vowels were actually associated with the usual letters YHVH (occurring more than 5000 times).  What a mess!  What are we supposed to do.

Maybe we can get some hint of clarity about this conundrum by examining the pictographic image of the word.  Here is the text in English, Hebrew and Ancient Paleo-Hebrew
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The fifth word from the right following the number 14  at the bottom is the “name.”  In Paleo-Hebrew, it is the sign of the bull (power, leader) + the sign of behold (to reveal) + the sign of the hand (to work, make) + the sign of behold again.  What’s missing in this spelling is the usual opening yod, the sign of the hand (work, deed, to make) and the change from the middle Vav to Yod.  But let’s just stick with the name that the Hebrew divine being gives Moses.  It seems pretty clear that this “name” (remember it’s a verb) is something like “power, behold, to make, revealed.”  Now isn’t that precisely what Moses asks for?  Moses wants a “name” that will convince the Israelites to trust and follow him.  The divine being gives him a “name,” in fact, a verb—an action—that speaks right to Moses’ need and the trust issue of the Israelites.  Who is this divine being?  He is the power to do, revealed to Moses.  His name is the action guaranteed.
If He had given Moses the name YHVH, something essential would have been missing, namely, the aleph of power.  YHVH replaces the sign of power (the bull) with a second “behold.”  When we see the divine name-verb YHVH, it is as if Hebrew places an exclamation point at the beginning and the end of the thought, much like Spanish punctuation.  It is “¡ hand that makes secure !.”  But Moses requires a display of power to defeat Pharaoh and YHWH provides it—a name fit for the occasion.  We might summarize this name as "Behold !! the power to do."
We stumble around trying to translate this “name” without realizing, perhaps, that it can’t be translated.  It isn’t a name.  It’s an action—an act of promise keeping.  Remember how Moses will know that YHWH’s promise is true?  When he brings the people to the mountain.  In other words, after the act is over, then he will know that the promise was real.  But until then, trust the “name.”

The “God” of Israel gives a “name” of who He is.  He is the trustworthy one, the maker of covenants, the “maker” of the universe.  The "name" fits the need.  Perhaps it is the same for us.  What is His name?  What is your need?
Topical Index:  YHVH, name, Exodus 3:14, Paleo-Hebrew
April 15  “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.”  Exodus 20:2  ESV

Sand Paintings

House of Slavery – What is the “house of slavery?”  Oh, I know it’s Egypt.  Actually, it isn’t really the country, is it?  Egypt as a country was once a place of refuge for God’s people and it played that role for the Messiah as well.  No, it’s “Egypt” the metaphor for captivity, oppression and (for us) sin that is at the heart of this idea.  Egypt is the place where the children of Israel were forced to serve another “god,” one who claimed the power of life and death over them and who refused to let them worship their own god.  Egypt was also the place of bondage where cruel taskmasters extracted heavy labor under threat of punishment.  For you and me, Egypt is the dark world of sin, a power so great that we require the same redemptive action from the one who secures our liberty.

The text tells us that the equivalent of Egypt is “house of bondage.”  In Hebrew, the bet ‘abadim.  The words are worthy of some study.  Bayit (house) is a social concept, not a geographical identifier.  Thus it means “household, home, temple, family and inward.”  Of course, by extension is also means the physical structure called a “house,” but Hebrew is a language of community and “home” is probably closer to the usage than “house.”  Bayit is the place where you belong, the place of closest interpersonal relations, the defining place of your identity.  

In striking opposition, ‘abadim is the plural of ‘ebed (slave).  We do not belong in the slave home.  But ‘ebed can also mean “minister, advisor or official,” depending on context.  It is derived from the verb ‘abad, “to work, to serve.”  The emotional tone of the word depends on who the work is being performed for.  If for God, it is worship.  If for the community, it is service.  If for the taskmaster, it is slavery.  Interestingly, the work itself does not determine the character of its expression.  What matters is who, not what.  We might say the same thing about “house.”  What matters is who makes the place of our dwelling, not what shape or size the dwelling takes.  Once again, relationships determine the salient point of the words.

And now we see why Egypt is a house of slavery.  In Egypt, we work for the wrong people (perhaps we actually toil for ourselves) and we live in the wrong community (a place that worships a false god).  Apparently, slavery is determined by relationships as well.  In Paleo-Hebrew, this terrible condition is “the tent of a covenant of doing” in “knowing (seeing) the tent door of doing chaos.”  Perhaps we might say, “Slavery is being in a place promised to take you into chaos.”   Slavery is a dead end!  That’s why we don’t like it.  Of course, this implies that we actually see our personal Egypt for what it truly is.  As long as we think Egypt is offering us the power or possessions we seek, we will think of Egypt as if it is the promised land, just as the children of Israel thought of Egypt when they ran out of water and food.  But bet ‘abadim does not change its heart even if it changes its stripes.  It is still the place of the door to chaos.  Remember that next time you put your hand to the doorknob.  Paleo-Hebrew paints a picture of the true reality of Egypt.  Home is not where you heart is.  Home is where your work serves others, worships God and brings you into the Promised Land.  Any place else is threatening.

Oh, yes.  By the way, you can go into Egypt, but only God can bring you out.
Topical Index:  house of bondage, bet ‘abadim, Egypt, Exodus 20:2
April 16   rescuing you from the Jewish people and from the Gentiles, to whom I am sending you,  Acts 26:17  NASB
One in a Million

Rescuing – Imagine yourself to be Paul standing before Agrippa.  You are giving a defense of your Messianic beliefs.  You begin with a description of your past affiliation with the Pharisees, your zealous commitment to the Jewish way of life and your behavior toward those who claimed Yeshua as Messiah.  Then you speak of your encounter with the risen Messiah on the Damascus road.  Just like Moses, in the encounter you ask, “Who are you, Lord?”  And just like Moses, the Lord gives you an assignment.  “Stand up.  I am appointing you minister and witness.”  Then comes this verse, a quotation from the words of the risen Yeshua.  Do you find something odd here?  In what sense is Yeshua rescuing Paul from the “Jewish” people and the Gentiles?  Frankly, that doesn’t make any sense at all.  Did Paul need to be delivered from the Jews and the Gentiles?  Hardly!  At this point, he was enthusiastically endorsed by the Jews and, as a Pharisee, he had no dealing with the Gentiles.  Rescued?  No, I don't think so.

Let’s look at the Greek text to see why the NASB (and nearly all other translations) choose words like “rescuing” or “delivering.”  First, we must note that Yeshua did not speak Greek to Paul on the road.  Whatever Greek word is used in this text is Acts is a translation of some Hebrew word.  Secondly, we should note that Paul speaks Hebrew to Agrippa, so there is no possibility that Paul himself translated the Hebrew to Greek for Agrippa’s benefit.
  The premise of Paul’s defense is that Agrippa is a Jew and will understand these Jewish things.  The verb in question, rendered rescuing by the NASB, is exaireo.  Thayer’s lexicon notes two possible uses; the first in the sense of “take out” (found in Matthew 5:29) and the second as the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew bahar, meaning, “to select or choose after careful consideration.”  Thayer actually cites Acts 26:17 as an example of this second usage.  And that makes perfect sense.  Yeshua HaMashiach does not rescue or deliver Paul from his own people or from the Gentiles.  At this point, neither group poses any threat to Paul.  Yeshua selects Paul from (out of) the Jews and the Gentiles and sends him on a mission (the next verse).  Thayer’s lexicon and the Hebrew vocabulary demonstrate that exaireo should be understood as the combination of ek (out) and haireomai (to take for oneself).

This makes Paul’s argument even stronger.  He compares his “heavenly vision” to that of the Jewish prophets, called by God to complete a task.  His description of this task (“open their eyes” reminds Agrippa of the strong prophetic tradition of the Jewish people.  Paul declares that he is doing nothing more or less than what he is called to do. 

This raises the question, “Why does the NASB, NIV, ESV, NKJV, NRSV, KJV and even Young’s Literal translate this verb is the sense of deliverance or rescue?”  The answer is replacement theology bias.  In the minds of all of these translators, Paul is commissioned to bring the Christian message to both Jew and Gentile.  Therefore, he must be rescued from his Jewish heritage and Jewish way of life.  Paul doesn’t know it, but “Jesus” is introducing him to the Christian religion.  With this preconception, “rescue” is what’s needed.  This denies everything Paul says about his own views and his own behavior but it doesn’t matter.  What matters is recruiting Paul as the first Christian missionary.  The fact that translating the verse this way ignores the sense of the verse, the Hebrew vocabulary and the alternative Greek meaning is irrelevant.  Theology trumps translation.

Topical Index:  rescuing, exaireo, Acts 26:17

April 17  And Agrippa replied to Paul, “In a short time you will persuade me to become a Christian.”  Acts 26:28  NASB

Label Mill
Christian – So here it is.  That famous verse used by Christian apologists to claim that Paul’s message was the Christian gospel intended to convert both Jew and Gentile into the Church.  What could be more evident?  Agrippa is nearly convinced to become a Christian.  

But not so fast.  David Stern’s commentary on this passage and on Acts 11:26 where the term is first introduced helps us sort out the difference between first century thinking and the historical revision of the Church.  “Greek Christianoi, which could also be rendered, ‘Messiah people’ or, as in other translations, ‘Christians.’  I think the name ‘Christianoi’ was applied to Gentile believers by Gentile nonbelievers.  Why?  Because Jewish believers would have designated their Gentile brothers in faith by the same term they used for themselves, ‘people belonging to the Way’; while the Jewish nonbelievers of Antioch wouldn’t have thought enough about Gentile believers in Yeshua to have given them a special name.  Probably the Gentiles of Antioch kept hearing about Christos (“Christ”); and being unacquainted with the Jewish notion of ‘Messiah,’ they designated Yeshua’s followers by what they supposed was their leader’s name.”

With this in mind, Agrippa’s exclamation is the equivalent in Jewish parlance of, “In a short time you will persuade me to become a follower of your Messiah.”  This removes the anachronistic implications of “Christian” from Agrippa’s remark.  Since there was no “church” as we understand the term after Constantine, Agrippa’s statement cannot be taken as an acknowledgement of subsequent Christianity.  Paul himself claims to be a follower of the Way, completely Torah observant and in line with the traditions and teachings of Jewish thought.  He never uses the term “convert” about himself or any other Jew.  And in his defense, he constantly refers to Jewish history, Jewish prophets and Jewish thought.  As Pamela Eisenbaum states, “Paul was not a Christian.”
  Why would we even imagine that he tried to make Agrippa one.

Here’s the problem.  We are reading texts whose meaning depends on the vocabulary and culture of the first century.  But we come to these texts with 21st Century assumptions.  We must constantly and consistently remove our presuppositions about the words and their implications before we can understand what was said two thousand years ago.  And when we do this, we discover that the New Testament is thoroughly Jewish.  Its language is Jewish.  Its thought is Jewish.  Its Messiah is Jewish.  As Boyarin comments, “the implication of my argument is that Christianity hijacked not only the Old Testament but the New Testament as well by turning that thoroughly Jewish text away from its cultural origins among the Jewish communities of Palestine in the first century and making it an attack on the traditions of the Jews, traditions that, I maintain, it sought to uphold and not destroy, traditions that give the narrative its richest literary and hermeneutical context.”

Christian?  No, not really.  “Christian” is a term that is loaded with non-Jewish connotations and theology.  “Christian” is a term that now describes believers in a system of thought far removed from the culture and vocabulary of the early Jewish Messianic followers.  “Christian” is a new religion, introduced by Origen, Marcion and Augustine.  

But not Paul.  

So what are you?  What am I?  Does our trust in YHWH and His Messiah demand a label?  Or a way of life?

Topical Index:  Christian, Acts 26:28

April 18  Behold, all souls are Mine; the soul of the father as well as the soul of the son is Mine. The soul who sins will die.  Ezekiel 18:4  NASB
Unsettling Questions

Soul – It comes as no surprise to learn that every instance of the translated word “soul” in this verse is the Hebrew word nephesh.  It’s a bit more surprising to learn that nephesh doesn’t mean anything like our idea of “soul.”  We have inherited the meaning of “soul” from Greek philosophy.  In Greek thinking, “soul” is a part of the human existence, the part that continues to exist after the death of the body.  In Christian thought, the body dies but the soul lives on eternally.  What God “saves” is the soul, not the rest of us.

In Hebrew thought, nephesh is directly related to the idea of breath.  To be human is to participate in God’s animating breath.  He breathes life into the person.  Nephesh is God’s breath visible in the world, but not in the sense that it is a part of human composition.  To be nephesh is to be alive; a whole, homogenized creature who participates in God’s animating force in bodily form.  That’s why animals are also referred to as nephesh.  They participate in God’s animating power as well.  But when the body dies, the animating power no longer is present.  The “soul” doesn’t exist separately from the body.  The unity disintegrates.  God no longer breathes in this being.  It ceases to exist.  As Ezekiel clearly says, the nephesh dies!  There isn’t any “soul” left over to run off to heaven.  There is nothing left alive after the breath of God leaves.  
Something went astray when the influence of Greek philosophy altered Christian interpretation of the Tanakh.  Jacques Ellul highlights this impact.  We find the same historical examination of the infiltration of the idea in the work of Gary Petty.  But I do not think these studies reach back far enough. Now that I am investigating the history of this idea, it appears that the first suggestions of the concept of the immortality of the soul reach back to the pagan idolatry of Dionysus in the eighth century BC in Greece, and even that isn’t old enough.  The Dionysus cult of the souls may have come to Greece from Middle-Eastern origins.  In other words, it would have been present in the idolatrous empires that surrounded Israel during the time of the kings.  It’s difficult to find any justification for the idea of an afterlife in the Tanakh and the concept of a “soul” that exists after death is a real stretch.  But the idea certainly seems to be part of the first century thinking in Israel.  So where did the idea come from?  Could it be that the Dionysus cult of souls that propagated the belief in the immortality of the soul actually began in a pagan fertility cult, made its way into Greek pagan religions, filtered into the poets and philosophers of ancient Greece, crept into rabbinic thinking with the influence of Hellenism and ended up in the New Testament from rabbinic thought?  Would that cause us to step back and ask, “Why do we think that part of us will immediately go to heaven at death?”  Is it possible that our doctrine of the immortality of the soul is really a well-refined pagan construct?  What would happen to the “Where will you go if you die?” evangelism if the eternal soul is a pagan idea?

Topical Index:  soul, nephesh, immortality, Dionysus, Ezekiel 18:4

April 19  Be humbled, then, under the mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you at the opportune time 1 Peter 5:6  NASB
The Prerequisite (Rewind)
Be Humbled – There is no better person to pen these words than Peter.  The man who believed in personal power learned a life-altering lesson after the death and resurrection of Yeshua.  Power brings defeat.  If we want God to use us, we must turn from power to humility.  The prerequisite to God’s personal concern over us is tapeinos (humility).  Unless we willingly set aside our quest for control and our desire for recognition, we block God’s hand.  He is capable and willing, but we are not ready to receive.
The Hebrew word translated by tapeinos is kana.  The picture this word paints is dramatic.  It means to experience life with an open hand.  The metaphor of an open hand is exactly the opposite of the closed fist, a symbol of power and deed.  In other words, humility brings transparency to life.  When we are humbled, we experience life under the protection or control of another.  If we serve the Lord, then we are under His banner and life becomes an open hand.  No wonder the prerequisite to God’s concern is humility.  Notice that humility is related to the mighty hand of God.  The only way we can be protected when we are humbled is under His mighty hand.  Since God welcomes our trust and dependence, we have nothing to fear.  His strength covers us.  Our lives become an open book to Him and He reads every word with care.
Peter points out that a life of humility allows God to bring about a time of exaltation.  It’s important to know that the Greek word here is kairos, a word that means precisely the right moment.  This is the opportune time; the time when everything is just right for God’s purposes to be accomplished.  Don’t mistake God’s moment of exaltation with your plan.   God decides when that moment arrives, not you or me.  Our single pre-condition to God’s protection and purpose is to humble ourselves.  Submission is the way to freedom.
Peter’s explanation of the connection between humility and grace is especially important in a culture that emphasizes personal power.  Self-sufficiency, personal significance and independence are not biblical themes.  In fact, God has little opportunity to use those whose goals are to be important.  More often than not, God chooses the reluctant, not the clamoring.  It is a sign of our depravity to see the masses worship celebrity leadership.  Frankly, God is most interested in those who do not want the job because their success will be attributed to Him, not to them.  Humility is not high on the world’s list of prized attributes no matter what the rhetoric.  But it is at the top of God’s list.  Without humility we cannot experience God’s mighty hand.
The practice of humility begins where we are most vulnerable to personal power.  That means with my spouse and my children.  How difficult it is to practice ego deflation in front of those who know me best.  How painful it is to put away personal pride when I so desperately want to be right and recognized.  But the biblical methods are backwards.  Time after time, we must work against the grain of the world if we want to know the peace of God.  Live backwards.  Turn things upside-down.  Resist the natural current.  Be humbled.
Topical Index:  submission, humility, tapeinos, kana, 1 Peter 5:6
April 20  My little children, I am writing these things to you that you may not sin.  And if anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous;  1 John 2:1  NASB
Eternal Frustration

May not sin – Seriously now, can John actually mean this?  Does John really think it is possible to not sin?  After twenty centuries of Augustine and Luther, can anyone claim that he or she hasn’t sinned every day in word, thought and deed?  Apparently John was either living in fantasyland or he was seriously deluded.  It’s not that we wouldn’t like this to be true.  It’s just that we know all too well that is can’t be true.
But John seems to think that his words will guide us to the place of not sinning.  I need to know how that is possible.  First, of course, I need to correct my spiritual depression.  I need to realize that if the inspired word of God suggests that it is possible, then it must be possible.  It doesn’t matter what I have believed as a result of prior theological training.  It doesn’t matter that I have convinced myself it can’t be done.  Clearly, the authors of the Bible believe God expects me not to sin and He shows me how to do this.  So I must start with John’s point of view, not mine.  And John makes it pretty clear that sin is the exception, not the norm.
Second, I must realize what sin is.  Sin is missing the mark.  That means there is a mark to miss.  And that means I must know what the mark is before I recognize that I have missed it.  As far as I can tell, there is only one consistent mark (standard) in all of Scripture to which the authors of Scripture hold themselves accountable, that is, Torah.  The measure of blamelessness is Torah.  If I live according to Torah, I have hit the mark.  I have not sinned.  If I don’t live according to Torah, I have missed the mark.  I’ve sinned.  I must know what it means to hit the mark (James says, “Know what is right”) and then fail to hit it.
Third, while there are certainly many, many implications based on the principles of Torah, the measure of my marksmanship is Torah, not the extensions of Torah by men or institutions, and certainly not the extra moral and ethical targets offered by anyone else.  It might be true that you were trained to not speak at all if you don’t have something positive to say, but that isn’t biblical and is therefore not one of the targets.  With this in mind, it is perfectly reasonable for David to claim that no wicked way is to be found in him and for the young ruler to claim that he has keep some particular set of the commandments since his youth.  In fact, if this isn’t true then Paul is a liar (he claims to have lived blamelessly according to the Law) and John is a charlatan.  Certainly all the Jewish context of Scripture, from Moses to John, believes and teaches that sinning is not necessary.  Perhaps the most important part of not sinning is discovering that it’s possible.
What are John’s words that led him to conclude I don’t have to sin?  He says that I must stake my life on Yeshua’s real bodily existence.  He is the Messiah, the sent-one from God.  Then I must believe that God is entirely good (light) and there is nothing in God that promotes or intends any form of darkness.  Then I must have fellowship with God and that means obeying Him, trusting Him, listening to Him and relying on Him.  In essence, this is the prayer, “Make my heart so malleable that I will be content with whatever You bring into my life.”  In other words, I stop fighting for my rights, my way, my choices.  I let God lead.  Then I recognize, admit, acknowledge and confess that I have in fact sinned (past tense).  I am in need of grace and God so abundantly provides it.  I am weak, but He is strong.  My yetzer ha’ra has been well trained to find every possible excuse for my own choices, but I can learn otherwise.  I have been a rebel, but I want to be a servant.  And the Father is running to greet me.
Anything and everything that promotes fellowship with Him is my sole purpose.

And then John says, “keep the commandments.”  Well, of course.  Moses told me long ago that they weren’t too difficult and too remote.  Right now, at the moment, I am keeping them.  All I need to do is continue.
Topical Index: sin, yetzer ha’ra, 1 John 2:1

 
April 21  Now these things, brethren, I have figuratively applied to myself and Apollos for your sakes, so that in us you may learn not to exceed what is written, so that no one of you will become arrogant in behalf of one against the other.  1 Corinthians 4:6  NASB
Are You Hyper?

Not to exceed – Sometimes I think we would all be better off if we were required to live as the centurions for a few years.  What did that man say to Yeshua?  “I am a man under authority.”  In other words, “I know what it means to follow orders.”  That issue seems to be the essence of the Hebraic way of life.  We are to be men and women who know what it means to follow orders, to live under a code.  Of course, everything about orders and codes stands in opposition to the tail end of the Greco-Roman worldview; a worldview that ultimately pushes us toward complete individual “freedom” without any standard but our own.  So we are caught between “every man did what was right in his own eyes” and “Hear and obey, O Israel.”  It seems to me that the second of these is what God wants and expects, but the battle is a lifelong conflict.

Apparently Paul was of similar mind.  He expresses his concern that his readers might “exceed” what is written.  The Greek word is hyper.  “To go beyond,” “over the top,” “excess,” might be good synonyms.  But pay close attention to the object of this preposition.  What is it that we must be careful not to exceed?  What is written!  Paul seems to be saying that going beyond the code leads to error just as much as failing to keep the code.  In other words, we are pushed back to Adam in the Garden.  Do exactly what God says.  Not more.  Not less.  Adam added to the command he conveyed to Havvah and the result undermined the credibility of the word.  Today most Christians are taught just the opposite—that we can live with quite a bit less than God said—but either way is lethal.  The point is this (and it was the same in the Garden).  Know precisely what God wants and do it.  That is enough.  That is all.  As soon as we start constructing edifices of instructions in addition to God’s code, we are vulnerable to arrogance.  “I know more than you.”  “I have better rituals than you.”  “My church has a higher liturgy than yours.”  “My obedience is more complete than yours.”  What is the result?  Conflict.  Antagonism.  Ego inflation.  What does Paul plead for us to do?  Find unity.  Reach harmony.  Express the love of God among ourselves in such a way that the world takes notice.  The congregation of the One New Man is orthodox, messianic, proselyte and Gentile follower all together caring for each other because of God’s care of us.  It is absolutely not a place where pride, arrogance and status reside.  We live under a code.  One code.  God’s code.  What is written.  Hyper—over the top religious behavior—is anything added to the written code, in theology or practice.

You may have arrived at this place because you realized that the Christian church ignored a lot about God’s written code.  You may have determined not to leave out His instructions to His people.  But you will fare no better if your arrival here propels you beyond the community of the written code.  In the Kingdom, more does not mean better.

Topical Index:  hyper, exceed, written code, arrogance, 1 Corinthians 4:6
April 22  For who sees anything different in you? What do you have that you did not receive? If then you received it, why do you boast as if you did not receive it?  1 Corinthians 4:7  ESV

Goal Oriented

See anything different – Keep the code!  Paul exhorts his readers, “Stick to what is written!”  Why?  The answer varies according to translation.  Here the ESV speaks about the observation of others, but the NASB translates this phrase as if it were self-assessment (“regards you as superior”) and the NLT suggests it is about personal judgment (“gave you the right to make a judgment”).  So why do we keep the written code?  The Greek text and its related Hebrew concept give us a better picture.

In Greek the text is diakrinei from the verb diakrino.  This is a combination of dia and the verb krino, a verb that means “to distinguish, to separate, to assess, to judge.”  Its Hebrew parallel is mishpat, a word that encompasses the entire concept of law and justice from conception to execution.  “Who sees mishpat in you?” might be a Hebraic way of rendering this.  That means Paul is concerned about keeping the code so that we will be distinctively different than those who are not followers.  Following the code sets you apart and binds you together.  Keeping the code is an identity marker.  “We bless you Lord, King of the universe, who set us apart by Your commandments.”  If we change those commandments in any way, we are no longer identified as belonging to each other and to the community that follows Him.  Today we have our own brand of worship, our own badges of religious fervor, our own prayers, our own interpretation of the text.  Now we are 52,000 differences rather than one body.  The problem is not how we think about those “essential” differences.  The problem is what the world sees in all this mess.  And what the world sees is anything but “love one another.” Why should I believe that God is one when His people are so many?

It’s not our fault.  For centuries the theology of Christianity has ridden on the back of anti-Semitism and in particular, anti-Judaism.  To be Christian is to not be Jewish.  In spite of the fact that everyone in the New Testament comes to faith in the Jewish Messiah and adopts a Jewish way of life by being grafted into the mitzvot of Moses, our dominant religion of the West has taught us that being like the Jewish Jesus or the rabbi Paul is “legalism” and “no longer necessary.”  Funny thing is that I can’t find anywhere in the sacred text that says that.  Of course, if I read the text according to the early Church fathers of Luther or Calvin, then I am supplied with the paradigm I need to “see” it in the text, but we have probably studied the history long enough now to know that the earliest Messianic believers would never have thought of such things.  So we have to unlearn a lot in order to be people who are genuinely different and who are truly bonded together.  We can start by agreeing that the theology isn’t nearly as important as the practice, the observable actions we take to show the world that we love each other.  We can start by keeping all of the ten commandments exactly as they were intended for the people who heard them first.  And then debate the rest in private.

Topical Index:  diakrino, judge, discern, identity, difference, 1 Corinthians 4:7
April 23  Do not let kindness and truth leave you; Bind them around your neck, Write them on the tablet of your heart.  Proverbs 3:3  NASB

Truth, Justice and the American Way
Kindness and truth – The Hebrew phrase hesed ve’emet is critically important.  It describes the connection between the covenant relationship of God and community with the faithfulness and reliability of the mutual promises.  Let me unpack that.  Hesed is the four-fold relationship-based action-oriented IOU “pay it forward” plan of God.  It is the uniquely Hebrew one word description of God’s character and expectations.  It is the not optional Torah-based deduction of godly response to grace.  And it is intimately connected to ‘emet, the word of reliability, trustworthiness and steadfastness.  Hebrew truth is not about being 100% correct.  It’s about keeping a promise.  Hesed entails and requires ‘emet.  Mutual obligation and transferred benefit are worthless without reliability.  You respond to God with a promise to do what He asks because you are absolutely certain He will do what He says.

Got it?  Good.  Now look at the verse again.  Both of these utterly necessary conditions for relationship between God and others can be lost!  The verb is ‘azab.  It is the same verb we find in Genesis 2:24.  “To cut off, to leave, to forsake, to loose.”  Sometimes this is a negative action.  Rehoboam (1 Kings 12:8) forsakes the advice of the elders.  He ends up in a near civil war.  But in Proverbs the word is used positively.  “Under no circumstances forsake hesed and ‘emet.”  That implies it is possible to do so, but we are to never let it happen.  Ah, if only we remembered all of the biblical examples of human stupidity and frailty before we let go of these obligations.

That’s the problem, isn’t it?  We laud four-fold hesed and we praise ‘emet, but far too often we shake off the yoke and erase the tablet.  We live out our private lies, hiding our failures from everyone and from God Himself (if we only could).  We don’t remember the requirement of the qualities of godliness.  We think like Romans, doing what people do in Rome.  We think in compartments and as long as God is happy with the “religious” part of our lives, we are happy to ignore the totality of hesed and ‘emet.  But it doesn’t last.  The amazing and devastating truth about hesed ve’emet is that these terms are built into the structure of the universe and they cannot be permanently ignored or constantly disobeyed.  In the end, they will get you.  

The real defense of the biblical worldview does not require intellectual argument or logical justification.  The real defense is that you simply can’t live without these terms.  Over the long run, a life without obligation or reliability collapses inwardly and leaves the victim in chaos.  And what is true for the individual is also true for the community and the nation.  The loss of hesed and ‘emet inevitably leads to personal, communal and national anarchy.  But it doesn’t happen immediately.  As one current leader is fond of saying, “It’s not a problem now.”  YES IT IS!  It’s the most important problem right NOW because it carries inevitable consequences.  That’s the way God warns us, not with immediate lightening bolt punishments but with glimpses of the coming chaos.  

Listen up!  You can’t avoid it if you keep on this path.  Teshuvah!  (Turn around).  Now!

Topical Index:  hesed, ‘emet, consequences, Proverbs 3:3

April 24  “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many.”  Mark 10:45  NASB

Makes You Free

Ransom – The question before us is not, “Did Yeshua die as an atonement for us?”  That fact is made as clear as it could be in Scripture.  He is our atonement.  His sacrifice removed the obstacle that prevented us from experiencing the presence of YHWH.  No, that’s not in question.  The question is, “When did Yeshua die as an atonement?”  Most Christian replacement theology asserts that this event took place on the cross, that is, the cross is the place of atonement for sin.  This ignores several important scriptures like Revelation 13:8 (which is subsequently interpreted as the intention of God, not the actual event).  Because the paradigm of Christianity’s demarcation between the “old” and the “new” so heavily depends on the cross event, statements like this Greek translation of John’s Hebrew announcement are read as if John is announcing something that is yet to take place.  With the cross event as the place of atonement already in mind, we think that John is foretelling what Yeshua will do later.   We read “to give His life” as if it means “at sometime in the future (i.e., on the cross) Yeshua will sacrifice Himself as a ransom.”

But there are just a few problems with reading the verse like this.

1. If this “ransom” is about sin, then Abraham (and all the others) were either not saved in the same way that you and I are saved, or God only temporarily “saved” Abraham in anticipation of the cross event.  

2. Since this event is connected to Passover, it is hard to imagine that the Jews would have seen the crucifixion as an atonement for sin.  That atonement occurs on Yom Kippur, not Passover.

3. The word used here (Greek lytron) is related to the Hebrew words kippur, g’l and pada’, all tied to the idea of ransom.  But Scripture prohibits the sacrifice of human life as a sin offering.  If atonement occurs in the heavenly Tabernacle before the foundation of the world, then it does not violate this prohibition.  But then something else is happening on the cross.

4. Finally, for now, John speaks Hebrew, not Greek.  That means the verb tense draws attention to the yet-to-be-completed action of ransom, an action that began in the heavenly Tabernacle but is not finished until the consequences of sin (namely, death) are also removed.  “It is finished (accomplished)” does not have to mean, “I have taken away Sin.”  It can just as easily mean, “Death has been finally defeated.”  Since Hebrew views the entire action from beginning to end as the same event, John’s words only indicate that the action is still continuing.  He does not necessarily mean that it hasn’t even started.

“If the Son makes you free.”  Does that mean, “Makes you free from sin?” or does it mean, “Completes the victory over death so that you are free from its sting?”  Go read Hebrews 2:15 and see what you think.  Then remember that John’s language isn’t Greek.

Topical Index: ransom, lytron, kippur, g’l, pada’, atonement, Mark 10:45
April 25  “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many.”  Mark 10:45  NASB

The Passover Sacrifice

Ransom – Yesterday we looked at the verb tense issues with John’s declaration.  Hebrew isn’t Greek.  Things might be different.  But we still need to explore the idea of ransom, the Greek lytron and the related Hebrew kippur, g’l and pada’.  Kippur essentially means something like “wash away.”  This is important.  The Hebraic idea of atonement is not about covering over something.  It is about washing away something.  What is washed away in atonement?  The obstacle that prevents God’s presence in our lives, namely, the defilement caused by sin.  

The second word associated with lytron is the Hebrew root g’l.  We find this in Ruth as the kinsman redeemer, the go’el.  This word conveys the idea of a family or bloodline obligation on behalf of one party for the release of the other party from some sort of bondage or debt.  This is the exercise of the covenant founded on grace (hen) and hesed.  

Finally, the word pada’ stresses the act of making payment in order to execute release but the focus is on the action, not the subject (the one making the payment).  

John makes a Hebraic declaration.  It is translated into Greek.  What one of the three words does he have in mind?  If he means kpr and its associated derivatives, then he is saying that the Son of Man acts as atonement for many.  But John is not saying that the atoning act has yet to be accomplished (see yesterday’s discussion of verb tense).  We find ample evidence that YHWH forgives, that His presence is not inhibited in the lives of people in times before the crucifixion.  Defilement must have been removed in some way.  But now the next step of the full act is at hand.  Death will soon be defeated.

If John used g’l and its derivatives, then he is telling the audience that the covenant promise of release from bondage is coming.  Once again, bondage to what?  Hebrews 2:15 tells us that until the resurrection we were all in bondage to death.  Could that not be what John has in mind?

Finally, pada’ stresses the action.  Isn’t the action of the crucifixion the conclusion of YHWH’s ancient promise to deliver His people from the house of bondage, seen proleptically in the exodus from Egypt?  Isn’t the Passover about living instead of dying?

John spoke Hebrew but you’re reading it in Greek.  What did he really say?  

Topical Index:  ransom, lytron, Mark 10:45 
April 26  Now these were more noble-minded than those in Thessalonica, for they received the word with great eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see whether these things were so.  Acts 17:11 NASB
Checking It Out

Examining the Scriptures – Are you Berean?  Ah, you say, “But of course.  I make sure that what I believe is supported by the Scriptures.”  But that’s not quite what the question asks, is it?  You see, the Bereans had a different Scriptures than yours.  They only had the Tanakh.  So for the Bereans, if what Paul was saying wasn’t found in the Tanakh, then it wasn’t true.  So let me ask again.  “Are you Berean?”  Have you confirmed that everything you believe and everything you hear and are taught is fully supported by the Torah, the Prophets and the Writings?

How about these gems? One-time baptism for the remission of sin?  Where do you find the Scriptural justification for the idea in the Tanakh?  Human sacrifice for forgiveness?  Same question.  Where is it in the “Scriptures”?  The replacement of circumcision with a spiritual attitude of the heart?  Or how about the necessity of asking Jesus to be your personal savior?  Where is that in the Tanakh?  Have the instructions for living given by God to Moses been replaced?  Where does it say that?  Is the Church the new Israel?  Where?  Has God changed His mind about Israel?  Show me those verses.  Did Paul preach the necessity of conversion to Christianity?  Where would the Bereans find that?  The Trinity?  Could you defend this doctrine from the Tanakh alone?

The Greek verb is anakrino.  It means, “to judge before.”  In other words, thorough examination before determination.  If you want to know what is true, you have to work at it, carefully, meticulously, diligently, rigorously.  Repeating someone else’s thought isn’t sufficient.
You see the problem.  If those who heard Paul’s message based their examination of its truth on what they knew in the Tanakh, we should be able to do the same.  Paul didn’t appeal to the Gospels or the letters in order to justify his claims.  He appealed to Scripture and the only Scripture he had was what Christians call the “Old Testament.”  That means we should be able to defend what we believe from this document alone.  If our beliefs depend on statements in the “new” Testament and could not be justified without the material from the “new” Testament, then we are importing ideas that Paul could not and would not have used.  And that means we have a religion that wasn’t like his.

So maybe we have to be Berean and start rethinking where our ideas really come from.  Maybe we need to ask about one-time baptism or circumcision or the sinner’s prayer or communion every Sunday, or even Sunday itself.  Maybe we just haven’t been Berean enough and we’ve ended up with a religion we were taught rather than a faith we discovered.

Topical Index:  Berean, examine, Scriptures, anakrino, Acts 17:11
April 27  And He came to Nazareth, where He had been brought up; and as was His custom, He entered the synagogue on the Sabbath, and stood up to read.  Luke 4:16 NASB
Yeshua and Torah (excerpt from Donna Dozier)
Custom - In the twelfth century, Maimonides, the Jewish sage, dared to say, “They will not find in their Torah (the New Testament) anything that conflicts with our Torah.” (Ostling).  Maimonides understood that “their Torah,” the New Testament (B’rit Hadasha or the Apostolic Writings) was not a New Covenant, but actually an account of the Renewed Covenant of Jeremiah 31 (renewed from the original one in Deuteronomy), God’s covenant “with the house of Israel and the house of Judah,” not Gentiles.  He knew that Yeshua was born under the Torah into a Torah-observant family, and was Torah observant his entire life, teaching his Talmidim (disciples) to follow him.  The scriptures from which Yeshua taught and quoted were the same scriptures of Maimonides, the Tanach, the ones that Maimonides calls “our Torah.” 
  

Daniel Boyarin, the Talmudic scholar, describes Yeshua’s Torah: 
“…Jesus’ Torah—as given variously in the Gospels—was Judaism; that is a recognizable Judaism. (In forthcoming work, I shall be suggesting that in some respects the Gospels provide the best example we have of first–century Judaism.) Thus the politics of Jesus are seen by him as part and parcel of demonstrable historical developments within Israelite religion over the centuries between the earlier parts of the Tanakh and the first century. Israelite religion is, for him, not frozen in some a historical primitive state of tribal ethos in order to make Jesus new but Jesus is read rather as “prolong[ing] the critical stance which previous centuries of Jewish experience had already rehearsed.”(Boyarin Judaism as a Free Church)

Typical of the Jewish practice of midrash, Yeshua needed only to begin the Deuteronomy passage, knowing that the learned scribe had already memorized the remaining portions of these sections of the Torah and would mentally complete the passage and deduce the larger reality of the answer.  These questions were not ‘entrapment’ or ‘gotcha’ questions, as is often claimed by Christian commentators.  The scribe’s appeal aligns with a typical education method of the first century, questioning the most respected rabbis as to their opinions. Rabbis encouraged this kind of discussion, with wise and knowledgeable students, even children, as we have already observed when Yeshua was found in the Temple discussing with the doctors in Luke 2:41-47.  It is obvious from this passage that his understanding of the Torah, both written and oral, was in agreement with the Pharisees. Much of the discussion in the gospels between Yeshua and the Pharisees can be interpreted in this way, and not as a dispute between them.  In many of these passages, he is addressed as ‘Rabbi’ or ‘Master’ or ‘Lord’ by the scribes and Pharisees, indicating their respect and interest in learning from him.  He taught his followers to observe all that the Pharisees taught from the “seat of Moses” (Matt. 23:2-3), but of course, he also warned them not to copy their behavior, because “they say, but do not do.”

Topical Index:  Donna Dozier, custom, eiothos, Torah, Luke 4:16

April 28  And He was saying to them all, “If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, and take up his cross daily and follow Me.  Luke 9:23  NASB

The Art of Discipline (1)

Wishes – How sincerely do you want to be His follower?  What intensity do you put into your effort?  How important is He to you?  The translation of this Greek verb might suggest a strong desire, but that wouldn’t be enough.  The verb is thelo.  We know that both boulomai and thelo both mean “to wish or desire.”  The difference is that boulomai means to desire and plan something but not necessarily to carry it out while thelo means not only to desire but to accomplish, to make it happen.  When Yeshua’s words are translated into Greek they attempt to capture the execution of this intention.  It is not enough to want to follow.  In order to follow one must actually make it happen!

Of course, Yeshua did not speak these words in Greek so when we search for the proper Hebraic expression we come to hephets.  This verb means, “to delight, to take pleasure in, to have favor” as in Jeremiah 9:24.  But we must note that in the LXX this word becomes associated with acts of the will.  In Hebrew it is simply about finding pleasure in something or someone (compare Isaiah 62:4 where God finds pleasure in His people).  Does this suggest that the translator of Yeshua’s Hebrew makes the expression harder than the original?  Perhaps not, given the remaining verse, but it does suggest that personal intensity and undeterred commitment may not be as necessary as we think.  It’s quite possible that the first step in discipline is simply the hope of finding delight.  What is necessary is the subsequent action, not the initial psychological state of mind.  In other words, while the translation into Greek may be warranted because of the idea of denial, perhaps we read too much Greek into the text when we shift the meaning from seeking delight to expressed intention and execution.  Maybe we are taking our concepts of personal fervor and necessary performance and adding them to the Hebraic idea.  Maybe all that is really necessary at the beginning is wanting to feel good.

If this is the case, then Yeshua’s statement is far less stringent than we usually imagine.  After all, most human beings desire to feel pleasure.  Perhaps that’s all that is needed to begin this process because it is a process, not a static state of mind.  Do you want to feel better?  Do you want to discover delight?  Do you seek pleasure?  Certainly so!  And if you seek pleasure in Yeshua, then there is something you must do, not something you must think!  Before we examine what this action really is, we should note that the desire for delight is expressed in rabbinic language—“to come after me.”  The real opening question is not, “Are you fully committed to Yeshua?” or “Would you do anything to serve your Lord?”  The real opening question is, “Do you want to enjoy following Him?” “Do you desire delight in your walk behind His lead?”  Apparently that is quite enough to get the ball rolling.

Most of us read this verse in English translation but we read the idea in Greek.  We think that until we have some intense spiritual condition to follow Yeshua, we won’t be able to complete the required step of denial.  Consequently, we give up before we try.  We examine our personal zeal and find it wanting.  We just haven’t reached a high enough spiritual plane.  Our focus is internal, demanding of ourselves that we become fully committed before we encounter self-denial.  But as most of us discover, this state of religious transcendence is too much for us.  We miss the Hebraic point of view by converting the idea to a psychological condition.  In Hebrew all that is required is the hoped-for delight of His presence.

So how are you doing today?  Are you beating yourself up because you aren’t filled with an unshakeable longing for purity?  Or do you just want to feel good around Him?

Topical Index:  desire, thelo, hephets, Luke 9:23
April 29  And He was saying to them all, “If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, and take up his cross daily and follow Me.  Luke 9:23  NASB

The Art of Discipline (2)

Must deny – Just say, “No.”  That’s what the Greek verb arneomai means.  Just answer the question with “No” or refuse some offer or demand.  It seems so simple until this verse gets into the hands of many preachers.  Then it becomes a hammer pounding on your soul.  “You haven’t denied yourself.  You haven’t refused to extract yourself from worldly pleasures.  You aren’t good enough for Jesus.  You have to work harder, do more, give up more before you can be fit for the Kingdom.”  “No!” must come with a double exclamation point!!

But the Greek verb is almost always about a person, not a thing.  In Acts 3:13, Revelation 2:13, 2 Timothy 2:12 and 1 John 2:23, this verb is used to describe denying someone, not something.  It even includes denying yourself.  Ah, that’s the central idea here in this verse.  It is not about denying all the things in your life.  It is about denying yourself.  But in our culture, we think of ourselves as the collection of things and therefore we most often imagine that denying yourself means refusing all those things that make up my self-identity.  

Here’s the next step in discipline.  Make a list of all the things that you consider the most important identity marks of who you are.  Things like your job, your house, your car, your favorite hobby, your biggest temptations; things that you would put on a resume (well, maybe not the temptations).  Things you talk about when someone asks, “What do you do?”  Then make another list.  On this list write down the names of people who you would never reject, the people who make up those relationships you simply cannot live without.  Like your children, your spouse, your parents, your siblings.  The people who make up the real you.  The ones who bring you the greatest joy, the deepest satisfaction, the most intense longings.  Imagine yourself as the summary of all these relationships.

Now tell me, “Which list really matters?”  Which list is your real identity?  If you had to choose, would you have any difficulty saying “No” to anything on the first list in favor of anyone on the second list?  

One more step.  At the bottom of the second list, write your own name.  If you had to choose, is there anyone on that list that you would reject in favor of yourself?  If you’re like me, the answer is, “No.”  I would always choose the well-being of those who matter most to me over my own concerns and desires.  That’s what it means to be me, to honor and care for those who are intimately connected to me.  They come before me.  If I had to choose, I would lay down my life for them.

Yeshua simply says, “Take yourself off and put me at the top of that list, please.”

Topical Index:  deny, arneomai, refuse, Luke 9:23
April 30  Jesus answered and said to him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.”  John 3:3  NASB
Becoming a Proselyte (by Donna Dozier)
Born Again - ‘Born again’, in Greek anagennesas, is the expression that Dr. Skip Moen calls “The Evangelical Lynchpin” and says this is actually “a word that Peter made up.”  It is found only in 1 Peter, and not in the John 3 accounts as Christians are often told.  But Peter is coining a term that Yeshua and other Jews commonly used, a Hebrew idiom, ‘born from above.’ In his archived lecture, “Being Born Again,” Rabbi Gorelik remarks that although the expression is an idiom often used in Rabbinic literature, such as in the description of Israel at Mt. Sinai when they received the Torah, it is most often used describing the process of becoming a proselyte.  The gentile would turn away from false gods, turn to the God of Israel, embrace the Torah, be circumcised if male, and male or female would go through waters of a mikvah, (be baptized). When they came up out of the water, it is said of them that they are ‘born again’ or ‘born from above.’  As a Pharisee, a member of the Sanhedrin, the ruling council, Nicodemus was shocked and responded by hyperbole, to which Yeshua replied, using a typical Jewish doublet – that he must be born of “water and the spirit.”  (Gorelik, “Being Born Again”) From this you can see that Yeshua was instructing him to go back into the teachings of Moses, and love of the Torah and his God, with his whole heart like a new proselyte. This is precisely the opposite of what Christianity describes with this expression – moving new believers away from Torah, away from law, and ‘into grace.’    Friedman asks: 

“Did the Messianic community observe the Torah in a grace-full manner? …I am asking if their Torah observance reflected the true personality of God, or did it pervert the character of God, who revealed himself to Moshe as a God of grace (see Exod. 20:6; 34:6; Num. 14:18)?  Did their keeping of the mitzvot help bring people closer to God?  The Hebrew concept of grace is most clearly reflected in a two-word Hebrew phrase, hen v’chesed.  This phrase may best be translated as “grace that is tied to a covenant.” (Friedman 105-106)

Note how this following verse in Romans is so often misunderstood:

For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes.  For Moses writes about the righteousness that is based on the law, that the person who does the commandments shall live by them. (Romans 10:4-5)  NASB

Compare it with the same verse in the Complete Jewish Bible, more accurately translated based on the fact that Sha’ul was actually quoting this verse from Leviticus:

You are to observe my laws and rulings; if a person does them, he will have life through them.  I am ADONAI. (Lev. 18:5) CJB

For the goal at which the Torah aims is the Messiah, who offers righteousness to everyone who trusts.  For Moshe writes about the righteousness grounded in the Torah that the person who does these things will attain life through them. (Romans 10:4-5)  CJB (quoting Lev. 18:5) 
The proceeding from Donna Dozier, Losing Your Religion, pp. 45-47

[What does it mean, “to be born again”?  Well, if you read the text as it would have been understood by Nicodemus, you realize that the discussion is about becoming a proselyte, not a Christian convert.  Now what do you think about all those altar calls?]

Topical Index:  John 3:3, born again
May 1  And He was saying to them all, “If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, and take up his cross daily and follow Me.  Luke 9:23  NASB

The Art of Discipline (3)
Take up – Ah, an easy one to remember.  The Greek verb is airo.  Lift off!  Literally, “to lift from the ground, to lift in order to carry off.”  In the New Testament, the verb is used to describe what it means to obey God’s commandments (carry your cross), taking away knowledge (see Luke 11:52), removing judgment or taking away guilt.  Interestingly, the form epairo is used in the LXX to express lifting up petitions to God in prayer.

All of this only underscores the connection to the Hebrew nasa’.  And nasa’ is one of the verbs used in YHVH’s self-definition (cf. Exodus 34:6-7).  YHVH lifts off sin in all of its forms.  He carries it away in order that we might settle comfortably under the yoke of partnership with the Son.  Lift away the burden.  Put on the yoke.  That’s the pattern.  Take off what crushes you.  Put on what comforts you.  

Often we think of “take up your cross” as if this is an onerous assignment filled with suffering and distress.  We recall the Hollywood images of Yeshua carrying the cross, stumbling under its weight, bloodied from the lashes.  We are repelled.  Who would ever want anything like that?  Agony!  Torture!  Intolerable pain!  But we forget what the Scriptures say.  “For the joy set before Him, He endured the cross.”  We forget that Yeshua Himself pushed the crucifixion agenda forward.  He was no victim.  He knew the price and the reward.  If the Lord told you that you had to set aside a load that was squeezing the life out of you in order to attach yourself to Someone who would lead you into victory, would you hesitate?  Doesn’t Peter exhort us to pay close attention to His example, not so that we will also suffer the same consequences but so that we will recognize the same conquest?  Will you hang on to the load that pulls you under when the hand has been extended to lift you up?

Let it go!  Yes, it sounds so easy.  Just release your grip on the earth so that you can soar above it.  Prepare for take off.  It sounds easy, but the reality is often quite different.  We hang on because we fear heights.  We think that flying isn’t quite normal.  It’s comforting to stay put on the ground with the devil we know.  We can cope.  We can make do.  We can get by.  But we will never fly.  What keeps you anchored to the ground is your fear, not your grip.  It’s the fear of trusting the pilot and his aircraft.  It’s the fear that if we ever let go of that attachment, and things really did go wrong, we would crash.  We fear the projection of a future where we aren’t in control.  So we keep control by never risking the possibility of rising above this mire.

Yeshua comes along and says, “Do you want to feel air under your wings?  Lift off your cross.  Follow me.  We’ll fly.”  And you say?

Topical Index:  airo, nasa’, lift off, take up, Luke 9:23
May 2  “By your perseverance you will win your souls.”  Luke 21:19  NASB (1963)

Getting Saved

Souls – How do you acquire salvation?  It’s a fair question, especially since the evangelical world provides a clear answer.  “You get saved by confessing Jesus as your Savior and Lord.”  There’s just one small problem.  The idea of “getting saved” really doesn’t include all of you, does it?  It’s your soul that gets saved.  The body is left behind when you go to heaven, to be replaced with a new body, a “resurrection” body.  So you don’t get saved.  Only a part of you is delivered.

That Platonic dualism (the separation of human beings into body and soul) is probably responsible for the NASB translation.  The ESV makes a substantial correction by translating this as, “you will gain your lives.”  The Greek word is psyche, historically translated as “soul” based on its use in classical Greek philosophy.  But Hebraic thought makes the Greek idea of soul impossible.  Hebrew does not envision Man in parts.  It is either life or no life.  In Hebrew, you don’t save your soul.  You save yourself.

Yeshua’s comment gives rise to another difficulty.  Contextually, He is speaking about the dangers when Jerusalem falls.  Those who endure will save their lives.  They must persevere (Greek hypomone).  If He is speaking only of avoiding the tragic end when Jerusalem falls, then His comment carries no implications about an eternal life.  It is simply a statement about what is necessary to survive the coming Roman oppression.  But this comment opens another discussion.  How much of acquiring deliverance (salvation) depends on human endurance?  Heschel sometimes indicates that faith is really characterized by perseverance.  The man of faith just continues no matter what the circumstances.  Faith isn’t some set of eternal beliefs or a one-time confession.  Faith is continuing!  You just keep going.  You just pick yourself up and start again.  You just press on.  God might not visit you for thirteen years while you deal with the results of not trusting His promise, but that doesn’t mean you have lost your faith.  You just keep expecting His arrival.  You just keep waiting for Him.  And one day He comes.

It seems to me that we have a lot of corrections to make when it comes to matters of faith.  First, we have to correct the idea that faith is about our souls.  That contribution from Plato and Augustine has to go.  God is the God of life and it is lives that are in the balance, not souls.  It’s all of you or none of you.

Secondly, it seems to me that Scripture places a lot more emphasis on our part in the plan than we have been taught.  Obedience, perseverance, endurance, tenacity and determination—these actions are faith.  Faith is not a thing, a creed, a treasure that I keep on my shelf.  It is the dynamic of continuing to trust, of acting in light of His character.  And when I fall down, faith is getting back up again.

So how do you acquire salvation?  It’s a fair question.

Topical Index:  soul, psyche, salvation, perseverance, Luke 21:19
May 3  “Repent therefore and return, that your sins may be wiped away, in order that times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord.”  Acts 3:19  NASB (1963)

Hebrew “Conversion”

Repent/return/wiped away – What do you think about Peter’s declaration?  Is he asking his audience to become Christians by acknowledging Jesus as the Christ or is he using well-understood Hebrew phrases to prod these men to recognize Yeshua as the Jewish Messiah?  Your answer depends on how you understand the words “repent,” “return” and “wipe away.”  Let’s start with the last one.

In Greek, the verb is exaleipho.  It comes from the combination of ex (from, out) and aleipho (to smear).  In other words, this word is about “smearing off” something.  The idea behind the Greek word choice is the Hebrew concept of atonement.  In Hebrew thought, atonement is not covering up something.  Atonement is removing what defiles.  What prevents fellowship with God is wiped away (removed) in atonement.  Whatever defilement prevented God’s presence in our midst is washed away, wiped off, scrubbed clean so that we can enjoy Him.  As Peter puts it, after atonement we discover “times of refreshing.”  The first thing we realize about this verse is that Peter uses an entirely Hebraic concept to describe the results of repentance and return.  

What about “repent” and “return”?  Both of these words have strong Hebrew backgrounds.  In Greek the verb for “return” is metanoeo, but metanoeo is about changing your mind.  It is about reconsidering your thinking, adjusting your beliefs or altering your perceptions.  It is a mental activity.  But not so in Hebrew.  In Hebrew the verb would be shuv, “to turn back.”  “The prophets do not invent a special word for true repentance but make do with the common word for return (šûḇ ). This carries with it a sense of turning back, i.e., after relapse, but not exclusively so, for sometimes the idea is that of turning from. In general, what is meant is an about-face.”
  The second word (epistrepho) means “to twist, to bend, to change” and is associated with the Greek idea of conversion.  But in Hebrew the same verb shuv also means, “to return,” particularly to God.  So Peter is simply employing a Hebrew wordplay, a doublet on the word shuv.  The purpose of repenting is to turn back to God.  For an audience of Jews and God-fearing proselytes, this is not a call to conversion.  This is a call to restoring the fellowship with God that has been lost because of the defilement of sin.  How is that done?  By shuv in all of its forms.  

If we read this verse from a Greek-Christian perspective, we will think that Peter is exhorting these men to change their minds, to convert in order that their sins may be blotted out.  But in Hebrew the idea is very different.  In Hebrew Peter asks them to return to the God they already know so that their defilement may be removed. 
Topical Index:  repent, return, wipe away, shuv, metanoeo, epistrepho, Acts 3:19
May 4  For there must also be factions among you, so that those who are approved may become evident among you. 1 Corinthians 11:19  NASB
Welcome Heretics (A Rewind)

Factions – I’ve met some interesting people in my travels.  Some of the most interesting are those who are really angry fundamentalists in Messianic clothing.  They have usually come out of doctrinally strict hierarchical Protestant denominations.  They found the ethos suffocating.  Having discovered the depths of Hebraic thought, they cut ties to the prior rigidity and embrace a “new” way of living.  But what they don’t do is leave behind the framework of their thinking.  They merely substitute Hebrew words for Greek ones.  The hierarchy of the pastor or priest is replaced by the hierarchy of the rabbi.  The rituals of Protestantism are replaced by rituals of Judaism.  They end up being just as rigid about the “truth” as they once were about doctrine.  They are reformers in reverse, substituting one version of legalism with another.
And they’re angry.  They’re angry that the “church” deluded them.  They’re angry that their family and friends don’t see the path.  They’re angry that they fell on the outside.  They like to argue their points.  They intend to win.
Perhaps it does us some good to remember Paul’s compliment toward hairesis.  Yes, that’s right, it’s the word Christianity uses for heresy.  But when Paul employed this Greek word, it wasn’t a theological term for false doctrine.  It didn’t become a theological technical term until after the close of the first century.  When Paul used this Greek word, it simply meant “disputes.”  In fact, the classical Greek background of the word means “to select, to choose or to elect” (this is its only use in the New Testament).  Its equivalent in the LXX is the Hebrew nedavah, a free-will offering.  This word is about choice, voluntary election of action.  In Rabbinic Judaism it is the translation of miyn, the word describing something that shares common characteristics.  Hairesis does not become a designation of forbidden doctrine until the Christian church began treading the path of separation from Judaism.  “The basis of the Christian concept of [hairesis] is to be found in the new situation created by the introduction of the Christian [ekklesia],” says Schlier.
  But notice what this statement implies.  It assumes that Christianity and the theology of Paul are identical, that the “church” was established at Pentecost and that Paul distinguishes his doctrine in opposition to the rabbinic Judaism of his past.  Schlier’s position depends on the disjunction between later Christian understanding and the first century Messianic views of Paul.
But what if Paul just means “disputes”?  What if all he is saying is that the community must have disputes, it must entertain the choices of others, in order that the approved ideas may be manifest?  As I often tell my students, “You don’t need to tell me something I already know.  Tell me something I don’t know so we can both learn.”

I believe Paul was a rabbi, and fundamental to rabbinic education is the process of debate.  Dialogue is the vehicle of enlightenment.  I believe that Messianic Judaism embraces the opportunity to disagree and to learn from each other with open hearts and open minds.  Christianity as a religion closed its ranks with a new definition of hairesis, a definition that made anyone who disagreed with the Church an outcast, condemned to Hell.  Christian doctrine is about conformity.  You must believe exactly as I believe or you are outside the will of God.  When we bring this same rigidity to contemporary Torah observance and Messianic allegiance, we do nothing but import a foreign philosophical system.  The truth is not compromised because you and I disagree.  It is only in our disagreement that we can both discover God’s point of view.
A man can learn anything if he is willing to be corrected.
Topical Index: hairesis, heresy, dispute, 1 Corinthians 11:19

May 5  “So bathe, anoint yourself, dress up, and go down to the threshing floor.  But do not disclose yourself to the man until he has finished eating and drinking.”  Ruth 3:3 JPS
Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil (Reconsidered)
Disclose – Your mother-in-law suggests that you prepare yourself for an evening seduction.  She gives you specific instructions that remind you of the kind of preparation women make before marriage.  But this is no wedding.  She tells you not to make yourself known until after the potential mark is at least slightly inebriated.  What kind of mother-in-law is this?  And why go through all of this effort with its undercurrent of sexual intimacy when the man she has in mind is the go’el, the kinsman redeemer who by law would come to the rescue.  Furthermore, if Ruth is caught, would she not risk serious community reprisal?  How are we to explain Naomi’s guidance here?
There is little doubt that Naomi directs Ruth to use her feminine wiles.  But the arrangement of the circumstances and the choice of words suggest a lot more than is actually described.  First, of course, is the parallel to Ezekiel 16:9-10.  The preparations are allusions to the wedding night.  Even the rabbis struggled with the implications of sexual impropriety.  They interpreted Naomi’s explicit directions as purification rites for Ruth.  In their view, Naomi is assisting Ruth in finally putting away all idolatry.  But this seems to be quite a stretch given Ruth’s prior declaration, subsequent action and the plain reading of the text.
Next we should consider Naomi’s choice of the word yada’, translated “disclose.”  The breadth of this word certainly includes sexual intimacy.  Is that what Naomi subtlety implies?  The text isn’t clear.  The imagery is left up to the reader.  It is certainly curious that Naomi explicitly tells Ruth not to reveal herself in public, and not before Boaz’ faculties of discrimination are impaired.  It is odd, isn’t it?  In this instance, the verb is in the niphal form (for you technical types) and in this form, never refers to carnal knowledge as it would in the qal form, but it is certainly suggestive.  All this secrecy opposes traditional disclosure of kinsman-redeemer relationships.  One wonders why Naomi thinks it is necessary.  Is it possible that Naomi knows there is an intermediate kinsman (as we discover much later) and so sets up circumstances that will ensure Boaz takes the lead role rather than the potential rival?  Or is it that the text allows the reader to look into his own heart to see what his imagination adds to the hints?
The story continues with other multi-layered verbs, like shakav (used eight times in this chapter) with considerable overtones of sexual involvement (compare Genesis 19:32-35), and with one derivation shekovet (cf. Leviticus 18:20) where copulation is explicit.  Frankly, it’s hard to read this story without questioning the underlying motivations of Naomi and the subsequent actions of Ruth.  But there is a lot at stake for these women.  Life and death, more or less.  Without some male to care for them, it seems as though they are certainly doomed to abject poverty and potential starvation.  What would you do to prevent such tragedy?  You might think you are above the tactics of Naomi.  But you aren’t starving yet, are you?
The bottom line is the surprising connection between the actions of these women and the sovereignty of God.  The text never actually says what happened on the threshing floor, but it certainly reminds us that God can use just about anything for His purposes.  David, Israel’s greatest king and the progenitor of the line of the Messiah, is ultimately born from what started in a night in the garden of good and evil.  Do you think that God can produce a wonder from your own shadowy garden?

Topical Index:  disclose, yada’, lie down, shakav, Ruth 3:3, Genesis 19:32-35, Leviticus 18:20, sex  

May 6   Now I desire to remind you, though you know all things once for all, that the Lord, after saving a people out of the land of Egypt, subsequently destroyed those who did not believe.  Jude 1:5  NASB

Safe and Secure

Did not believe – Most of the time we just skip over this one page letter in the back of the book.  Just twenty-five verses filled with lots of strange allusions and quotations from non-canonical literature, Jude has given commentators fits ever since it was included in Holy Scripture.  Nevertheless, some have taken up the challenge, often suggesting rather odd conclusions like that of Michael Green, “This allusion to Israel in the wilderness makes it very plain that Jude’s opponents were once orthodox Christians who had gone wilfully [sic] astray into heresy.”
  I am not sure where Green gets the idea that these opponents were orthodox Christians, but I am sure he means well.  The text itself is quite messy.  NASB translates part as “the Lord, after saving,” but at least some Greek manuscripts read ‘Iesous apax, which the ESV translates, “Jesus after saving.”  References to fallen angels seem to be taken from material we no longer have although obviously Jude’s readers knew the source.  Peter assumes the same thing in his second letter.  All in all, quite a mess.

But Green captures the gist of Jude’s concern even if he thinks in Christian terms.  “It is hardly surprising that men accepted the indicative of pardon and forgot the imperative of holiness.  It was an inherent risk in the proclamation of the gospel of free grace, and it has always been so since then.”
  It seems to me that this is a problem invented by Luther, not Jude.  Luther’s view of grace stands in opposition to the Roman idea of law.  As such, Luther’s reading of the text appeals to “freedom from the law,” a concept that would never have entered the mind of a Jew.  Once we adopt the same Lutheran view, we are left with statements like Green’s.  But if the Hebraic idea of deliverance (grace = hen) includes the inevitable and necessary action of obligation to holiness (hesed), then there really isn’t a problem, is there?  Those who did not believe (Greek me pisteusantas) were not those who drifted into heresy but rather those who, having tasted God’s renewal, refused to follow through with the expected obedience.  It isn’t failure to maintain proper theology.  It is a failure to do what God demands.  Faith is acting according to the expectations of a life committed to the Lord.  Faith is not distinct from these actions.  Those who do not exhibit the actions do not believe no matter what their past experience with God has been.

In other words, once we remove the Lutheran idea that grace and obedience are two separate events, one accomplished by God alone and the other optional, Jude’s warning makes perfect sense.  If faith is obedience, then we have examples of those who once obeyed and subsequently did not—and God judged them accordingly.  Safe and secure simply means continuing to obey.  Jude’s Hebraic declaration is the end of the “once saved always saved” mythology.  That bifurcation of belief and obedience isn’t found in Hebraic language, either in the Tanakh or the apostolic writings.  God does secure our salvation, but not without our cooperation.  It’s kind of like this:  if a child that you attempted to adopt refused to live in your house, disobeyed all your rules, claimed to have a different name and denied your very existence, would you say that the child was adopted even if you signed the papers?  Does a name on a list make one a member of the household?

Topical Index:  believe, pisteuo, hesed, grace, judgment, salvation, Jude 1:5
May 7  These twelve Jesus sent out after instructing them: “Do not go in the way of the Gentiles, and do not enter any city of the Samaritans; but rather go to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”  Matthew 10:5-6  NASB

Who Are the Outsiders?

Israel – Donna Dozier notes the following about first century community concerns:

“This was one of the main disputes of the first century, especially between the prominent schools of Hillel and Shammai and among other sages – whether Gentiles could secure salvation outside Judaism.  They knew that Jews found salvation by grace and faith like Noah and Abraham, and that the Jew would gratefully honor the commandments of the Torah (instruction) of God; but could Gentiles be saved, and if so, how?  Since the Noahide Commandments were the system of laws which the Jews considered as binding upon all humanity, they were decided upon as the ‘vehicle of salvation.’  But the Noahide laws were not even categorized under the name of Noah until the era of the Tosefta and the Babylonian Talmud.  The seven basic Noahide Commandments consist of the prohibitions against idolatry, blasphemy, killing, stealing, sexual sins, the eating of a limb from a living animal (cruelty to animals), and the obligation to establish courts of justice. (Sanhedrin 56A-59B)  Another three were added in the third century, prohibitions of homosexuality and cannibalism, and imperative honor of the Torah.  Some mention is made of 30 Commandments, but even Rashi admits he does not know what these were.  Several others were added, a few at a time, over the years.  Today’s Christianity tries to identify the four commandments offered for Gentiles in Acts 15:20 as Noahide Laws, but the connection is nebulous at best, especially when verse 21 continues, ‘For Moses from ancient generations has in every city those who preach him, since he is read in the synagogues every Sabbath.’ And furthermore, grace and faith are identified as cleansing the hearts in verse 9 and 11, before the four rules are stated.  Gentiles were to be received into the covenant in exactly the same way as Jews – by faith. Peter spoke on behalf of Gentiles at the Jerusalem Council, saying that God ‘…made no distinction between us and them, cleansing their hearts by faith… But we believe that we are saved through the grace of the Lord Yeshua, in the same way as they also are.’  (Acts 15:9,11)  The four requirements of the Jerusalem Council were not for salvation, but to prohibit idol worship in the pagan temples by the proselytes entering the Jewish community.”

With this in mind, why did Yeshua prohibit his disciples from going to the Gentiles and the Samaritans?  Geography provides the answer.  Yeshua and the disciples are in Galilee.  Galilee was surrounded by Gentile territory on all sides except the south but to the south was Samaria.  Yeshua is not restricting his disciples from the ethnic groups of Gentiles and Samaritans (who were also Gentiles).  He is telling his disciples that for this assignment they are to remain in Galilee.  This is born out by the fact that Yeshua Himself has numerous encounters with Gentiles and Samaritans.  But for the moment, He wishes His disciples to stay close to home.

Obviously, as the movement expanded the issue was no longer geographic.  By the time of the council recorded in Acts 15, followers of the Way were scattered all over the Roman Empire and included Jews and Gentiles (and by definition, Samaritans).  The question was no longer about geography but about ethnicity, but in this verse we should not read into the verse distinctions that only became issues later.

The lesson here is about proper exegesis.  Not only must we guard against incorporating our ideas of terms into the text, we must also pay attention to the meanings of the terms within the context.  “Jew” and “Gentile” have many connotations and we would be wise to determine which one is meant before we rush to add our own.

Topical Index:  Gentile, Samaritan, Acts 15, Matthew 10:5-6, Israel
May 8  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  NASB (1963)

Danger Ahead (Rewind)

Being content – What is enough?  The Bible answers: what you have been given.  That’s a particularly uncomfortable answer for almost everyone.  Few are those who willingly accommodate their lives to what God has provided.  Most of us require—and expect--just a little bit more.
Of course, we are quick to renounce any motivation based on the “love of money.”  That would be sinful, selfish and socially unacceptable.  Maybe we are just a little too quick to deny these motives.  The word “love of money” is philarguros, literally, “a friend of silver.”  The verb is phileo, the same verb used positively to describe love of the brothers and sisters in the Body.  It isn’t the action that is inappropriate.  It’s the object of the action.  The New Testament treats philarguros as a form of coveting.  It is the desire for wealth as a solution to life’s problems. Millions of people become philarguros every week when they buy a lottery ticket.  Millions more show themselves philarguros when they idolize Hollywood celebrities or Wall Street billionaires.  “Why shouldn’t I have what they have?”   That demand is the tragedy of the American entitlement mentality.  “I deserve to have it,” becomes the expectation of philarguros.  You don’t have to be Scrooge McDuck to be ruled by the love of money.  All you have to do is want more than God gives.  All you have to do is forget that your life is a gift.  Then you can stand with Havvah in front of the Tree and ask yourself, “Why should I be denied what will benefit me?”  Or perhaps you can avoid the implicit selfishness by modifying the question, “Why should I be denied what will benefit someone else?”

Contentment is an incredibly dangerous idea.  In the hands of the unrepentant man, contentment becomes the political currency of suppression.  “Be satisfied with what you have,” is the message of the power-hungry elite.  Those who are in control accumulate at the expense of those in need because they govern the means of contentment.  But in the hands of the follower of the Way, contentment is a sign of trust in the sovereignty of God.  In fact, from the biblical point of view, the only reason a man or woman can entertain contentment is because God is good.  His provision is sufficient.
Rabbinic exegesis of the idea of contentment is insightful.  The Greek verb arkeo parallels the Hebrew rab lak.  When Moses asks to enter the Promised Land, God tells him to be content with the answer.  The LXX treats this as a prohibition against further dialogue, but the rabbis saw this as a combination of previous divine guidance, present divine grace and future divine gift.  Rabbi Joshua says that the verse (Deuteronomy 3:26) means that Moses is to be content with the coming world.  Rabbi Joshua says that the verse means “be content that the evil impulse has no power over thee, yea rather that I will not deliver thee into the hand of the angel of death, but will Myself be with thee.”

We think of contentment as a present-tense issue, but the rabbis direct us to consider contentment in its fuller temporal sense.  Contentment is accepting God’s grace in the past, God’s gift today and God’s promise in the future.  What more could I want?

Topical Index:  contentment, arkeo, love of money, philarguros, Hebrews 13:5
May 9  Therefore, the land mourns and all who dwell in it waste away; the animals of the field, the birds of the air, and even the fish of the sea are taken away. Hosea 4:3  (Dearman, NICOT)
The Genesis Curse (Rewind)

Mourns – God designed His creation with one thing in mind: response.  Everything God did established the opportunity for responding to His calling.  He called the heavens into existence and they responded by distinguishing the day from the night.  He called to the seas and they responded by teaming with life.  He called to the land and it responded by being fruitful.  And He called to Man as steward.  You know that story.
A creation that was designed to respond agonizes when it cannot fulfill its purpose.  When chaos and disobedience inhibit the full productivity of creation, everything suffers.  Human beings experience precisely the same malaise, frustration and discouragement when they are compelled to perform tasks that are not in concert with their design.  Just put a natural problem-solver in a company where everything is running smoothly.  Watch out!  Before too long, the problem-solver will make something break down so that he can feel fulfilled fixing it.
Hosea tells us that this general curse of the fallen world is not the result of a design flaw.  This curse comes directly from disobedience.  Hosea provides the list:  no faithfulness, no hesed, no knowledge of God, swearing, lying, murder, stealing, adultery.  These actions by human beings perpetuate the curse on the land.  The land never wanted to exist under such terrible conditions.  It mourns (the Hebrew is ‘aval).  That’s funeral language.  Something has died or is about to die.  Tragedy upon tragedy.  It takes very little reflection on the present state of the world to realize that Hosea is right on target.
Hosea helps us see something in the Genesis story that we might have missed.  Genesis 3:17-18 is God’s declaration of the consequences of disobedience.  Adam is not cursed.  The ground is cursed.  Of course, ha’adamah (the ground) is intimately connected to Adam since he comes from the ground.  Adam’s source is cursed.  The substance of his existence, the foundation he needs to survive, is damaged.  Now it will resist Adam.  Now it will be dysfunctional.  This much is pretty obvious (the peshat – surface – reading).  But let’s look a bit deeper.  As a result of this tragedy, thistles and thorns will become part of the landscape of Man’s effort.  On the surface, this could mean that before Adam’s sin there were no nasty plants like thistles and thorns.  But I don’t think that makes much sense.  Would I give up roses so that I would never encounter a thorn?  Would I endanger mice and birds by removing the thistle seeds they eat to survive?  Did God create thistles and thorns after He rested on the seventh day?  Thistle is the Hebrew word darda’.  Thorn is qots.  Both designate undesirable, uneatable, useless plants for Adam.  Perhaps that’s the real imagery.  The ground produces things that get in the way of human fulfillment.  It is certainly not the case that thistles and thorns have no purpose at all.  They serve all kinds of purposes.  It’s just that they don’t serve the purposes of men very well.

But maybe we need to look even deeper.  God creates by His breath.  He speaks and it comes to be.  The world is the spoken word, manifested in tangible form.  When a curse is spoken over the land, that curse is barbed breathing.  It brings sorrow, toil and eventually death.  Thistles and thorns are merely the symptoms of words that prick.  Their presence is a constant reminder that God’s word is a two-edged sword.  It blesses and curses.  It blesses those who align themselves with the divine order embedded in His word and it curses those who refuse to align themselves with the grain of the universe.  God doesn’t have to create anything new for this to happen.  It is already built into the way the world works.  All God has to do is allow the inherent consequences of our actions to proceed unabated.  We bring about the manifestation of the cursing side of the sword by uttering words that oppose God.  We activate the embedded opposition to God’s ordered blessings.  We speak chaos (words of disobedience) and chaos comes forth.
Both God and Man create with words.  God creates order, harmony and purpose.  Man unleashes disorder, confusion and chaos.  Both kinds of speaking have enormous consequences for the rest of creation.  All the more reason to watch your tongue, right?

Today, will you speak God’s words after Him bringing order to your world or will you speak your own words, activating thistles and thorns?
Topical Index:  mourns, ‘aval, thistle, thorn, words, Hosea 4:3
May 10  “You shall have no other gods before me.”  Exodus 20:3  ESV
Fun With Hieroglyphics

You shall have no – When I visited the British Museum years ago, I bought a game about Egyptian hieroglyphics.  It included many rubber stamps of hieroglyphs and an inkpad and provided instructions about constructing sentences by using these markings.  Many years later when I discovered Frank Seekins’ work on Paleo-Hebrew, I saw the familiarity with Egyptian writing.  But I never tried to investigate whole sentences as pictographic concepts.  Since I will be speaking about this in Phoenix in July, I thought you might be interested in a small slice of what I am finding.  Let’s take a look at just the opening words of the first commandment in the Decalogue.
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Here is the ancient Hebrew sentence a bit larger.
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Now let’s examine the words as ideographs (pictures).  Remember that each symbol (picture) can represent many different things.  For example, the [image: image6.png]


 can represent “leader,” “bull,” or “strength.”  Therefore, we will often have several different meanings from the same combination of ideographs.  We have to work with these to see which one fits the phonetic meaning.

The first word is pronounced as lo.  The Hebrew lo means “no” or “not.”  Interesting, if we reverse the letters we get el, the basic word for divinity.  Lamed-Aleph = no.  Aleph-Lamed = God.  God is life.  The opposite of God is death.  We say “Yes” to God, “No” to anything opposed to Him.  Now let’s look at the pictographic meanings.

Control/Authority/Tongue – Strength/Leader  (Lamed attached to a word often means “toward”).  How do we derive “no” from these picture combinations?  “No” controls strength.  To act upon “no” means to assert authority over a leader.  “No” is a verbal assertion of refusing something powerful or something that claims to provide direction.  

The next word phonetically is yihiye.  It is usually translated “you shall have.”  The pictograph is:
Hand/Work/Deed – Behold/Reveal – Hand/Work/Deed – Behold/Reveal (note the double Yod)

Let’s attempt to clarify one of the possible meanings of these pictures.  The gods are revealed in their deeds.  In all ancient near-Eastern cultures, men were created to work for the gods, to serve them.  The doubling of “reveal” and “work” is like putting an exclamation point behind the idea.  The gods demand double the work.  They claim twice the power.  They demand even more work from your hands.

The audience of ex-slaves would certainly know first hand the cruel power of the gods.  They served the Egyptian Pharaoh and his taskmasters for generations.  The gods of the Egyptians became the spiritual oppressors of the Hebrews.  The opening phrase of this commandment is not a universalized prohibition against any generalized pagan god.  It is specifically aimed at those gods who demanded work and service.  

It is important to note the translation, “shall have,” actually comes from a verb that means “to occur, to happen, to be, to become, to come to pass.”  The translation reflects Western philosophic ideas of possession.  But Hebrew’s dynamic language uses the verb haya in a different sense.  As TWOT notes, haya is almost never used to denote simple existence or identification.  As a copula (like “is”) it is strikingly absent.  This is why words like “is” are often added to the translated text.  In this case, it seems unlikely that haya has an original sense of possession.  With the pictograph we notice that the connection is to deeds and work, not to ownership.  By extension, we could say that “have” means “to make with your own hands, to reveal something of your own work.”  The symbol of the hand (Yod) employed twice could suggest that this is entirely a human effort.  Perhaps the better translation given the original audience and the prevailing culture would be, “You shall not make and gods.”  Aaron’s action with the golden calf certainly fits this.

Compare this pictograph with the usual spelling of the name of the God of Israel, Yod-Hey-Vav-Hey.  Work/deed still involved in the name.  But this revelation is followed by a Vav, not another Yod.  The Vav is the picture of a hook or nail.  It secures or attaches one thing to another.  In the name YHVH, this letter attaches one Hey to the other Hey.  The preceding verse contains this spelling of the divine name.  The doubled Yod is absent.  Perhaps we could read this name as “And Deeds!” indicating that the God of the Hebrews is known by His deeds and His deeds alone whereas the false gods are known only through the deeds of men because they have no power of their own.  The “other” gods are the workmanship of human hands.  YHVH is revealed in His own deeds.

This provides another possible interpretation of the pictograph.  While the “gods” are revealed in the work of men twice over, YHVH is revealed in the security of His own deeds.  His work is guaranteed.  The work of the gods depends entirely on the continued efforts of men.  The gods are literally “the work of men revealed in the work of men.”  But YHVH is the God who in revealed in the covenant of His own deeds.

Ah, so much to explore.  Perhaps this same exercise whets your appetite and you will come to the Phoenix conference.

Topical Index: Paleo-Hebrew, Exodus 20:3, lo, yihiye, you shall have, no
May 11  Devote yourselves to prayer, keeping alert in it with an attitude of thanksgiving.  Colossians 4:2  NASB

The Prayer Imperative

Devote – Yes, it’s fine for Paul to say this.  After all, he is a saint.  But for you and me?  No, devotion to prayer is just too much, especially when it includes “keeping alert.”  I don’t know about you, but it’s all I can do to stay awake!  The NASB choice of “devote” for the Greek verb proskartereo leaves me feeling as if I can never measure up.  Yes, I know prayer is at the heart of my relationship with God.  I know that prayer is essential to the Hebraic idea of being human.  But “devote” just seems too high a standard for me.  I have never spent an entire day in prayer.  I have rarely spent even an entire hour.  How can I hope to be devoted to something that seems to tax my ability to concentrate?  

Maybe I need to know a bit more about Paul’s choice of verb.  The root of proskartereo is kartereo which actually doesn’t mean the super-emotional, hyper-commitment we might associate with “devote.”  Kartereo actually has two meanings, “to be strong” and “to endure steadfastly.”  It is the LXX Greek equivalent of the Hebrew barak (to bless), found in the most unusual of passages, Job 2:9.  Apparently, kartereo is akin to crying out.  Yes, I can do that.  I can cry out before the Lord, even if my crying out is intensely brief.  I can exclaim both my trust in Him and my need for rescue.  I can shout His praises and yell about my circumstances.  If that’s what Paul had in mind, I can do it.

What about the second meaning—“to endure steadfastly.”  That idea is found in 2 Maccabees 7:17.  It’s related to martyrdom.  It means to persevere to the very end.  Can I do that?  Well, probably.  At this point I am convinced that I would not give up my pursuit of YHVH even if it meant death.  I’m not keen to find out, of course, especially if it involves torture.  But I don’t think I will ever give up this path.  So I guess I meet the second requirement of kartereo as well.  I intend to persevere.  I plan to never let go.  
There’s just one problem.  Kartereo is only found in the apostolic writings in one place—and it isn’t here (it’s in Hebrews 11:27).  What we find here is proskartereo, the combination of our root with the pros, a word that strengthens the meaning and adds the idea of gong toward something.  So apparently crying out and enduring isn’t quite enough.  I must strain in the crying out and press toward the enduring.  But is that “devotion”?  I’m not sure our country music kind of devotion is really appropriate here.  After all, proskartereo is found in Yeshua’s comment about being constantly ready (Mark 3:9) and in the description of the disciples persistence in prayer (Acts 1:14) but not in the great story of Mary’s devotion (Luke 10:42).  I rather believe that Paul has Hannah in mind.  The prayer of intensity and tenacity is the prayer of proskartereo.  And that I can do.  Thankfully.  Others may question my devotion, but the Lord knows my intensity.

Topical Index:  prayer, proskartereo, devotion, Colossians 4:2
May 12  One of themselves, a prophet of their own, said, “Cretans are always liars, evil beasts, lazy gluttons.”  Titus 1:12  NASB

Inspired Poet?

Prophet – Once a student at the seminary refused to take my class of prayer because one of my required texts was by Henri Nouwen.  Since Nouwen confessed that he struggled with homosexual thoughts, this man claimed nothing Nouwen wrote could be considered worthy.  In the same way, I read a review of Guardian Angel that claimed since I do not have a beard, I could not be Torah observant and therefore whatever I wrote about Genesis must be in error.  I am sure you have had similar experiences.

How should we treat the words and work of those outside the walls of our fellowship?  What do we do about human reason, art and effort that doesn’t come with “approved by our God” labels?  Perhaps we get some hints from Paul himself.  In this letter to Titus, now an officially canonized document of the Church, Paul actually cites a Greek mystic.  Donna Dozier comments:  “From these concepts, Jews began to view and separate their religion as “Hellenistic Judaism” (those who lived in the Diaspora and spoke and wrote in Greek, and incorporated Greek ways into their Judaism) and “Palestinian Judaism” (those who lived in Judea, spoke and wrote in Hebrew and Aramaic, and tried to keep their Judaism pure). Shaye Cohen writes that “This conception was inspired by the figure of Paul of Tarsus, who seemed to represent the urbane and cosmopolitan (that is, not law-observant) Jew of the Diaspora in contrast with the “orthodox” and legalistic Jews of Judea.” (Shaye Cohen 27)  Paul (Sha’ul) did declare himself to be a student of Gamli'el and an interesting note regarding ‘Greek wisdom’ in Gamli'el’s school can be found in the Talmud (b. Sotah 49b):

“But is Greek philosophy forbidden? Behold Rab Judah declared that Samuel said in the name of Rabban Simeon b. Gamaliel, What means that which is written: My eye affects my soul, because of all the daughters of my city?  There were a thousand pupils in my father’s house; five hundred studied Torah and five hundred studied Greek wisdom, and of these there remained only I here and the son of my father’s brother in Assia!  It was different with the household of Rabban Gamaliel because they had close associations with the Government.” (Hegg 40)
This goes a long way in explaining some of the Hellenism apparent in Paul’s teachings. In Acts 17:28 Paul debates with philosophers and quotes a local philosopher, Aratus from Phaenomena 5; in Titus 1:12 he quotes Epimenides; in 1 Cor. 15:33, he quotes Meander. (Hegg 40) but this Hellenism makes him no less Jewish in his own eyes or in the eyes of the Jews around him. He still declares that he, like James, still lives according to the law (Acts 21:24), has a zeal for Torah (Acts 22:3), declares himself to be a Pharisee (Acts 22:6), a Hebrew of Hebrews (Phil 3:4-6) and at the end of his life, recounts that he served God “the way my forefathers did…”  (2 Tim 1:3).”
 

I find lessons about the truth of God’s creation in all sorts of places.  In the blues, in movies, in documents and studies that are sometimes written to reject Him.  I find material that underscores my trust in His government, justice and faithfulness in the oddest places.  Places that sometimes others wouldn’t even look.  But the invisible hand of God works through the lives of men if we look.  We can close our eyes to it all and read only the canonized and authorized.  But apparently Paul did more than that.

I wonder why?

Topical Index:  Epimenides, Titus 1:12, prophet
May 13  And the four living creatures, each one of them having six wings, are full of eyes around and within; and day and night they do not cease to say,

“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God, the Almighty, who was and who is and who is to come.”  Revelation 4:8  NASB

The Fall

Was/is/is to come – “Once I was not, that I was, and now I am no more: what more is there to be said.”
  The struggle of Man is the struggle of meaning in a dying world.  No question vexes the mind of Man more than this one:  Why is there death?  What is the purpose of my life if all ends in death, obliteration, destruction?  Belief in the immortality of the soul arises from a need to extend life beyond the grave, to find some sort of eternal justice, some recompense for the sorrows of living, the abuse of power, the plight of the righteous.  This belief is very old, far older than the Greek philosophers and poets.  Its entry into Western thought most likely occurred as early as the 8th century BC.  It appears to have migrated to Greece from the Middle East through the Cult of Souls associated with the intoxicating rituals of the worship of Dionysus.  

Edwin Rohde’s classic work on this subject was written in 1921, nearly 100 years ago.  Rohde concludes his work with a sweeping view of the impact of the Greeks on Western civilization.  It is worth reading in full.  As you read this, reflect on our circumstances nine decades later.  Notice as the vital energy of the Greek world declined, something else came into its place to fill the vacuum.  Reflect for a moment on the apparent loss of the greatest musicians, artists and craftsmen like those of the Renaissance.  Ask yourself if you see our world along this curve.  Consider the implications for power, empire and control.

“In the West the old order vanished more swiftly and submitted more completely to the new forces than in the Hellenized East.  It was not that the old civilization was any less rotten in the East than in the West.  The enfeebled hand and the failing mind betray themselves in every utterance—in the last spasms of vital energy that inspired the art and literature of moribund Greece.  The impoverishment of the vital forces out of which Greece had once brought forth the flower of it special and characteristic spirit makes itself felt in the altered relation of the individual to the whole, and of the totality of visible life to the shadowy power of the unseen world.  Individualism has had its day.  No longer is the emancipation of the individual the object of man’s endeavor; no longer is he required to arm himself against all that is not himself, that is outside the region of his free will and choice.  He is not strong enough, and should not feel himself strong enough, to trust to the self-conscious strength of his own intelligence.  Authority—an authority that is the same for all—must be his guide.  Rationalism is dead.  In the last years of the second century a religious reaction begins to assert itself and makes itself felt more and more in the period that follows.  Philosophy itself becomes at last a religion, drawing its nourishment from surmise and revelation.  The invisible world wins the day over the meager present, so grievously bound down by the limitation of mere experience.  No longer does the soul await with courage and calmness whatever may be hidden behind the dark curtain of death.  Life seemed to need something to complete it.  And how faded and grey life had become—a rejuvenation upon this earth seemed to be out of the question.  All the more complete, in consequence, is the submission that throws itself with closed eyes and eager yearning upon another world, situated now far beyond the limits of the known or knowable world of the living.  Hopes and a vague longing, a shrinking before the mysterious terrors of the unknown, fill the soul.  Never in the history of the ancient world is the belief in an immortal life of the soul after death a matter of such burning and exacerbated ardour as in these last days when the antique civilization was preparing to breathe it last.”

Now consider this.  Paul was a missionary in this declining culture.  What message would he have considered most vital?  How would he wish to turn the direction of the culture?  Would he proclaim forgiveness for something called “sin”?  Would the Gentile world respond to that?  Would he demand submission to the authority of an organization, a “church,” an infallible hierarchy?  What would he say to those who were ready to give up reality in this world for a guaranteed place in the beyond?

And what would he tell us today?

Topical Index:  Revelation 4:8, Edwin Rohde, immortality, Psyche, Greece
May 14  For I do not want you to be unaware, brethren, that our fathers were all under the cloud and all passed through the sea; and all were baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea;  1 Corinthians 10:1-2  NASB
Avoid Israel’s Mistakes

Into – If you read these verses in the electronic version of the NASB, you will find them under the column caption “Avoid Israel’s Mistakes.”  I suppose it’s possible to summarize Paul’s list of events in the wilderness as Israel’s mistakes, but that seems to overlook Paul’s consistent phrase “as some of them did.”  In other words, the far more appropriate caption for this section seems to me to be what Paul actually says in verse 14, “Flee idolatry.”  To suggest that Israel (that is, all of Israel) made these mistakes actually ignores what Paul writes.  Furthermore, Paul is writing to Gentiles who have become believers and their issue is not the disobedience of some of Israel in the wilderness.  Their issue is idolatry.  Israel’s experiences with God in the wilderness are only parallels because idolatry is the common thread.  In fact, Paul’s opening remark makes it clear that these examples of disobedience are atypical.  We can see this by paying attention to the preposition “into” (eis).  

The Greek preposition eis is about location.  In theological usage in the apostolic writings, eis often describes the transposition of the believer from a world of pagan affiliation to the world of the Way, a commitment to live according to the teachings of the Messiah.  Therefore, eis is connected to salvation and the choice to change direction and follow a new path.  Gentiles would certainly understand this spatial connotation since even Greek pagan religions associated eis with the connection between the divine and earthly realms.  So Paul uses a preposition that has significant religious association in both the Gentile and Jewish worlds.  But notice what Paul connects with this preposition.  Israel was baptized into Moses.  Amplifying the spatial transposition of the preposition, Paul is saying that Israel was transported into the world of Moses.  What world was that?  There can be only one summary answer: Torah.  Moses, the great prophet of Torah, provides Israel with its unique direction for the Way.  Moses’ relationship with God is entirely Torah based.  No other prophet of Israel attains the position of Moses.  Without Moses, Israel has no extraordinary relationship with the Kingdom and the King.  For all intents and purposes, Moses’ revelation brings the nation of Israel into existence.  To be baptized into Moses is the equivalent of saying what Heschel notes:  “A Jew without Torah is obsolete.”

Paul uses this metaphor to call Gentiles into faith.  What faith is that?  Every example Paul cites in the litany of those whom God punished were Israelites who rejected the full implications of Torah.  Paul is not suggesting that Jews were baptized into Torah but Gentiles are baptized into some other kingdom.  To be in the Kingdom is to be baptized into Moses.  The revelation of Moses remains the constitution of the Kingdom.  Just as Israel became a nation when it adopted Torah, so Gentiles become part of the same Kingdom with the same action.  The method changes.  The constitution does not.

Topical Index:  into, eis, Torah, Moses, baptism, 1 Corinthians 10:1-2
May 15   “The Torah and Gentiles” 

By Bob Gorelik

The Torah was not “invented” at Mt. Sinai. Since it reflects the character of God, it was woven into the fabric of the universe at Creation. And, it is not just for the Jewish people. Not only are there seven principles, sometimes referred to as the “Noahide Commandments,” that all nations are obligated to observe—throughout Jewish history, there have been Gentiles with a heart for God who have attached themselves to Israel and observed the Commandments given to them as well. This is attested to by the Rabbis in (among other places): 

Sifre Deuteronomy, #343; Yalkut Shemoni, Berakhah, #9511 

“At His right hand was a fiery law unto them” (Deut. 33:2). The verse asserts that words of Torah are likened to fire. As fire was given from heaven, so were words of Torah given from heaven. (Israel were told, “Ye yourselves have seen that I talked with you from heaven” [Exod. 20:22].) Even as fire is life for the world, so words of Torah are life for the world. Fire: close up to it, one is scorched; away from it, one is chilled; near but not too near, one enjoys it. So are words of Torah: as long as a man labors in them, they are life for him; but when he separates himself from them, they slay him. Even as fire is made use of in this world and in the world-to-come, so words of Torah are made use of in this world and in the world-to-come. Even as fire when used leaves a mark on a man’s body, so words of Torah when used leave a mark on the body. Fire: they who work with it are readily distinguishable from other mortals. So, too—by their walk, by their speech, by their garments in the marketplace—disciples of the wise are just as readily distinguishable. 

1 Sifre Deuteronomy and Yalkut Shimoni are Midrashim (sing. Midrash)—from the Hebrew, “investigation, interpretation, or exposition.” Most Midrashim are continuous exegetical commentaries on books of the Hebrew Bible. 

Sifre Deuteronomy, #306; Yalkut Shemoni, Haazinu, #942 

“My doctrine shall drop as the rain” (Deut. 32:2). Even as rain gives life to the world, so words of To-rah give life to the world. But while some people in the world rejoice in rain, others are grieved by it. Thus he whose pit or vat is full of wine, or his threshing floor full of grain, is distressed by rain. Is the same true of words of Torah? [No indeed], for Scripture goes on to say, “My speech shall distill as the dew” (Deut. 32:2). As all people in the world—all—rejoice in dew, so all people in the world, in all of it, rejoice in words of Torah. 

“As showers upon the tender grass” (Deut. 32:2)—as showers coming down upon blades of grass raise them up and make them grow, so words of Torah raise up those who study them and make them grow. “And droplets upon the herb” (ibid.)—as the droplets that come down upon herbs re-fresh them and make them beautiful, so words of Torah refresh those who study them and make them beautiful. 

This perspective is obviously based, in part, on the words of the Prophet Isaiah: 
2 In the last days the mountain of the Lord's temple will be established as chief among the mountains … and all nations (gôyim [gentiles]) will stream to it. 3 Many peoples will come and say, “Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD, to the house of the God of Jacob. He will teach us his ways, so that we may walk in his paths.” The law will go out from Zion … 4 He will judge between the nations … They will beat their swords into plowshares … (Isa 2:2-4). 
7 On this mountain he will destroy the shroud that enfolds all peoples, the sheet that covers all nations (gôyim); 8 he will swallow up death forever … (he) will wipe away the tears from all faces … 9 In that day they will say, “Surely this is our God; we trusted in him, and he saved us” (Isa 25:7-9). 

And, on the words of Yeshua too: 
18 Then Yeshua came to (his disciples) and said, “… 19 go and make disciples of all nations … 20 and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you (Mat 28:18-19).
Topical Index:  Torah, Gentiles, Bob Gorelik
May 16 and having brought them forth, said, “Sirs, what must I do -- that I may be saved?”  Acts 16:30  NASB

Proof of Life

Saved - How do you know you’re saved?  If you realize that The Hebraic/Jewish world of the apostolic writings does not adopt the Platonic separation of the material (earth) and the spiritual (heaven) then you might ask, “What if the question is not about the guarantee of heaven but about discipleship on earth?”  What if the question is about “How can I keep on living” rather than “How can I escape this world?”  The man who asked this question of Paul was a jailer in the Roman Empire.  He knew about orders and discipline.  That’s why he feared for his life that the prisoners had escaped.  The answer he needs must make a difference here and now, not bye-and-bye.  What if the answer to the question is not about a mental state or a one-time declaration that changes your legal status according to the Roman idea of law but rather a question about how you are going to go on living in this world in the circumstances you have?  What if we asked the question a different way?  How do you know you are a follower?  

Answer: Simple—you obey.

“Many will say, Lord, Lord, didn’t we . . ,” but did they?  Did they really obey the Master or did they do what they thought was required, needed, expedient in order to secure their place in the Kingdom?  Did they make their own rules, follow their own paths or did the do what the Master told them to do?

The gospels teach us that proof of spiritual transformation is the external confirmation by others and the internal confirmation of the Spirit.  There is nothing here about my confirmation to myself.  The Jewish principle of the witness is not about me confirming my own statements.  It is about the observations of at least two others.  How do I know that I’m saved?  Ask others what they see in me.  Obedience is obvious.
When God brings judgment in order to bring restoration, it is often severe.  In this case, it was life-threatening for the jailer.  But God’s judgment is almost always with the purpose of facilitating mercy.  Wrath is delayed because judgment prevails.  Fortunately, sinners are rarely in the hands of an angry God.  What God wants is restoration, not retribution.  That should lead us back to the question, “What must I do to be saved?”  The question is not a hapax legomenon of spirituality.  Again and again we face the interrogator.  The question is repeated but our answer can be eternally secure.  “Hineni.”  “I am here.” “Yes, Lord, your servant awaits instruction.”  Obedience is the eternal observable condition of present salvation.

Topical Index:  saved, obedience, Acts 16:30
May 17  He who testifies to these things says, “Yes, I am coming quickly.”  Amen.  Come, Lord Jesus.  Revelation 22:20  NASB

Not a Moment Too Soon

Quickly – I don’t know about you, but it doesn’t seem to quickly to me.  Two thousand years and counting.  Maybe God’s idea of quick is completely irrelevant to ours.  There are plenty of days when I wish quick would have meant 1969 or 1972 or 1975, but now here I am, still waiting.  I remember my grandmother telling me that she had a vision from God that she would not die before the return of the Lord.  She passed away 25 years ago.  I wait.

Then I think about the rabbis’ perspective.  “Lord, please don't come back yet.  There are many who have yet to discover Your joy, to find Your grace, to know You.  Please delay so that they will not be lost.”  Why am I in such a hurry to make “quickly” a reality?  Perhaps I am thinking only of myself.

But it does seem like a long time.  

The Greek doesn't help much.  It is tachys.  It definitely means “swift, as soon as possible, speedily.”  No wiggle room there.  Apparently the actor in John’s vision gave him the impression that it would soon be over.  That’s hard to reconcile with the real result.  Was John mistaken?  Did the person in his vision say something else?  Or are we required to go through the theological gymnastics needed to reconcile tachys with a two-thousand year delay?  I really don’t know.  Perhaps that’s why the vision on Patmos tends to push me toward a Stoic attitude.  Whatever happens, happens.  “Que sera, sera” and all that.  I just have no clue when or how.  I am resigned to waiting  while trying to adjust my attitude to that of the rabbis.  But some days it just doesn’t help very much.  Some days I just want it to be over.

Do you ever feel like that?  “It’s time, Lord.  I just don’t want to do any more.  I just want rest.  Can’t you come back and finish the job?”  I suspect that one of my exhaustion points comes from not really having Shabbat.  Maybe I wouldn’t be quite so ready for the closing curtain if I took a regular intermission.  Maybe my cry for His coming is really just about needing rest.  And the reason He hasn’t arrived is because we mostly don’t know how to rest even if He did return.  We are way out of practice.  What do you suppose it would look like if we were bored in the Millennium?  In a world that can’t stand to stand still, I have allowed myself the dysfunctional pleasure of being continuously on the move.  How will I fare in the Kingdom of Shabbat?  

I guess I need more practice before I can truly say, “Come.  Lord Yeshua.”

Topical Index:  quickly, tachys, rest, Shabbat, Sabbath, return, Revelation 22:20

May 18  Know that wisdom is thus for your soul; if you find it, then there will be a future, and your hope will not be cut off.  Proverbs 24:14  NASB

Proverbs of My Own

Wisdom – Proverbs is the collection of wisdom sayings designed to awaken the reader and encourage contemplation that results in changes of behavior.  Many proverbs are now part of the culture’s colloquialisms.  Perhaps it would be a good exercise to write some of your own “wisdom” discoveries.  Here are a few of mine.

Life is hard.  Why should faith be any different?  We think faith should be easy, but it can’t be any easier than life.  In fact, it must be harder since faith is a learned behavior.

To give God glory is to second His thoughts. That means bringing my mind into alignment and acting according to His opinions, setting aside my own views and accepting the views of the One Who knows, submitting to His will. Then, and only then, will I give Him His due.

Don’t anchor your hope in the sand of terra firma. Cast those anchors on heavenly shores and wait for the tide to turn.

My suffering today pushes me toward a deeper dependency and a greater hope. I need Him. That is sometimes all that I know.

God said to Cain, “Sin crouches at the door, ready to attack, but you must master it.” The first battle of distributed authority is internal. You must get God’s point of view on the matter.

The world does not recognize servants, only celebrities. Be careful.

“I must decrease so that He can increase.” That’s the motto of God’s great leaders. It should also be the watchword of those in authority.

God shapes how we live and what we do, not just what we think. God’s gift is behavioral alignment and correction. A sound mind is seen in the hands and feet of obedience.

Knowledge is not my problem. Acting is my problem. So many times we know exactly what we should do. We just don’t do it. 

Disobedience renders life powerless. God doesn’t have to put a spell on you. Sin has powerlessness built into it.

The great paradox of the Bible is this: You are set free so that you can choose to be a slave

God's operating plan for blessings is distribution, not accumulation.

Topical Index:  proverbs, wisdom, Proverbs 24:14

May 19  “Therefore Pilate said to Him, ‘So You are a king?’ Jesus answered, ‘You say correctly that I am a king. For this I have been born, and for this I have come into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth hears My voice.’” John 18:37  NASB 

Madness

For this – Pues el delito mayor del hombre es haber nacido (For man’s greatest sin is that he was born). Pedro Calderon de la Barca, in Life is a Dream. (Segismundo, Act I, Scene II).  

Madness has enveloped the earth.  Calderon captures it perfectly.  If we are born sinners, then our greatest crime is to exist.  And we must pay for this violation of cosmic order.  We must pay with death.  Madness.  For no choice of your own, you are held accountable to a capital offense under the wrath of an angry God.  Your very existence is a blight on the universe.  What is your sin?  You were born.

Imagine living with this specter overshadowing your existence.  Imagine what this does to your sense of justice, your idea of God.  If it is true that you and I are guilty simply because we are born, then what can justice really mean?  Madness.  A world created by an insane God.  Who would create such a place, punishing with eternal damnation the creatures unfortunate to be the by-product of “love”?  In fact, if this is really true, the greatest antidote to the madness of God is to refuse to propagate the species.  End it now.  Why bring children into a world like this?  The greatest love is to refuse them life.

Couple this madness with the idea that God foreknows all of this and you will see why the intellectuals of the age walked away from this God.  He is no Father, no caretaker of the race.  He is worse than Satan himself, knowing in advance that He intends to hold everyone guilty for acts perpetrated upon them without any choice of their own.  Would you ever worship such a god?  You might be compelled to do obeisance but only as a result of threat.  Calderon is right.  If this is the God of the universe, all of creation is a product of insanity.

Yeshua was born.  Serious theological gymnastics were invented to exempt him from the blight of existing.  But if we put aside the theology, and the nonsense it creates, if we read the words spoken by our Savior, we cannot accept Calderon’s conclusion to Augustine’s mistake.  Yeshua was born into this world to establish a Kingdom of Truth!  That Kingdom portrays the Father as the Great Hunter, seeking the lost love of His chosen people, willing to do whatever it takes to woo them back into His truly loving care.  That Kingdom is filled with compassion, not willing for a single one to be lost.  That Kingdom rests on grace, favor poured out on the innocent and the guilty.  Yeshua came into this world to redeem it from madness, the madness of men who viewed life as burden, balance scales and blameworthiness.  Yeshua was born so that you and I might be freed from the psychopathology of theology.
Topical Index:  madness, John 18:37, born, sinful nature, Calderon, Augustine

May 20   Israel 2014 audio files
May 21 Therefore, to one who knows the right thing to do and does not do it, to him it is sin.  James 4:17 NASB

Relative Ethics

Right thing – Before you quickly read through this verse as you probably have dozens of times, ask yourself, “How is the right thing determined?”  Who decides what is the “right thing”?  James implies something that we might find very uncomfortable.  James implies that what is right is determined by what you know.  It isn’t a list of rules, a set of divine principles or an external moral code that determines if you are doing the right thing.  It’s what you know.  If you don’t know it, then you can’t violate it.  

“But, wait!” you shout.  “That can’t work.  There has to be some kind of standard or else everything is just whatever I happen to believe.”  And, of course, there must be.  But the fact that the standard exists doesn’t make it your standard.  Your determination of what is right depends on your examination, study, evaluation and commitment.  It is relative, in a way, because it doesn’t specify each and every action you must take, but behind James’ declaration is another factor that changes this relativity into something far more stable.  The problem is that we often take this verse out of the context of James’ entire letter and audience, and therefore we think James has become an advocate of a new morality.  But James is a Jew and he is writing to the synagogues in the Dispersion.  He assumes Torah.  Like all committed Jews, whether believers in Yeshua as Messiah or not, James could not imagine a world without the guideposts of Torah.  As Heschel says, “A Jew without Torah is obsolete.”  And James without Torah is a post-modern relativist.

James is absolutely not arguing that whatever you believe is good enough.  What is he arguing is that once you enter into a Torah-based community (which is every community he addressed), then the question is how much and how well you understand what Torah asks and implies.  If you have determined that this particular behavior is not justified by Torah, then you are accountable for not keeping it.  If you have not yet determined what Torah says about a particular action, then you are not accountable.  For example, if you just can’t make up your mind about speaking in tongues after you have studied, consulted and conversed with the Scriptures and the authorities in your community, then it is not a sin to refrain.  You don’t know, so you can’t do.  But if you have decided that keeping Shabbat (for which there is no alternative) means you must cease sporting activities on that day, then you must be accountable for your action regarding sports.

Two crucial equivocations might result from misreading James.  The first is that your personal ethics are just that—personal, and no one should tell you what to do.  That is a Greek idea unimaginable to a Jew.  Torah is not only God’s instruction, it is very, very personal.  God cares about how you act.  So should you.  The second equivocation is that as long as I have decided for sure what behavior is required, I have an excuse.  This is also Greek because it fails to deal with the community of my identity.  Community has a direct relationship to my choices and my commitment to a community often means that I adopt a particular behavior even if I have not fully determined its complete meaning because it is what the community does.  Knowing in Hebrew is much broader than just having the facts.  

So, to those who belong to a Torah community, and who by association or personal conviction have determined what God demands of them, but fail to do so, to them it is sin.

I have a lot to change.  What about you?

Topical Index:  sin, know, oida, hamartia, James 4:17
May 22  But concerning the Gentiles who have believed, we wrote, having decided that they should abstain from meat sacrificed to idols and from blood and from what is strangled and from fornication.”  Acts 21:25  NASB
Who Translates What

Abstain from – Recently a reader questioned my contention that the Acts 15 Jerusalem counsel did not establish a separate behavioral code for Gentiles.  He provided the following translation of Acts 21:25 as proof.  "But we are telling the Gentiles to do no such thing but rather sent them a letter that they should…observe our four requirements.”  I have determined that this translation is based on the Textus Receptus, the Greek text used as the basis of the original King James version and now found to contain several errors among which is the addition of the phrase translated “no such thing.”
  But I want to call your attention to the final phrase, “observe our four requirements.”  The Greek text contains no such language.  In Greek, the message is to abstain from four practices, not to observe four requirements.  If we already believe that abstaining from the four practices mentioned is the equivalent of observing all that is required, then it is possible to translate the verse this way, but it requires a prior theological commitment to a two-Torah view.  Nothing in the text itself suggests that the counsel required observance of only these four.  

Once again we find that our perception of what was actually transpiring in the accounts of Acts depends not so much on what the text says as it depends on what we already believe about the earliest Messianic community.  And for most of us, what we believe about the earliest Messianic community is not a reflection of what actually happened but rather the importation of what we have experienced in our churches.  We are convinced, and we have been taught, that the earliest community that followed the Messiah was Christian.  That means the community looked like what we experience in the church.  Therefore, we read into the text what we believe to be true of the church and the result is a complete misunderstanding of the record of Acts.  

The communities in Jerusalem and all the other places Paul visited in the book of Acts were not Christian!  They were Jewish communities made up of followers of YHWH.  They were orthodox, proselytes, believers in Yeshua as the Messiah and recent Gentile additions.  All four groups were in fellowship in the synagogue communities.  All members of the fellowship followed Torah in some form or another.  There was never any question about leaving the Jewish way of life.  The only question was, “Is Yeshua the Messiah?”  Virtually nothing that we experience in the practice of the church was part of the communities of Acts.  Every time we read our Christian heritage into the text, we violate the context and culture of the original.  If we want to understand Acts (or Paul), we must think like first century Jews, not Christians.

I realize that this claim stands in opposition to most Christians’ conceptions of Acts.  I acknowledge that most Christians think of Acts as stories about the “church.”  But that’s just not possible.  The text is Jewish through and through.  The context, practices, teachings and circumstances are Jewish.  It’s time to recognize that what happened in the first century happened in Jewish circles.  Christianity came later—about 150 years later, and when it came, it threw out as many Jewish things as it could.  But James and John and Paul didn’t.

Topical Index:  abstain, observe, Christian, Torah, Acts 21:25
May 23  “For your guilt teaches your mouth, and you choose the language of the crafty.”  Job 15:5  NASB

Gardening

Crafty – “Naked I came into the world” is another way to say that when I arrived I didn’t have a hidden agenda.  That’s what we learn from the phonetically similar Hebrew word arom in Genesis 2:25.  Adam and Havvah were arummim (‘naked”) and not ashamed.  Why weren’t they ashamed?  Nakedness is almost always associated with shamefulness in the Bible.  They were not ashamed because they had nothing to hide.  But not so the serpent.  In the very next verse we encounter the word used here by Eliphaz, arum.  Here it means cunning, crafty, understood in the LXX as “ready to do anything.”  Sometimes it is positive (as in “prudent”) but often it is negative.  The Genesis passage sets the tone for our understanding of this word.  Eliphaz helps us see how it applies to us.

Guilt teaches us the manipulative use of words.  Without confession and repentance we learn to be masters of deflection, rationalization and excuse.  The degree to which we justify our disobedience is limited only by the tools of rhetoric.  We use words to hide from ourselves.  Perhaps Adam’s fig leaves were nothing more than the utterances of defense.  

Notice Eliphaz observes that such eloquence is a choice.  It is a display of controlled linguistic contortion.  Words ultimately belong to God.  They are intended to reveal His purposes, His character and His truth.  But like most loans to humanity, they can be twisted for other purposes.  The yetzer ha’ra is not mute even if he only whispers.  Perhaps we would draw closer to the Father more quickly if we paid attention to our favorite pretexts.  Would you be willing to write them down?  

No human being is born with a native tongue.  It must be learned by association, context and practice.  We might say the same for arum.  Associate yourself with excuses, find a context for justification and self-approval, practice rationalization, explanation and apology and you learn the language of the serpent.  Now you can hide behind a wall of words and do as you please.  Whoever has the dictionary of deceit rules.

Eliphaz teaches us the escape path from this linguistic labyrinth.  Remove the guilt and speak the truth.  Removing the guilt is what God does when we speak the truth and that starts when we speak the truth about ourselves to Him.  “Father, I am full of excuses.  I am choking on my own justifications.  My ears are filled with the sounds of the serpent.  I wear a belt of pride to cover my shame.  I have learned to lie—to You and to myself.  You, Lord, are the only One who speaks truth.  Let me come into Your presence once again so that I may be taught Your words.  Help me, Father, to teach my mouth Your praises, to learn of You and repeat what You have declared.  I need a new language if I am to be delivered from the one I taught myself.”

Topical Index:  arum, arom, naked, crafty, guilt, excuse, Job 15:5
May 24  “Do you hear the secret counsel of God, and limit wisdom to yourself?”  Job 15:8 NASB

The Priesthood of the Believer

Limit – What do I know?  That God is good, man is born to turmoil and I am a sinner in need of deliverance.  The cosmos is His creation, I am blessed to be alive and righteousness will fill the earth.  What do I know?  Knowledge is a function of community, I don’t exist without others and God loves Israel.  Not much, but very important.  All the rest is still in process.  But most believers don’t think in terms of process.  They think in terms of certainty.  That’s where Eliphaz confronts us.  Would I limit God’s wisdom to my understanding?  The Hebrew verb here is gara (to clip, diminish, restrain, keep back, withdraw).  It’s a word of personal confrontation for most Christians because of our inheritance from Luther.
One of the consequences of Luther’s doctrine of the priesthood of all believers is the destruction of communal authority.  In an effort to remove the papal hierarchy, Luther threw away any intermediary between God and His children.  Gone are the priests, Catholic or Hebrew.  Now God comes to each of us individually, whispering the secrets of the Scriptures through the warming glow of the Spirit.  There is no longer any need for the rabbi or the preacher.  Just open the Bible, clear your mind and let God guide you into the truth (isn’t that what Yeshua says the Spirit will do?).  Luther invented the perfect excuse for meditating minds and linguistic lapses.  In fact, I really don’t even need the Word.  Just let the Spirit within me direct my paths. 

Such thinking leads to David Koresh, Jim Jones and the hundreds of other cult leaders.  Psychological certainty (the idea that I have a direct channel to God) has created innumerable mystics, all of whom disagree about what God said to the other person.  They drift into personal solipsism and become gods of their own exegesis.  But don’t raise an objection.  That only proves you haven’t heard.  Change the channel instead.

Luther might have been right about each believer’s access to the Father, but that never replaced the community of counsel or the discipline of direction.  Only arrogance could suppose that we know it all or that the Spirit speaks only to us.  Nothing in the Hebrew prophetic tradition suggests that God is my personal savior.  Rather, I am grafted into a community of His redeemed people.  God saves Israel.  I choose to belong to them.

Whenever people begin their Scriptural exegesis with “God revealed this to me,” I am inclined to think of Jesus Just Left Chicago (ZZ Top) and walk out the door.  

By the way, if you happen to be in an “assembly” (I won’t call it “church”) where someone (leader or otherwise) is immune to critical assessment, dialogue or objection, then you probably should listen to ZZ Top while the “expert” drones.  At least the music will be good.

Topical Index:  limit, priesthood of the believer, Job 15:8
May 25  The elders who rule well are to be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who work hard at preaching and teaching.  For the Scripture says, “You shall not muzzle the ox while he is threshing,” and “The laborer is worthy of his wages.”  1 Timothy 5:17-18  NASB
Where’s Waldo?

Preaching and teaching – About 39.8 percent of the people who receive this message will actually read it.  Of that number, about 5.8% will look up the verse, spend a minute considering the implications or engage the Lord in prayer about what they learn.  Those aren’t guesses.  They are the average statistics for Today’s Word readers for many years now.  And of the 40,000 people who view the page on the web site, less than 1/10 of 1% will make any commitment to join us.  I find this extremely disheartening.  It often makes me feel as if I am doing something wrong or that my efforts just aren’t good enough to attract most of these readers to a deeper walk and a greater commitment.  Of course, those of you who are reading this right now might not feel this way, but I’m not writing to you (and I don’t know how to write to those who aren’t going to read).  It’s discouraging.

In Israel last month one of the participants told me that she always believed I was simply a retired rich man who did this out of the goodness of his heart.  She had no idea that my livelihood depends on those who follow my work.  Most of you who read this realize that I am the ox, threshing God’s Word in order to sift the good grain.  My call is to work His message so we will all understand it better.  And the ox needs to eat too.

Last year (as usual), 20% of the 1565 subscribers to Today’s Word provided more than 80% of the support.  50% gave nothing.  That support makes it possible for me to teach groups in South Africa, Central America, England, Europe and Israel.  I could stay at home and write, but Hebraic ideas are often best communicated in person, especially with dialogue and a good soak in community living.  You, the ones reading this, make all of this possible.  I don’t know if you realize this, but you are changing the world by helping me do this.  And anytime anyone of you wishes to come along with me, you are oh-so-welcome!!  Please, join me and see just how much your support changes people.

But today, the question, “Where’s Waldo?” is answered by, “Waldo is at home, trying to understand how to make a significant difference to those who are marginally connected.”  Waldo wants wisdom to welcome fellow walkers more effectively.  Waldo needs your help.  If you know one of the 61.2% who aren’t really participating, if you know someone in the 80% who hasn’t made a commitment to this community, if you find yourself holding back some of the threshing floor grain, maybe this is a day to do something.

Rosanne faithfully reminds me that I write for an audience of One.  I know I will stand before Him when He judges me.  But I am desperate to tell Him, “Yes, and I brought all these with me so that they could see You smile.”

Topical Index: threshing floor, ox, grain, statistics, 1 Timothy 5:17-18
May 26  “Not so, with My servant Moses, He is faithful in all My household;”  Numbers 12:7  NASB

Do Unto Others

Is faithful – We aren’t surprised to find that this is the Hebrew verb ‘aman.  Its derivatives, ‘emunah and ‘emet are found all over the Tanakh.  Faithfulness and truth are inextricably linked in Hebrew thought.  The TWOT points out that the heart of the Hebrew idea of certainly is reliability, steadfastness and confidence, not (as in Greek thinking) correct correspondence with facts.  But what might surprise us a bit is that the use of ‘aman in this sentence is in the Niphal form (a Niphal participle, singular, absolute to be technical about it).  What does this mean and why is it surprising?

First, the Niphal verb form is usually passive or reflexive.  That means it describes something that happens to the subject, not something the subject does.  It is also a participle.  That means it is a verb that functions as if it were a noun or an adjective.  That means that our translation “is faithful” isn’t quite correct.  There is no “is” in this verse.  The word ne-eman (notice the nun prefix) is a verbal description, not verb state of being.  When we say, “He is faithful,” the very structure of the language implies that the subject has acted in a way that produces faith.  But this is a Greek explanation, not a Hebrew description.  In Hebrew thought, without the imported “is,” Moses wears faithfulness because God gave him the clothes.  He receives faithfulness as a garment—and it fits.  By the way, everyone in the community can see that Moses wears the clothes of faithfulness because his clothing glows of God.  Just look how he walks!

What did you do to acquire your faith?  Did you rush to the altar, make a pledge, say a prayer, join an organization, read a verse, confess a secret?  Are you suddenly aware that these actions taken by you, the subject, are not what God describes when He speaks of Moses.  Moses received faith.  He did not produce it.  He put it on.  It came to him as a perfectly tailored garment and he wore it.  What if that described you?  What if you just stopped trying to have faith and simply put on the clothes God designed for you?  What if you never again thought, “I just don’t have enough faith” and realized that getting dressed in God’s “skin” is all you need.  What if you simply put on the covering God offers?

Does this change the way you read Paul’s description of the “new man”?  Does this make a difference to the way you think about being the temple of the Holy Spirit?  Good, now let’s add just one more thing.

God’s clothes are verbs.

Think about that for awhile.  Then read Exodus 34:6-7 and Matthew 5:3-9.

Topical Index:  faithful, ne-eman, ‘aman, Numbers 12:7
May 27  Now these are the ones who came to David at Ziklag, while he was still restricted because of Saul the son of Kish; and they were among the mighty men who helped him in war.  1 Chronicles 12:1  NASB
Divine Restraint

Restricted – A great rabbi once said, “Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling because it is God who works in you.”  That raises an important personal question.  “How do you know the difference between what we are doing to deliver ourselves and what God is doing to deliver us?”  We make decisions to improve our lot.  Is it God in us also making the same decision?  We struggle to obey.  Is the Spirit in us struggling as well?  We rise.  We fall.  We deal with the routine boredom of life.  Is that also the hand of God working in us?  How much of it is me and how much of it is Him?  Is it me only when I sin while the victories I have are all of Him?  

The Hebrew verb ‘atsar (to restrain, close up, shut, withhold, detain) is essential to the idea of the sovereignty of God.  YHVH allows and restrains.  He is active in both good and bad.  Nothing occurs except through His direction or permission.  

That sounds like good theological theory, but in practice it is a bit more difficult to comprehend.  Just what is required of me if God is behind it all?  And now the tricky part.  What is required of me is to live as if God is not involved at all.  In other words, you and I have the guidebook.  We know the standards.  We are expected to live according to the declaration we make of affiliation with this community.  We have joined the club and the club rules apply.  Even if the benefactor provides no assistance.  In terms of responsibility and accountability, it is as if we have to do it on our own.  But Scripture assures us that YHVH is actively engaged in us, with us and for us to bring all this to pass even if we don’t have any idea how He does that.  We live without Him in order that we might live with Him.  And these things are a mystery.

Quite practically, this means you and I have to get up and get on with it.  We are accountable.  We are expected to perform the mitzvot.  As Oswald said, “God will never do for you what you are supposed to do for yourself.”  But there is a divine comfort in all this.  Yes, the burden of proof rests on your shoulders, but also “Yes,” the King of glory is weaving His invisible hand in your efforts to demonstrate faithfulness.  You are alone together.
Sometimes we feel as if life in the ‘olam ha’ze (this world) is nothing more than the confused burden of debt of being.  We owe, we owe, so off to work we go.  But we’re never quite sure why we owe or who holds the debt.  We just know that things aren’t right and life is hard.  We long for the meaning of it all to arrive with the olam ha’ba.  In those times it is essential to rest on the invisible involvement of God.  He is restraining His hand so that we might find our way.  David was restricted because God’s purposes were being fulfilled.  The same is true of us.  We just don't see it—yet.

Topical Index:  restricted, ‘atsar, sovereignty, 1 Chronicles 12:1
May 28   He spoke and said to those who were standing before him, saying, “Remove the filthy garments from him.” Again he said to him, “See, I have taken your iniquity away from you and will clothe you with festal robes.”  Zechariah 3:4  NASB
Dressed for the Feast

Festal robes – In the ancient world of Semitic cultures, clothes were much more than outer protection.  Clothes were identification marks.  If you wore purple, you were either rich or royalty.  If you wore sackcloth, you were in mourning.  Shepherds, carpenters and fishermen could be identified by their garments.  You wore what you were.

In Zechariah’s vision, Joshua’s filthy garments are removed.  His sin (the sin of the people) is cast away, and he is dressed for the feast in rich and resplendent robes.  He is a new man because he has new clothes to wear.  Isaiah picks up the same metaphor (Isaiah 64:6), describing God’s removal of the filthy rags of sin and the replacement of those rags with righteousness.  In the apostolic writings, Paul employs the same poetic language.

We’re quite familiar with these spiritual applications, but perhaps we are no longer as sensitive to the underlying Semitic clothing identification markers.  Do you suppose that our culture’s use of clothing as metaphor also “speaks” about who we are, but in ways quite opposite than Scripture?  Have you asked yourself what it means when you put on certain clothing?  How about all those celebrity labels and designer duds?  What identification markers do they purport to reveal about you?  Why do you feel the need to be identified in that way?  And what do we say about the constant trend toward camouflaging ourselves behind someone else’s image?  Who do we become when we are known only through the names we wear?  Rolex versus righteousness?  Guess instead of guests?  Hilfiger or hesed?  Abercrombie and Fitch rather than abstinence and faith?  iPhones instead of “I fear”?

Would anyone know who we are in God’s eyes by looking at what we parade before them?

In Israel it is impossible to mistakenly identify the Ultra-orthodox.  Everything about the way they live shouts their commitment to a particular path before YHWH.  But Israel is like any other country.  One block from the Wall you can’t tell who believes without asking.  Maybe we have lost some of the festal robes God provides in our mad scramble to be identified in the world by the world.  Maybe the mahalatsot of God shouldn’t be spiritualized and made subservient to the world’s brands.  After all, if God dresses you in the regal robes of state, do you really need to add a designer label to prove you’re acceptable?

Topical Index:  festal robes, mahalatsot, Zechariah 3:4, clothes
May 29  we have sinned, committed iniquity, acted wickedly and rebelled, even turning aside from Your commandments and ordinances.  Daniel 9:5  NASB

End of the Line (1)
Wickedly – “Do you think God will forgive us for the things we’ve done?” asks Denzel Washington in the movie Man on Fire.  It’s a rhetorical question.  Of course He won’t.  Why would He?  Even I can’t forgive myself for the things I’ve done.  So Denzel and I try to atone.  In Man on Fire this means giving up his life to save another.  For me it’s more complicated.  I haven’t taken a life so that I might replace one.  I have insulted the honor of the King, ignored His desire and instructions and chosen my own way.  How am I to atone for that?  Yes, I know that John speaks of confession and forgiveness, but it hardly seems sufficient.  Mine is repeated damage.  For example, think of all those Sabbaths when I violated the “no creative fashioning” prohibition.  So many I can’t count.  What do I do about that?  Even if I start right now with intense desire to never commit the same offense again, I know that these patterns are deeply ingrained from years of mistaken practice.  In all likelihood, I will fail.  I will experience once again the regret, remorse, humiliation and despair over failing to live up to the standards of my loving Father.  My actions will cause Him heartache.  How I would love to prevent that!  But I know the sin that so easily besets me—and I am sure you know yours as well.  

The Hebrew root of “be wicked, act wickedly” is ra’sha.  It is associated with both acting wickedly and condemning as guilty.  But what does this mean?  Does it mean that our failures put us in the category of the wicked?  Scripture certainly suggests that those who violate, ignore and trod under the mitzvot of the Lord are guilty and will be treated as wicked.  It doesn’t take heinous acts to qualify.  Denzel and I can both be wicked with just the simplest repetitive disobedience.  In Hebrew thought, wickedness is often associated with actions that break down social structures and relationships.  “In contrast to ṣdq it denotes the negative behavior of evil thoughts, words and deeds, a behavior not only contrary to God’s character, but also hostile to the community and which at the same time betrays the inner disharmony and unrest of a man (cf. Isa 57:20; cf. J. Pedersen, Israel I–II (London) p. 418f.)”
  Wickedness arises from inner unrest.  The wicked man is a man of seared consciousness, to deep turmoil—a man who lacks shalom as a fundamental aspect of his existence.  Today we send these people to therapists.  Perhaps they should rather go to the Temple for sacrifices.  The real issue is the failure to know and love the one true God who loves them.  Wickedness is a symptom of emptiness.  

I am truly Greek—compartmentalized, internalized, rationalized.  I find that emotional instability is the cause of my emptiness.  I know God as Sovereign and Creator, but I often do not experience Him as Father.  Such a lapse creates the tossing waves of unrest that plague my nights and strain my days.  Yeshua says He did not come to judge you or me, but rather to demonstrate the heart of the Father toward those He loves.  I don’t think this is intellectually acquired.  Love is not a theoretical construct.  It is a feeling filled with content.  If I cry out, will He hear and respond?  And what if I don’t cry out?  What if I can’t cry out?  What if all that theory becomes a psychological bulwark against emotion?  Will He still forgive?  Will I know Him as the lover of my soul?

“Do you think God will forgive us for the things we’ve done?”

Topical Index:  wickedly, ra’sha, forgive, Daniel 9:5  

May 30  “And you, son of man, say to your fellow citizens, ‘The righteousness of a righteous man will not deliver him in the day of his transgression, and as for the wickedness of the wicked, he will not stumble because of it in the day when he turns from his wickedness; whereas a righteous man will not be able to live by his righteousness on the day when he commits sin.’”  Ezekiel 33:12  NASB

End of the Line (2)

Will not deliver him – What is this?  The righteous cannot count on past righteousness to keep him in God’s grace when he falls?  No matter what good he has done, sin will sink him?  Who then can be saved?  The man who in his dying breath pleads for forgiveness?  And all the rest perish?  What kind of justice is that?

Reading Ezekiel is frightening.  No wonder we spend so little time in the Prophets.  They seem to bring uniform messages of hopelessness.  God will judge—everyone—no matter what our prior commitments or good deeds.  Is it true that only the last second counts?  Can the wickedness of the wicked be wiped away with a single last good deed while the righteousness of the righteous be annulled with one faltering step?  If Ezekiel’s message from God is true, I am surely lost.  Maybe you are too!

Context, context, context.  Ezekiel delivers a warning from God to His people.  If the righteous man believes that as a result of his past righteousness his current transgression will be overlooked, he is wrong.  As God declares, “He will die in his sin.”  Not because he failed this time but because he acted with arrogance, believing that his past behavior excused his present disobedience.  The Roman Catholic Church provided indulgences for such people.  Just so, says the Lord, if the wicked man turns from his ways and repents, he is no longer attempting to justify his past.  He seeks the Lord and he will be forgiven.  In both cases, the issue is not what was done but rather what is being done.  “I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that the wicked turn from his way and live.”  To put it as straightforwardly as possible, what matters is my present relationship.  What I did in the past, for good or evil, is nullified by my current condition.  It may be true that I traded on God’s grace and acted with disregard toward His favor and goodness.  What matters is what I do about it now.  I can’t assume my past actions override my disobedience, nor can I wallow in guilt, allowing those past behaviors to prevent me from seeking His face.  What’s done is done.  Get on with it!  Return!

Who, then, are the wicked?  Not those who turn around seeking reconciliation, no matter what they have done.  The wicked are those who refuse to acknowledge their debt, refuse to turn back.  It doesn’t matter what they have done.  Both good and bad are swallowed up in present recalcitrance, the contemporary declaration of self-will.  The wicked are those whose sin makes no mark on their conscience, whose sin leaves them unperturbed and unchallenged.  The wicked have an auto-immune disease of the soul.

“Do you think God will forgive us for the things we’ve done?”  Yes, I think He will, Denzel—when we turn the other way.

Topical Index:  righteous, sin, wicked, forgive, Ezekiel 33:12

May 31  Simon Peter answered, "You are the [Messiah], the Son of the living God."  Matthew 16:16  NIV

The Trinity: First Considerations
The Son – Perhaps the single distinguishing doctrine of Christianity is the Trinity.  No other monotheistic religion embraces this claim, i.e. that God exists as three persons in one being.  In fact, until the fourth century, those who claimed to be Christian (not necessarily followers of the Jewish Messiah) didn’t embrace this view.  The doctrine arose through the Council of Nicaea, convened by Emperor Constantine, but was not finally determined until the Second Ecumenical Council convened by Theodosius in 381 CE.  Since then it has been viewed as an essential theological proclamation of the Christian Church.  The fact that Jewish sages and rabbis never came to this conclusion in spite of dedication to the same Hebraic Scriptures seems irrelevant, although obviously quite perplexing, since the justification of the doctrine is based primarily on New Testament implications and a re-reading of the Tanakh through the lens of a Trinitarian view of the apostolic writings.

But there are a few problems.  In fact, there are some fairly significant problems since all admit that there is no definitive explicit Scriptural statement of the idea of the Trinity.  The doctrine must be inferred from hints in the text, read according to a priori conclusions.  Unlike other significant teachings of the Bible (e.g., God’s sovereignty, Yeshua’s role as Messiah and grace for forgiveness), this “fundamental” doctrine of the Church depends on theological inference.

Therefore, when we examine the idea of the Trinity, we are not examining clear and explicit verses in its support.  We are examining verses that could be read as support if one already decides to read the verses according to the doctrine.  And this brings up a serious exegetical issue.

“Evangelicals are conditioned by their denominational traditional teachings, just as much as the Roman Catholics and Eastern Greek Orthodox.  In theory, they appeal to Sola Scriptura, but in practice, Evangelicals often interpret Scripture in accordance with their traditional denominational teachings.  If new Biblical research challenges traditional doctrines, in most cases, Evangelical churches will choose to stand for tradition rather than Sola Scriptura . . . To be an ‘Evangelical’ means to uphold certain fundamental traditional doctrines without questioning.  Anyone who dares to question the Biblical validity of a traditional doctrine can become suspect as a ‘heretic.’ . . . Any attempt to modify or reject traditional doctrines is often interpreted as a betrayal of the faith and can cause division and fragmentation.  This is a very high price that most churches are not willing to pay.”

Before we examine a doctrine like the Trinity, we must be ready to follow Scripture no matter where it leads.  We must be willing to seriously reconsider our previous assumptions and doctrines.  There is only one standard—the text—not the teachings of the Church or the theological traditions of Christianity or Judaism.  We can move forward in this investigation, but not without potential theological pain.  It’s one thing to discover that baptism in Scripture isn’t quite what we thought it was.  It’s quite another to investigate the claim that Yeshua is God in the flesh.

Are we willing to look no matter what we find?

Topical Index:  Trinity, Son of God, Matthew 16:16

June 1  “If you forgive the sins of any, their sins have been forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they have been retained.”  John 20:23  NASB

The Trinity:  Delegation

Have been forgiven – One of the fundamental rules of exegesis is that the text may not be interpreted in a way that violates its plain meaning.  In other words, the Pashat rules the rest.  Whatever the text says in its ordinary, surface meaning cannot be ignored, subverted or rearranged in subsequent analysis.  If the text says, “Honor the Sabbath,” it means honor the seventh day of the week.  It does not mean, and cannot be made to mean “Honor the first day of the week” (or the second, fourth, fifth, etc.).  Interpreting the text so that it no longer means what it says is not exegesis.  It is eisegesis, that is, importing into the text a meaning from outside the text.  Sunday is not Sabbath no matter what you might think or have been taught.  You can worship on Sunday if you like, but you will not be honoring the Sabbath.

What is the plain meaning of this text from John?  

First we must understand that Yeshua didn’t speak Greek to these men.  He spoke Hebrew and in Hebrew this sentence contains two idioms dealing with the role of the rabbi in a fellowship community.  To forgive sins or to retain sins is about exercising the power of binding decisions on the behavior of the community.  This is halacha and it’s what a rabbi does.  If someone in the community comes to the rabbi with a question about how to act in a certain situation not covered directly by Torah, then the rabbi makes a determination based on Torah concerning the proper behavior.  The rabbi can excuse some behavior as not violating Torah or he can include behaviors as violations of Torah.  Paul does this all the time in his letters.  Some question comes up about a particular practice.  Paul determines whether or not such a practice should be condoned or excused.  Examples abound:  wearing certain clothing, issues about meat and idols, practices that appear to have pagan origins (like speaking in tongues), the orderliness of worship, even marriage questions.  The point of this text in John is that Yeshua delegates this authority to his disciples.  They are to take his place as the ones who determine proper behavior in the communities they serve.

Why is this relevant to the question of the Trinity?  Because it demonstrates the biblical principle of delegated authority.  Now consider what Yeshua said about his authority.  “Truly, truly, I say to you, the Son can do nothing of Himself, unless it is something He sees the Father doing; for whatever the Father does, these things the Son also does in like manner” (John 5:19).  Doesn’t Yeshua Himself say that His authority is delegated by another?  Just as He passed authority to His disciples, so the Father passed authority to Him.  But the one who receives the authority is not in the same position as the one who grants it.  The authority belongs to the one who grants it and is loaned to the one who receives it.  It makes no sense at all to grant authority to oneself.  If this is true, then how can Trinitarians claim that Yeshua is the same being as the Father?  Can the Father grant authority to His equal in essences, the Son?  Does that make any sense at all?  If the Son and the Father share the same being (essence), then in what way are we to understand Yeshua claiming that He does nothing except what the Father grants Him to do?  

You object.  “But this only means that He has authority granted to Him in His human nature, not His divine nature.”  But that’s the problem.  In order to posit this explanation, you must already accept the doctrine of the two natures of Yeshua and nothing in the text says that.  In other words, you have to read the text according to the doctrine in order to claim that it supports the doctrine.  On its plain meaning, Yeshua is like anyone else who is given authority by another.  He is dependent on that authority and subservient to it.

Try a few more “Trinity” verses.  Try reading them for what they actually say, not reading them according to what the doctrine teaches you.  See if the plain meaning of the text makes sense without Trinitarian glasses.

Topical Index:  Trinity, authority, delegation, John 5:19, John 20:23
June 2  “You shall not make for yourself an idol, or any likeness of what is in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the water under the earth.”  Exodus 20:4  NASB
Underworld

Beneath – Reading the text in ancient Paleo-Hebrew sometimes reveals insights that are hidden in the alphabetic script.  Such may be the case with the Hebrew word mitahat, translated “beneath.”  In Paleo-Hebrew, the word appears like this:
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mitahat combines the preposition min with the adverb tahat.  This combination produces the pictograph “Water/Massive/Chaos + Seal/Sign/Covenant + Fence/Separate/Surround + Seal/Sign/Covenant.”  Translated in the phrase “or the earth beneath,” the Hebrew disguises the fact that there are two words in the concept “beneath.”  Both min and tahat contribute to the single translation “beneath.”  Min means “away from, out of, from” and tahat means “(what is located) underneath, below, in place of.”  The same word occurs later in this verse in relation to what is located “beneath” the waters (see below).  In its pictographic representation, tahat employs two symbols for covenant.  The first is the seal over chaos (water).  The second is the seal of the fence of separation.  At first this might seem quite strange since the object of the phrase is not water, but earth.  But perhaps it wasn’t quite so strange to the first audience.

It seems reasonable to suggest that this imagery reflects Egyptian cosmology.  First, water was a fundamental element of the Egyptian view of the cosmos.  Egyptian mythology recognized it as chaotic but nevertheless fundamental to the existence of the universe.  According to Egyptian myth, everything began with water in its chaotic state.   The creator god, Ra, emerged from this primordial ocean in order to bring about life as we know it on earth.  Therefore, earth exists in relation to and as a derivative of water.  In fact, in many ancient views of the universe, waters surround the cosmos, both above and below the world in a sort of half circle dome with earth located above the base of the dome (see diagram).
   If we accept Alan Alford’s thesis
 that the Egyptian mythology presented a coherent explanation of creation as the central tenet of Egyptian religion and worshipped the “creator-god” in its rituals, then we can see the intimate connection between the primordial chaos and the actions (and triumph) of the creator-god, even though the explanation is radically different than our scientific accounts.  In fact, Egyptian mythology makes perfect sense in terms of the ordinary observations of ancient people, i.e., the creation is a result of sexual power and the order that it produced must be repeated in ritual worship to honor this event.  This can be seen in temple construction and religious texts.  Certainly the children of Israel who came out of Egypt would have been quite familiar with these ideas and rituals.  In fact, they would have come into immediate contact with practices that expressed the power and signs (seals) that separated the chaos (water) from creation.  

Use of this pictograph displays symbolically what Egyptian religion practiced explicitly, namely, the covenant of power separating chaos from creation.  YHWH says to Israel, “You will not worship any such god or anything associated with the power attributed to this god.”  Nothing “beneath” may be used to represent the true Creator.

Topical Index:  mitahat, beneath, min, tahat, Exodus 20:4, Paleo-Hebrew
June 3  To the church of God which is at Corinth, to those who have been sanctified in Christ Jesus, saints by calling, with all who in every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, their Lord and ours: 1 Corinthians 1:2  NASB
It Depends

At Corinth – So ask yourself, “To whom did Paul write this letter?”  Answer: to the ekklesia (not “church” in our meaning) at Corinth.  We don’t need to repeat the fact that Paul wrote to the Messianic gathering of Jews and Gentiles.  That much we already know.  But now pay attention.  Did he write this letter to anyone else?  No, he didn’t.  This letter was written to a specific group of people with specific issues in a particular place and time.  Corinth.  A pagan city.  People who were coming out of pagan practices and joining a Jewish community.  People of both ethnic categories who followed the Jewish Messiah.  And no one else.  Paul did not write this letter to anyone else.  Why?  Because this letter addresses issues peculiar to Corinthians.

Paul is providing rabbinic counsel and halachaic instruction to these particular people.  That means if we are going to understand what Paul says in his letter to the Corinthians, we must put his words in the context of what it was to be a Corinthian in the first century.  Directions concerning orderliness in the assembly, prophecy, speaking in tongues, personal behavior, ritual and practice are for these people in this setting.  They are not for everyone else.  Rabbinic instruction and binding rulings apply to the people who receive them, not to the entire believing community unless the rulings are addressed to the entire believing community.

What this means (and this is very important) is that Paul is not telling every believer in every situation what to do.  He is telling these believers in this situation what to do.  He is not issuing universal proclamations regarding the practice of faith.  He is writing to the Corinthians.

How much of our theological confusion is the result of thinking that whatever Paul writes is intended for everyone at all times in all situations?  We have taken specific halachah and made them universal.  We have treated Paul’s letters as if they were papal bulls.  And the result is argument, dissension, and division.  Paul would be nonplussed.  Why would anyone take a letter written to one situation and try to apply it to all situations?

What we discover if we pay attention to rabbinic practice is that the way we behave in the believing community depends on the circumstances in that community.  You can’t have Shabbat in the summertime when the sun goes down in Barrow, Alaska.  It never sets.  And you can’t expect that everyone speak in tongues if you don’t live in Corinth in the first century.

Topical Index:  Corinth, halachah, rabbinic, 1 Corinthians 1:2
June 4   “But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father alone.”  Matthew 24:36  NASB 

The Trinity:  Who Knows?

Nor the Son - This verse has always been problematic.  How can Yeshua be God and not know?  And if, as He says, He actually doesn’t know, then how can we continue to claim that He is God.  God knows.  According to Yeshua, no one else does.  Including him.

The usual theological answer to this apparently intractable dilemma is as follows:

“ . . .what He predicates of Himself, namely ignorance as to the day and hour of His return in heavenly splendor, is true of Him as human, though it is not true of Him as divine.  As the God-Man, He is simultaneously omniscient as God (in company with the other persons of the Godhead) and ignorant of some things as a man (in company with other persons of the human race).”

Ah, I get it.  Yeshua is simultaneously aware and ignorant of this fact.  Do you suppose that means he knows the truth (since according to the Trinitarian doctrine he is omniscient) but then informs himself that he does not know this fact because he is simultaneously human?  So he knows that he doesn’t know what he knows, right?  

Does this strike you as complete nonsense?  What if we just took the verse at its face value?  What if Yeshua actually meant that he doesn’t know?  Why is that so difficult to accept?  Do you suppose any of the disciples who heard him say this thought, “Oh, that means he doesn’t know as a human, but of course he knows as God”?  No wonder it took the Church three hundred years to come up with this answer.  

It seems to me the problem is not what the text says.  The problem is reading the text according to the paradigm of the Trinity.  The text doesn’t present any difficulties at all.  There are lots of things human beings don’t know.  There are lots of things chosen messengers of YHWH don’t know.  There are even some things that the Messiah doesn’t know.  In fact, he tells us at least one of these things.  The text is clear.  What causes all the confusion is not the text.  It is the subsequent ancillary textually-unsupported idea that Yeshua is also, at the same time, God.  As Patrick Navas astutely points out, “In other words, somehow Jesus knows all things and does not know all things simultaneously!?”

So how would you like your theology cooked?  Plain, according to what the text says, or with plenty of added spices, according to what the Church decided the text must say in order to fit its dogma?  And what really happens if Yeshua is the Messiah, God’s appointed messenger/Son, tasked with bringing about the Kingdom and defeating the last enemy?  Will your belief system collapse if somehow that doesn’t mean he is YHWH, the one true God?  Have you been so indoctrinated by Christian dogma that you simply can’t read this text for what it says?  Was Yeshua simply deluded or trying to fool us?  Did he lie to us when he said he didn’t know?  Or are we putting words in his mouth when we try to make his denial into an affirmation of his “omniscience”?

I warned you about the pain, didn’t I?

Topical Index:  Trinity, knows, Matthew 24:36
June 5  And Jesus said to him, “Why do you call Me good? No one is good except God alone.  Mark 10:18  NASB

The Trinity:  Goodness Gracious

No one – As we have learned, exegesis of a text must not violate the obvious meaning of the text (the Pashat).  What the text says is what the text says.  It is not some hidden, mystical code that really reveals something entirely different (this is the problem with exegesis of Song of Songs as allegory).  In this case, if the text says that no one is good except God, that’s what it means.  And, by the way, this is how anyone in the audience would have understood what Yeshua said since it is perfectly compatible with the Jewish view of God’s goodness.  To attempt to press this text into another mold violates what it plainly states.  Attempts like that should give us great pause (and suspicion).

Unfortunately, the plain meaning of this text is a problem for those who claim that Yeshua is also (simultaneously) equal to God.  The idea of the Godhead (the three “persons” in one being) implies that whatever is true of the Godhead is equally simultaneously true of each “person” in the Godhead.  If Yeshua is God in this sense, then He cannot at the same time be somehow less than God.  This problem is usually handled by the claim that Yeshua is both fully God and fully Man.  How exactly that is possible is not and cannot be explained since there is no metaphysics available in human experience to show how one thing can also be completely and fully another thing at the same time and in the same space.  And we are not talking about relational conditions (like I can be a father and a husband at the same time).  We are talking about “persons” and in human thought, a person is a unique entity occupying space and time independently from any other person.  So how one “person” can be equally two other “persons” simultaneously is a big problem.  Perhaps that’s why Millard Erickson (who defends the Trinity as an essential doctrine) says that this doctrine “is so absurd from a human standpoint that no one would have invented it” and therefore it must have been revealed by God.

Back to the plain meaning of the text.  The Greek oudeis (no one) is pretty strong (literally “not even one”).  When Yeshua says that no one is good but God, does he or does he not include himself?  The answer is obvious.  He includes himself.  He falls within the category of human beings and is therefore not essentially good like God.  In this sentence, Yeshua excludes himself from the attribute given to God.  Now either he is lying about this or this is what he really meant.  And if this is what he really meant, then how can he be, at the same time, the very God he says he isn’t?  There is nothing in this text that suggests he is speaking only from his human perspective (in his “fully Man” identity).  That has to be added to the text in order to circumvent the obvious meaning that Yeshua is not good like God is good.  To make this text fit a Trinitarian doctrine it is necessary to reconstruct the text so that it doesn’t say what it says. 

Before you fall into theological apoplexy, just try reading what it says.  Then we can begin to answer the question, “In what way is Yeshua divine if he asserts that he is not God?”  So much more ground to uncover.

Topical Index:  Trinity, oudeis, no one, good, Mark 10:18

June 6   “You shall not make for yourself an idol, or any likeness of what is in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the water under the earth.”  Exodus 20:4  NASB

Beneath Egypt
Earth – The Hebrew word mitahat combines the preposition min with the adverb tahat.   This combination produces the pictograph “Water/Massive/Chaos + Seal/Sign/Covenant + Fence/Separate/Surround + Seal/Sign/Covenant.”  Translated in the phrase “or on the earth beneath,” the Hebrew disguises the fact that there are two words in the concept “beneath.”  Both min and tahat contribute to the single translation “beneath.”  Min means “away from, out of, from” and tahat means “(what is located) underneath, below, in place of.”  In its pictographic representation, tahat employs two symbols for covenant.  The first is the seal over chaos (water).  The second is the seal of the fence of separation.  At first this might seem quite strange since the object of the phrase is not water, but earth.  But perhaps it wasn’t quite so strange to the first audience.

Use of this pictograph displays symbolically what Egyptian religion practiced explicitly, namely, the covenant of power separating creation from chaos.  YHWH says to Israel, “In spite of the fact that you have experienced a culture that worships powers that separated the earth from chaos, you will not worship any such god or anything associated with the power attributed to this god.”  Nothing “beneath” may be used to represent the true Creator.  If this accurately represents the context of the commandment, then it makes perfect sense that the creation account in Genesis begins as a counterpoint to this Egyptian mythology.  The Genesis account does not stand alone, but it is unique.  It stands as an alternative to the competing mythologies of surrounding cultures.  This commandment is formulated in direct response to those competing mythologies.
 Perhaps it is worth adding that the description of water above and beneath the earth is definitely an Egyptian representation.  We must emphasize again that chaos symbolized by water was a vital part of the Egyptian view of the universe.  This commandment addresses that idea.

“the earth”.  In Paleo-Hebrew, 
[image: image8.png]



The final pictograph of this verse uses the consonants that form the word la-arets.  In translation, the preposition le is merged into the preposition mitahat.  Technically the verse reads “the water under under earth,” but it is translated with only a single preposition.  Nevertheless, the consonant lamed is attached to the noun arets and must be accounted for as part of the pictograph.  The full pictograph produces: Control/Authority/Tongue + Leader/Strength/First + Person/Head/Highest + Catch/Desire/Need.

“Earth” is seen as imagery that combines strength (first, leader) with person and desire/need.  As we have already mentioned, the idea of “earth” in ancient script is related to the opening story of Man’s creation.  The earth is the product of Man’s desire/need and strength.  It is not the chaos of uncontrollable forces or the place of formlessness and void.  The earth is ordered because Man exercises authority granted by God to bring about that order.  In comparison to Egyptian thinking, YHWH prohibits worship of anything that could be imagined to exist as a god from sources under the earth.  To a tribe recently removed from Egypt, this commandment would bring to mind all those dark and powerful gods who reside in the underworld.  Egyptian religion provided several:
  Anubis, god of the afterlife, Osiris, god of the dead, Sokar, another god of the underworld and Ra who traveled to the underworld.  These gods dominated the culture’s perspective about dying and death.  YHWH prohibits any worship of any of these gods.  For the children of Israel, this commandment had very specific application.

Topical Index:  under, earth, mitahat, arets, min, Exodus 20:4, Paleo-Hebrew

Find this insightful, interesting, illuminating?  Come to the conference in Phoenix in July for a full explanation of the Ten Commandments in Paleo-Hebrew.  

June 7  Forgive us, our Father, for we have erred; pardon us, our King, for we have willfully sinned; for You are the good and forgiving God.  Blessed are You, HASHEM, the gracious One Who pardons abundantly.  Shemoneh Esrei – Amidah, Blessing Number 6

No Reserve

Pardon – According to the Artscroll Siddur notes, the Hebrew word mehal (pardon) “means not even harboring resentment or ill will.”  It is more than forgiving.  Forgiving means removing the deserved punishment; declaring the person “not guilty.”  But pardon entails much more.  Paleo-Hebrew shows us that this word involves separating us from chaos by deliberate authority.  In other words, to pardon is to overcome and abolish the disruption caused by sin through the power of divine authority.  It is to obliterate the chaos by divine edict.  And once it is obliterated, it is gone forever.  God does not retain the register of our willful acts of disobedience in order to remind us later of how much we deserved to be punished and how good He was not to do so.  That is essentially what Paul exclaims when he writes, “Should we sin all the more that grace may abound?  Absolutely not!”

One of the great tragedies of my life is that no one taught me how to pray.  Yes, directions were given.  “Just speak what’s on your heart to the Lord.”  “Try reciting the Lord’s Prayer.”  But the truth is that I never had the company of other men who prayed so that I could absorb the practice.  I envy the Jewish way of life.  Every morning men rise to pray together.  I imagine that my hesitancy before God would be quite different had I grown up in a culture where audible prayer set the stage of each day.  Perhaps I too would have learned that when God pardons He does not remind me later of my desperately wicked acts.  Perhaps my understanding and appreciation of YHWH as Father would be significantly different if I experienced the Lord’s kindness by osmosis rather than textbook.  I do know this.  I need a loving Father more now than ever before.  In fact, each day that I grow older, I realize how desperate I am to know His love for me.  That teaches me of how desperate my own children must be for the same osmosis.

I wonder what my childhood would have been like had I listened to men praying the Amidah each morning.  I wonder what I would have thought about the care of the Father had I experienced men dancing at the Wall on Shabbat.  I wonder how much of the world’s influence would have run off my mind like water off a roof if I knew the joy of the Lord in the community of the faithful, practiced as public declaration of His pardon.

I will never be Jewish.  What I seek to recover is the joy of those Gentiles who entered into the first century assemblies when they discovered mehal through the Messiah.  I am looking for that place where Jew and Gentile fellowship together at the feet of the Messiah as they did in Jerusalem in 44 CE.  

Topical Index:  pardon, mehal, Amidah, Shemoneh Esrei number 6

For more about the Sixth Blessing, click here.  http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Prayers/Daily_Prayers/Shemoneh_Esrei/Selichah/selichah.html
June 8   Jesus said to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but through Me.  John 14:6  NASB

The Trinity:  I AM

I am – A lot has been made of the “I am” sayings in the gospels.  In fact, the translation of the text has been so influenced by Trinitarian doctrine that sometimes the words “I am” are actually put in capitals and bold, “I AM,” clearly indicating that the translators take the phrase as a declaration of the personal, holy name of God from Exodus 3:14.  With this sort of translation, Trinitarian proponents argue that Yeshua declared himself to be God.  

But there are just a few messy problems.  

First, of course, is that these “I am” statements are in Greek, not Hebrew.  Ego eimi is the Greek phrase and it is typically used as a self-identifier, something like, “It’s me” (literally translated “I am he” or “I am the one”).  So we would have to back-translate these Greek words into Hebrew in order to get something akin to the divine name.  That isn’t a problem since it is fairly obvious that Yeshua was not speaking Greek when he said “I am.”  But it is a problem when we construct the Hebrew text because the divine name from Exodus 3:14 doesn’t say “I am.”  The Hebrew of Exodus 3:14 is ‘eheye(h)’ ‘asher ‘eheye(h)’, which does not mean “I am.”  If anything, it means something like “I will be who I will be.”  The verb is a Qal imperfect indicating continuing action, not a state of being like the Greek tense or the English translation.  It is the first person singular equivalent of “I come to pass, I occur, I happen, I become or I will be.”  The translation “I am” is not dynamic.  It is a statement of static existence.  So even if we back-translate to Hebrew, we don’t find the equivalent of the divine name.  What we find is a forced English translation of the Exodus text to make it fit a Greek construction.

But that isn’t the only issue.  It should also be obvious that Yeshua adopts the first century Jewish convention of avoiding the use of the divine name.  For example, he uses the phrase “kingdom of heaven” as a circumlocution of the name of God.  In fact, he regularly substitutes idioms rather than use God’s divine name, as any orthodox Jew would have done.  In Luke’s gospel, these circumlocutions are not employed but that isn’t because Yeshua didn’t use them.  It’s because Luke is writing to a Greek audience, not a Hebrew audience.  It is highly probable that Yeshua did not use the divine name.  He was Jewish, in a Jewish culture and speaking to orthodox Jews.  To use the divine name would have been quite scandalous.  Therefore, to suggest (in translation) that Yeshua applied the divine name to himself goes against everything else we know about his respect for the name and his cultural situation.  Unless we come to these texts with Trinitarian translations already in mind, we do not find Yeshua making declarations that he is God Himself.  What we find is that Yeshua declares himself to be God’s chosen one, God’s Messiah, God’s sent one, God’s Son and God’s messenger.  But that is not the same as claiming he is God.

Finally, the audiences who heard his words and saw his deeds did not draw the conclusion that he was God.  They said, “This is truly the Prophet who is to come into the world” (John 6:14).  Even when they acknowledged him as the Messiah, they did not claim that he was God the Father or the equivalent of God the Father.  In fact, Yeshua steadfastly refuses to allow others to worship him.  That should give us some clues.

Once again we are faced with theological appendicitis, the dangerous inflammation of a useless anatomical appendage.
Topical Index:  Trinity, I am, ego eimi, ‘eheye(h)’ ‘asher ‘eheye(h)’, John 14:6, Exodus 3:14
June 9  “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  NASB

Cosmetic Surgery (Revisited)

Like God – The serpent doesn’t tell Havvah 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.  Havvah 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 Havvah.  But is this really what the serpent says?  Let’s take another look.
Maimonides points out that the Hebrew word here is elohim.  In most contexts, this is a plural noun used to describe the singular God (like Genesis 1:1).  But elohim also means gods (like the false gods of idol worship), judges and princes.  Yeshua uses this homonym when he quotes the Psalms, “You are gods” (John 10:34).  Perhaps the serpent only suggests that Havvah 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 Havvah announces 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 Havvah is not content.

It isn’t that she is restlessly searching for the “new” Havvah.  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 appeal to improving the world around me.  This is 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, elohim, Havvah, serpent, improvement, design, Genesis 3:5

June 10  There is a time to act for God; set aside the Torah  Psalm 119:126  (Heschel)
Reading Again (Again)

To act for God – You won’t get this translation in the English Bibles.  Most English Bibles, and a lot of translations of the Jewish Tanakh, read something like, “It is time for the Lord to act, for they have broken Your law.”  But Heschel’s translation is certainly legitimate.  In fact, the Hebrew text is quite difficult with verbal constructions that appear as nouns and ambiguous case and tense problems.  Robert Alter notes that the verse is understood in many different ways.  Heschel’s point drives home the lesson that Torah study is not the goal of faith.  God is the goal of faith, and at times, it is necessary to set aside the Torah in order to draw closer to the Author.  “It is easier to study than to pray.  It is harder to become a God fearing person than a scholar.”

Oh, how we know this to be true!  Hundreds of books on the shelf.  Thousands of pages on hundreds of words.  Commentary after commentary.  Where does that leave us?  Right where we started, still unable to pray for an hour without constant mental dispersion.  How much closer are we to the Father for all the study we have done?  How much more do we have joy as a constant companion?  Or are we not simply more educated, more conversant with Scripture, more arrogant in our understanding?
There are times when Torah needs to be set aside.  There are times when work for God is all that keeps us attached to Him.  The rituals are empty without His presence.  The rites are a sham without the Spirit.  And yet we continue to do them, knowing full well that we have side-stepped the real lover of our souls.   When was the last time you were bathed in the holiness of God?  Was it that long ago?  Has life become such a burden of routines that even He is pushed to the edges?
We could go on today, talking about the grammar of this most difficult Hebrew verse.  We could search the etymologies and the pictographs.  We could wax eloquently on its implications and connections.  We could - but why would we when we know what the real issue is?  “Where are you?” the Lord asks Adam.  He asks us the same question.  Where are we when we should be right next to Him?
There is a time to act for God.  It is now.
Topical Index:  time, et, Torah, prayer, scholar, Psalm 119:126

June 11   We will not conceal them from our children, but tell to the generation to come the praises of the LORD, and His strength and His wondrous works that He has done.  Psalm 78:4  NASB

Passing It On

Not conceal – What parent would even hide something vitally important and beneficial from a child?  Actually, nearly all parents.  You see, the culture of origin that does not worship the King and pass His instructions to its children essentially deprives those children of life’s most valuable treasure.  Even worse, those parents sign the death warrant for their children, relegating them to lives of confusion and emptiness, vain hopes and shattered dreams.  Why, oh why would any parent do such a thing?  The answer is tangled simplicity.  A sinful lack of true perspective.  If I believe that life is about me, my goals, my dreams and my efforts, then my reach will not exceed my grasp and I will be locked in the labyrinth of the yetzer ha’ra.  I can still achieve great things, but they will be straw before the Throne.  Unless I see that life, my life, is about God and His purposes, I will have no urgency to share this bigger-than-me vision with my children.  As a result, they will have no bigger-than-me vision of their own existence.  I will have accidentally concealed from them the one thing that lifts human perspective beyond the feet treading the path—God’s glory.

Today is my only daughter’s birthday.  She is a grown woman now, but I remember those days when she was very little, rambunctious, curious, precocious.  I remember the moment she was born.  When I read David, I also remember the heartache of not adequately revealing the glory of the Lord to my most precious daughter.  I drifted through the malaise of success, the pointlessness of prosperity and the emptiness of a life preoccupied with myself.  All that time I claimed to be a Christian, a devotee without discipline, an adherent of religious persuasion without transforming conviction.  What did I teach my daughter?  That life is about how I feel, what I want, how hard I work.  I forgot to point her to the glory beyond me, the reason for my very being in the world.  Perhaps she will forgive—and look at those things I concealed in my ignorant myopia.

“We will not conceal,” says David.  This is not simply an individual’s affirmation.  David speaks for an entire people, a culture of revelation.  The verb is kahad.  It means to keep something back, to refuse to make something known.   Notice that this verb has a prefixed Nun.  That changes the meaning from a declarative command to a performative request.  “We will please not conceal.”  It is a deliberate choice, not an accidental byproduct of culture.  God does not hide.  If we seek Him, we will find Him.  For this reason, He sends His messengers.  The Hebraic worldview is the worldview of the prophets, men called by God to show His people who He is and what He demands.  The greatest gift I could give my daughter is a sense of the prophetic moment placed in her hands: the awe of being alive, the mystery of God’s ultimate purposes and the invitation to involvement.  These things I wish for her today, on the day that I celebrate her arrival into His world.

Topical Index:  not conceal, lo nekahed, Psalm 78:4
June 12  The Lord says to my Lord: “Sit at My right hand until I make Your enemies a footstool for Your feet.” Psalm 110:1  NASB
The Trinity: Pointing the Way

Lord/Lord – Sometimes reading a verse in English translation does nothing but confuse the real meaning.  Such is the case here.  Furthermore, since Yeshua quotes this verse in Psalm 110 in a discussion of the true status of the Messiah (cf. Matthew 22:44), we must be very careful to read it as it is written in the original, not as it ends up in translation.

Let’s start by getting the proper Hebrew words.  The first occurrence of our translation “Lord” is God’s proper name, YHWH.  The Hebrew text is neum YHWH (“announces YHWH”).  This is followed by la-‘doni, unfortunately also translated “to my Lord.”  Trinitarian exponents conclude that since adonai and YHWH are both designations of God, this conversation must mean that there are at least two divine beings in the Godhead.  Patrick Navas quotes William Varner: “The psalmist David, in verse one, records a conversation between two members of the Godhead . . . A literal translation of the first phrase is: ‘Yahweh said to my Adonai . . .’  Yahweh . . . and Adonai are two names for God in the Old Testament.  The only adequate explanation for this conversation between two persons with Divine names is that there must be a plurality of personalities within the Godhead.”

In a careful analysis of the Masoretic pointing of this text, Navas demonstrates that there is a distinction between adoni and adonai.  The difference is how the same consonants are pointed (indicating vowels and syllabication), but this tiny difference makes a huge difference in the meanings of the words.  Adonai is used as a title (not a name) of God the Father (YHWH).  Adoni (the same consonants but different pointing) is used to describe someone in a superior position like a king or a master.  For example, in Genesis 24:12 Abraham’s servant uses the term adoni to describe Abraham as his lord.  In this psalm, the second occurrence of the translated word “lord” is not adonai.  It is adoni.  The meaning is not, therefore, a second reference to a divine name.  It is a statement made by David the king that there is someone of greater authority over him.  In other words,  the verse should be understood as follows:  YHWH announces to my (David’s) master: “Sit at my right hand . . .”  There is no indication in the text itself that this conversation occurs between two divine persons.  

Roy Blizzard comments: “It is amazing that a number of commentaries wrongly assert that the second lord is adonai. . . . Unfortunately, this [mistranslation] suggests that the Messiah is God Himself.  In fact the Hebrew for ‘my lord’ is not adonai but adoni, which is never used of God but often of the king of Israel and other human superiors.”

The Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament confirms Blizzard’s comment: “No doubt exists about the meaning of this word. The Ugaritic ʾadn means ‘lord’ or ‘father’ and the Akkadian adannu carries a similar meaning, ‘mighty.’  In the simple unsuffixed form or when pointed ʾădōnî or ʾădōna(y), for the first common singular suffix or with other pronominal suffixes. ʾādôn usually refers to men.”
  

The distinction from adonai is also quite clear.  “When ʾādôn appears in the special plural form, with a first common singular pronominal suffix ( o;ădōnā[y]), it always refers to God. It appears in this form more than three hundred times,. . .”

Time to reconsider.  It makes perfect sense that David recognizes the Messiah as his lord without designating the Messiah as God Himself.  It makes even more sense that Yeshua uses this passage to declare the superiority of the Messiah over David as king.  But there is nothing in the text itself that requires a Trinity in order to understand what is written.  In fact, mistaking adoni for adonai only demonstrates how powerful the Trinitarian dogma really is.  You may need to check the marginal notes in your Bible.  See how your translators explain this passage.  Then ask yourself what Yeshua’s comments would mean to orthodox Jews in the first century.  

Unlearning is so difficult, isn’t it?

Topical Index:  Messiah, adonai, adoni, Trinity, Matthew 22:44, Psalm 110:1, lord
June 13  “They will not teach again, each man his neighbor and each man his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they will all know Me, from the least of them to the greatest of them,” declares the Lord, “for I will forgive their iniquity, and their sin I will remember no more.”  Jeremiah 31:34  NASB
What Days Are These?

I will forgive – Yeshua cites one of the greatest prophecies of the Tanakh at his last meal.  It is the prophecy of Jeremiah 31.  Most of us are familiar with the opening line, the declaration that YHWH will make a “new” covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah.  Christians claim this prophecy as evidence that Yeshua ushered in a new covenant based on His atoning crucifixion.  Messianic believers are quick to point out that hadash (the Hebrew translated “new”) means “renewed” in most of its occurrences and that the promise is not to the “church” but rather to unified Israel.  But few read on.  
It should be obvious that the conditions manifest in this “new” covenant have yet to be fulfilled.  Men still teach Torah and it is still necessary to be taught.  Not everyone obeys as a result of God writing Torah on the hearts of His followers.  Torah obedience is not the case from the greatest to the least.  Lots of things still have to happen before this becomes a daily reality.  With that in mind, many exegetes suggest that this is prophecy about the Millennial Kingdom.  Probably so, but then consider the final thought of this verse.  When will the Lord forgive the iniquity of His people?  When will their sins no longer be remembered?  If forgiveness occurs at the same time as complete Torah obedience, then we are still waiting, aren’t we?

“I will forgive” is the Hebrew ‘eslah, from the verb salah (to forgive, to pardon).  When we examine the verb, we discover that it is used exclusively of God.  Men may pardon or forgive, but not with the verb salah (for example, see Exodus 10:17 where the verb is nasa’).  The distinction is important.  When we forgive, we lift away (the literal meaning of the verb) the burden of guilt carried by another.  We take it on as if we ourselves were the perpetrator.  God describes Himself with this verb in Exodus 34:7.  In this respect, we are able to be like God, forgiving (lifting away) in the same way that He forgives.  But with salah, things change.  The basic idea of salah is the elimination of guilt that stands between God and His children.  God is described as ve’atta ‘eloah selihot (a God of forgiveness), but this is not merely a divine attribute.  It is an attribute of God’s character expressed in concrete action.  Since the verb is only used in cultic (religious) contexts, it suggests that God Himself is anxious to repair any breach in the relationship and is willing to take measures to do so, even to the point of completely extinguishing the guilt of the offender.  If nasa’ means “to lift off” so that the guilty party no longer carries the burden of the offense, it only suggests that someone else continues to carry the load, whether men or God.  But salah removes the guilt, extinguishes it as if it never existed.  Only God is able to do this.

Some important implications of this verb must be mentioned.  First, removal of guilt does not mean removal of punishment.  What is preserved is the relationship even if punishment and correction are required.  Secondly, salah is not limited to unintentional sins.  An example is found in YHWH’s forgiveness of the people over the incident of the golden calf.  The basis of His forgiveness is hesed but the forgiveness extends to the deliberate acts of disobedience.  Finally, 2 Kings 5:18 recounts a completely unique application of salah.  The Syrian Naaman asks for forgiveness for a transgression yet to occur.  Here forgiveness is applied not only to a non-Israelite but for a transgression that has not yet taken place.

If we understand the background of this verb in the context of Jeremiah’s prophecy, we can draw two conclusions.  The prophecy applied to the time of Jeremiah and anticipates the days when Israel will return from Babylon and experience the full presence of the Lord under a restored relationship.  And, the prophecy looks ahead to the days of the Messianic Kingdom when the whole house of Israel and Jacob will have their sins permanently removed from any interference in their worship of YHWH.  Both nasa’ and salah are needed to understand the full context of God’s forgiveness.  

Topical Index:  salah, nasa’, forgive, Jeremiah 31:34
June 14  and he said, “I called out of my distress to the Lord, And He answered me. I cried for help from the depth of Sheol; You heard my voice.”  Jonah 2:2  NASB
Are You Listening?

Depth of Sheol – I’ve been there.  Jonah and I apparently took the same escape plan.  We ended up in Sheol – the dead place.  Maybe you know that place too.  We started out with good intentions.  But they weren’t God’s instructions.  We thought, “I just have to take care of myself.”  We planned a way out of the pressing obligations and commitments that burdened our souls.  We imagined that a trip away from home would solve our problems.  We just needed some time off, some time “free” of taking on the care of others.  What Oswald Chambers terms a “moral vacation.”

And along the way, we died.

Jonah is a story of consciousness in death.  Jonah cries out to God from the place of the dead.  And God hears him.  Whoever said that God can’t rescue from the grave never read Jonah.  “But wait,” you object.  “This is just metaphor.  Jonah really isn’t dead.  He just feels that way.”  Oh, and I suppose three days in the belly of a fish isn’t dead either, right?  Or maybe that’s just a metaphor too.

There are some reasons to think of the entire story of Jonah as a piece of fiction designed to teach a lesson about the repentance of Gentiles.  If we view the book in this way, then statements about crying out from Sheol are merely psychological illustrations.  But I prefer to think of Jonah as a real person.  Maybe it is just fiction, but the way that Jonah acts seems to me to be very much the way that I act.  And I have every confidence that if God wants to bring Jonah back from Sheol, He can do just that.  Yeshua seemed to think so too.

Jonah’s story provides us with some very important lessons.  First, we discover that there is no escape from God, even in Sheol.  Secondly we discover that God’s care and concern doesn’t stop at the grave.  Thirdly, we also discover that His purposes for each of us reach beyond the edge of our lives.  And finally, we realize that attitude makes all the difference.  Even in a fight with the Lord.  

There are some days when I really need to know that God hears me in the worst places I could ever be.  In the depths of my experience of the dead, when I cry out in desperation for rescue, God hears me.  When I reach the place where I am as good as dead, where there is nothing left of my self-satisfaction and self-sufficiency, He still hears me.  I need Jonah’s story because I need to know that rescue is possible even when my own attitudes and actions put me in the grave.  He is the God of the living, even among the dead.

Topical Index:  Sheol, dead, rescue, Jonah 2:2

June 15  Jesus said to him, “The foxes have holes and the birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay His head.”   Matthew 8:20  NASB

The Trinity: Affiliation
Son of Man – Before we declare that Yeshua uses the title “Son of Man” as a claim about divinity, let’s backtrack a bit to the source of this expression.  We can start with Daniel 7:13.  In that prophetic verse, Daniel declares that he sees a son of Man coming to the Ancient of Days to be presented before him.  The expression in Aramaic is kebar ‘enash.  This Aramaic word combination (“son of Man”) occurs only in Daniel 7:13.  It’s Hebrew equivalent is ‘enosh, but it may also be used like ‘ish and ‘adam.  TWOT comments:  “The corresponding Hebrew phrase is used frequently in Ezekiel to mean ‘a person.’”
  But this isn’t quite right, is it?  The concept of “person,” so much a part of our Western thinking about being human, is not the equivalent of ‘ish.  Once we recognize the difference, lots of things change, including the way we understand kebar ‘enash.

David Stein has analyzed all the instances of ‘ish in the biblical text.  Along with Speiser and Grant, he concludes that ‘ish is primarily a designation of affiliation, not an individual (like “person”).
  “Certain semantic fields will evoke our noun’s contextual semantic domain of representation: ‘one who acts on behalf of others.’  When the group in question is a corporate household (Israelite society’s basic unit of organization), its ‘ish is its authoritative representative: the ‘householder’ or paterfamilias. . . . Hence rendering ‘ish in English as ‘man’ distorts the biblical text more than is usually recognized.”

Pay attention here.  If ‘ish is primarily a noun of group affiliation representation, then any expression that implies individual gender identity is misleading.  Since Aramaic and Hebrew are closely related sister languages from the same cultural base, we can be reasonably certain that the same societal assumptions are also true of Aramaic.  Therefore, “Son of Man” is not a designation of an individual “person” who fulfills a divine role.  It is a designation of an authoritative representative of another, just as a “man” is the authoritative representative of the household.  The term ‘enash or ‘ish is a term designating the summary of relationships that result in representation of the unit.  When Yeshua uses this term within the semantic domain of Israel, he is not suggesting that he is a divine “person.”  He is claiming that, as Messiah, he is the authorized representative of the Ancient of Days.  Our concept of “person” distorts this meaning, forcing us to interpret the text as if it included a Greek idea of individual identity.

What does this mean?  It means that Yeshua’s use of “Son of Man” is a claim about being the Messiah, God’s official, authorized emissary, given a special and unique relationship with the Father in order to carry out the Father’s will.  It does not mean that Yeshua claims to be God Himself (at least not in this text).  In fact, the text suggests that the Son of Man is presented to the Ancient of Days precisely as the authoritative representative, perfectly consistent with the semantic domain in Hebrew/Aramaic thought.

Now we must ask, “If Yeshua is the Messiah, the fully authorized representative of the Father, able to speak on the Father’s behalf and fulfill the Father’s perfect will, have we really given up anything absolutely necessary for understanding who he is?”

Topical Index:  Trinity, Son of Man, ‘enash, ‘enosh, ‘ish, person, Matthew 8:20, Daniel 7:13

June 16  we are of good courage, I say, and prefer rather to be absent from the body and to be at home with the Lord.  2 Corinthians 5:8  NASB
Extended Effects

Absent – Investigating the Greek verb, we come upon a rather interesting remark:  “ekdēméō, endēméō. These two terms denote being abroad and staying at home. Not used in the LXX, they occur in the NT in 2 Cor. 5:6ff. to express the thoughts (1) that bodily existence is absence from the Lord, and (2) that full fellowship with the Lord is possible only apart from this existence. We and the Lord are in separate spheres. Faith overcomes the separation (v. 7) but is not the final reality. We thus desire to be out of the present sphere and at home with the Lord so as to enjoy the full fellowship of sight. Nevertheless, even in the present sphere the desire to please the Lord gives direction to life (v. 9).”
  

What do we learn from this comment in the TDNT?  First, we should notice that this verb is not found in the LXX.  What does that mean?  There is no biblical Hebrew equivalent in the Tanakh.  Therefore, it seems that Paul is expressing an idea that is at home in Greek but not necessarily at home in Hebrew.  Secondly, we find that this verb is not used anywhere else in the apostolic writings although its root (demos) is common.  Finally, we should pay special attention to the conclusion of Grundmann concerning the “transitory existence” of the believer (for Grundmann, the “Christian”), especially with regard to 1 Peter 1:1 and 2:11.  “The idea that the life of man is a sojourn and his true home is in heaven is found in Hellenistic philosophy.  But here it is shaped by cosmological dualism according to which the soul belongs to another world and is imprisoned in the body.”

Frankly, this is a tangled mess.  Are we to believe that Paul, an orthodox rabbi, embraced a “cosmic dualism” in his desire to the absent from the body?  Can we conclude that Paul believed in the existence of the “soul” in heaven apart from embodiment?  Can we imagine that Paul believed the soul was imprisoned in the body?  Was Paul a Platonist after all?  It certainly seems as though Paul’s comment supports the idea of separate “worlds”; the world of separation from the Lord while captive to the material body and the world of heavenly fellowship outside the body.  It certainly looks as if dying is desirable because it results in union with the Lord.  But this flies in the face of everything we know about rabbinic teaching.  The earth is not essentially evil.  The body is not a prison house of the soul.  The soul is not some independent “essence” of personality waiting to be freed from material constraint.  Grundmann and many others read the verses as if they were Platonic (the “cosmic dualism”) because they have already embraced Plato’s separation.  But did Paul?  

The Talmud teaches us that the universal view of the rabbis was that this world is “preliminary to another and higher life.”
  But at the same time, rabbis offered a multitude of opinions about this world to come, none of which were viewed as anything more than opinions.  Much of their efforts revolved around the resolution of suffering of the innocent in this world in spite of the goodness of God, but the very fact that the place of bliss of the righteous is called Gan Eden indicates that the focus of rabbinic thought is not toward a new world unknown in any regard by men but rather a return to a world once enjoyed by Adam.  This is certainly not a Platonic arrangement.  

Is Paul consistent with Talmudic, rabbinic teaching?  Is he offering an opinion from personal desire and experience?  Does he mean to provide theological constructions concerning the afterlife?  Or is he, per chance, speaking to Greek converts in language they would understand?  Would Paul ever intend that “body and soul” are divisible?

I might need some help with this one.  

Topical Index:  ekdēméō, endēméō, absent, at home, body, afterlife, Platonism, 2 Corinthians 5:8
June 17  For we wanted to come to you—I, Paul, more than once—and yet Satan hindered us.  1 Thessalonians 2:18  NASB

Flank Attack

Hindered – Paul’s statement is rather startling.  Isn’t God in charge of the universe?  Isn’t God the only true Sovereign?  Doesn’t the Accuser have to answer to Him?  As a rabbi, Paul certainly believed in the total sovereignty of God.  Then why does he suggest that Satan hindered Silvanus and Timothy and him from visiting the believers in Thessalonica?  Shouldn’t he rather have said, “But we were prevented by the Lord through the agency of Satan from visiting you”?  He says much the same thing when he accounts for the continued presence of his “thorn in the flesh” as a messenger of Satan given by God.  

So what’s it to be?  Is it Satan who runs the show or God?  Is Satan running around free to interfere with divine purposes or is he on a short leash held by the King?

If you reflect on the view of most church-goers, you will be mightily impressed by the power and credit given to Satan.  From some perspectives, he seems to be the only real power in the world today.  We are often led to believe that this “prince of the power of the air” is so fearsome, so cunning, so dominant that we mere mortals would be instantly incinerated if he ever really showed himself in his full magnificence.  Portrayed as the giant in red, the reader of minds, the wielder of total earthly influence, he is routinely given credit for everything we consider bad, discomforting or evil.  He is in control of the governments, our health, our finances, our jobs and (in some circles) even our religions.  Dante gave him a tail.  We have given him our trepidation.  Did Paul start all this anti-hero veneration with his comment about Satan’s power to thwart God (as the 1963 NASB translates the Greek)?

The verb is enkopto.  It means, “to block the way, to create an obstacle.”  But taken in the whole context of Paul’s rabbinic thought, the comment in TDNT is crucial.  “Since Paul elsewhere finds other reasons for changes of plan (cf. 2 Cor. 1:15ff.; Rom. 1:13; Acts 16:6–7), and since he does not view Satan as the lord of nature, what he probably has in mind in 1 Th. 2:18 is the devil’s opposition through human action (cf. perhaps vv. 14ff.). Satan may also be the one who hinders in Gal. 5:7. This time, as the opposite of the one ‘who called you,’ he works through the Judaizers.”
  This helps us realize that Paul is thinking like a Hebrew, not a Greek.  Hebrew is a phenomenological language.  It expresses the way things appear, not the ways things actually are.  That’s why Hebrew often uses overtly human expressions to characterize the actions of God (e.g., a strong right arm).  Hebrew is a WYSIWYG vocabulary.  Paul expresses the obstacles he faces as if they were descriptions of Satan’s power, but since Paul firmly asserts the complete and utter sovereignty of God (see Romans 8), we know that this is Hebraic metaphor, not theological fact.  Yes, it’s true that Satan operates to upset God’s purposes, but there is not one hint that he does so independently of God’s will.  He is not the divine anti-god.  He is merely one of the heavenly beings whose role and scope of activity is determined by YHWH.

So give the devil his due—which, by the way, isn’t much!  And then think of God’s invisible hand working through even this antagonist no matter what it appears to be.

Topical Index:  Satan, hinder, enkopto, 1 Thessalonians 2:18
June 18  Therefore, when we could endure it no longer, we thought it best to be left behind at Athens alone;  1 Thessalonians 3:1  NASB

When to Give Up

Endure it no longer – If you listen to the big-time evangelists, you might be seduced into believing that you have to press on no matter what.  You might be convinced that your lack of “victory” is a function of your lack of faith and that the real solution to life’s problems is to press into the heart of God, declare your triumph and hold on until it arrives.  Apparently Paul didn’t hear those sermons.

In his letter to the Thessalonians, he uses the Greek phrase meketi stegontes (“no longer could we bear”).  Notice that Paul puts emphasis on meketi (“no longer”) by placing it before the verb.  This adverb is important.  It consists of two Greek words, me (“not”) and eti (“henceforth”).  Me is the conditional “not.”  It means that the circumstances create its application.  It is not like ou, the unconditional “never the case” version of “not.”  Paul says that under these circumstances he is unable to endure for this time forward.  In other words, Paul is giving up.  The conditions are just too overwhelming.  

I imagine there are some preachers who would reprimand Paul.  They would claim Paul didn’t have enough faith.  They would say Paul was denying the power of God to bring about the victory.  They would treat Paul as a loser, a backslider, an obvious example of a man who lost full confidence in the power of the Spirit.  But I’m pretty sure Paul didn’t see himself like that at all.  Sometimes things are just too difficult to keep going.  That’s the reality of a broken world and it’s the reality for followers too.  We are not exempt from intolerable conditions.  We also know shattering experiences, unbearable pain, nauseating occurrences.  There are times when we have no choice but to give up.  And that does not mean we have abandoned the purposes of God.  Only superhero myopia and a false sense of faithfulness allow theological pundits to declare every failure a lack of faith.  We do not worship success.  We worship the Creator and He is particularly adept at using our resumes of failures.

Not getting what you want?  Feel like you can’t go on?  Ready to quit?  Good.  You are in great company.  Press as hard as you can and when no matter what you do you just can’t get through, then remember that Paul’s business card says, “Able to quit when necessary.”  What does your card say?

Topical Index:  no longer endure, meketi stegontes, failure, give up, 1 Thessalonians 3:1
June 19  so that no one would be disturbed by these afflictions; for you yourselves know that we have been destined for this. 1 Thessalonians 3:3  NASB
Our Destiny?
Have been destined – Go ahead.  Read verses 1-4 of the third chapter of Paul’s letter.  Do you find it a little strange?  Does Paul really mean to suggest that suffering was foreordained for his little band of brothers?  It surely seems as though that’s what he thinks for he repeats the idea in the next verse.  He essentially says, “We told you in advance that we were going to suffer because of this and that suffering is the inevitable outcome of our commitment to the gospel.  It has arrived.  Don’t be surprised.”

Paul’s choice of Greek verb here is also a bit odd.  The verb is keimai.  In its derivatives it means, “to lie, to rest on, to lie down, to lie in readiness.”  Here Paul uses it figuratively so that it takes on the sense of “to be appointed.”  But this is quite amazing.  Perhaps Paul has the rabbinic view in mind.  “Everything is foreseen, yet permission is given.”  In other words, the rabbis embraced both free will and foreordination.  They were comfortably familiar with this paradox of Scripture. [It is incumbent upon me to mention that this paradox is the result of a Greek spatialization fallacy resident in the Hellenistic view of time, but that discussion takes us too far afield.  Cf. God, Time and the Limits of Omniscience.]   Paul is being a good first century rabbi.  God knows and I am accountable.  As Guttmann notes:  “The epigram just quoted, concerning the relationship between divine providence and human freedom, may be taken as a complete theology in one sentence;”

Does this make you try to swallow a garlic ice cream theology and like it?  Are you feeling like the meal at the table is a McDonald’s Big Mac with a glass of 1968 Chateauneuf Du Pape?  Paradox.  It’s at the heart of Jewish understanding of Scripture.  And it is completely opposed to the Greek mind that desires—no, demands!--reconciliation of divergent conclusions.  How long has Christian theology struggled with divine providence versus free will?  With election versus “all may come”?  With “not willing that any” versus the specter of eternal punishment?  Sometimes the end is paradox.  Not always, of course.  And we are challenged to never give up the quest for consistency.  But sometimes the prophet tells us that God is the author of good and evil.

Paul is comfortable suggesting that he is destined to suffer.  Perhaps he remembers what God told Ananias about him.  “Go, for he is a chosen instrument of Mine, to bear My name before the Gentiles and kings and the sons of Israel; for I will show him how much he must suffer for My name’s sake” (Acts 9:15-16).  Predestined choices, right?

So what about us?  What are we destined for?  What inevitable ends come because we choose?  Or did you think God does it all—or you are your own captain?
Topical Index:  keimai, to lie, destined, appointed to, 1 Thessalonians 3:3
June 20  For in Him all the fullness of Deity dwells in bodily form,  Colossians 2:9 NASB

The Trinity: Who decides?

Deity – The text above is the New American Standard Bible.  The ESV is similar.  But the NLV translates this as “the fullness of God,” the NKJV translates it as “the fullness of the Godhead,” and the New Century Bible makes quite a few additions with “All of God lives fully in Christ (even when Christ was on earth).”  The Greek word in question is theotes, a word that occurs only in this verse.  It is derived from theos, of course, but since it is not used in any other passage in the Bible, how are we to tell what Paul really meant by this term?  Other derivatives from theos include theios, an adjective meaning “divine” that is attributed to priests, singers, rulers and prophets as well as to God, and theiotes, a word that is found only in Romans 1:20 and is applied to both God and royal majesty.  So when translators decide that our word, theotes, means “Godhead” or “God” they are interpreting the word through a theological lens, not a strictly linguistic one.  There is no etymological justification for translating this word as a noun about the Trinity.  In fact, the only way we can even guess what Paul meant is to suggest a translation based on Paul’s use of other derivatives from the root theos, and those derivatives clearly show that “divine” is not exclusively a characteristic of God.  Even capitalizing the word in translation (as the NASB does) is hardly justified without some theological bias.

When we examine a doctrine like the Trinity, a doctrine that has no explicit Scriptural support, we must be sure we are dealing with the original text, not a translation.  Surely you can see why from just this example.  By the way, when I say that the doctrine of the Trinity has no explicit Scriptural support, I do not mean that various verses and terms cannot be marshaled to infer support for the doctrine.  I mean that there isn’t a single verse that says, “And God is three in one,” or something like that.  There is no verse that uses the term “Trinity.”  The doctrine is a conclusion made by men about problems presented by the implications of several different passages.  It is not like the claim that God is love for which we have direct textual evidence.  This means that if we are going to attempt to support a doctrine like the Trinity, we will have to show that the combined hints from the various verses demand the construction of the doctrine as the only logical explanation.  If it is possible to read the same verses and come to a different logical and linguistically supported conclusion, then the doctrine must be considered hypothetical and conjecture, not verified and definite.

This does not mean that you cannot embrace it.  Please, if the doctrine of the Trinity helps you draw closer to God, worship Him with greater passion and enjoy His presence, go ahead and believe it.  You will be in good company.  You will be able to say that you are truly “Christian” because you believe a doctrine that is “essential” to Christianity.  But don’t claim that this is Scriptural.  Just say that it is the way you choose to read the hints in the text.  You can claim it as dogma if you wish, but remember that dogma is something believed without question or proof.  Most importantly, if you wish to be called “Christian,” then recognize that you will have to embrace this theological theory as a necessary element of our faith.  Just don’t claim that it is the only way to read the Word.

Who gets to decide what all of these “Trinitarian” verse really mean?  Ultimately, you do.  You must decide if you are comfortable with the doctrine.  You must decide if it expresses your view of the biblical texts.  But it will be a matter of choice, not proof.  And if someone else decides that these verses do not support the hypothesis of the Trinitarian God, please don’t think badly of them.  They have as much (or more) evidence than you do.  The Trinity may be necessary to be a Christian but it certainly isn’t necessary to be a worshipper of YHVH or a follower of the Messiah.

Topical Index:  Trinity, theotes, divinity, Colossians 2:9

And now a summary:

What does Skip believe?  Everyone wants to know.

Skip believes that the so-called Trinitarian texts are ambiguous.  Skip believes that the concept of the Trinity is derived from Hellenism and ideas found in Greek philosophy.  Skip believes that no Jew in the first century, including those who wrote the New Testament, would have ever embraced a Trinitarian conclusion.  But Skip believes that these authors (and Skip) think of the Messiah as “divine” within the semantic range of the word used in Scripture.  Skip believes that Yeshua is the Jewish Messiah, that He is the Son of God and the Son of Man, that He is the chosen emissary of the Father, that He is the active agent and active agency of YHVH in creation, restoration and redemption.   Skip knows that the dogma of the Trinity is an essential element of being a Christian and that those who desire to be called “Christian” will ipso facto be Trinitarians.  And Skip finds that most of these people desire to worship the one true God and His Son, seek righteousness and wish to know the truth.  Skip thinks of this entire effort as a journey which has not yet concluded.  Skip thinks that what is most important is to know what the author meant when the text was written and that means there is a lot more work to do.
June 21  because He has fixed a day in which He will judge the world in righteousness through a Man whom He has appointed, having furnished proof to all men by raising Him from the dead.  Acts 17:31  NASB
The Trinity: Boundary Conditions

Appointed – Perhaps Paul really didn’t mean what his words seem to say.  After all, how could God appoint a man as judge of the world.  Perhaps what Paul says in Romans 1:4 (“who was declared the Son of God with power by the resurrection from the dead, according to the Spirit of holiness, Jesus Christ our Lord,”) is just as confused.  Paul uses the same verb (horizo) in both verses, translated “appoint” and “declare.”  It certainly seems as if Paul is saying that Yeshua was proclaimed and designated Messiah, proved by the resurrection.  

How are we to resolve this problem?  The paradigm of the Trinity motivates theologians to echo Schmidt’s reply: “In the light of Acts 10:42 and 17:31 what Christ is now declared or appointed to be is to be equated with what he already is from all eternity by divine ordination (hence the addition of a pro- in some readings of Rom. 1:4).”
  Ah, I see.  Since we already believe that Yeshua existed from all eternity as God, then what Paul is saying isn’t really that Yeshua was appointed or declared Messiah.  What Paul is really saying is that Yeshua was already God and now we are just noticing that what He already was is being confirmed once again.  

There are only a few small problems.  First, this interpretation assumes that Paul is a Trinitarian.  That would imply Paul embraced a doctrine that stood in opposition to the accepted Pharisaic view of monotheism.  It’s hard to imagine that Paul would later claim to be a Pharisee if he actually believed in the Trinity.  

Secondly, this does not explain Paul’s choice of the Greek word aner (man).  Notice that the NASB capitalizes the word in its translation.  But that is also a Trinitarian assumption.  Every letter of the Greek text of Romans was written in capitals.  The translators decided what to capitalize and what not to capitalize.  And the word aner is always used to designate a human male.  If Paul wanted to say that Yeshua was merely being acknowledged as God in the flesh, would he use a word that signifies only human males?  

Finally, in order to reconcile this verse with the doctrine of the Trinity, we have to say that what the verse plainly says is not what the verse really means.  But who is the authority on the meaning of this verse?  The author or the translator/theologian?  The choice of the verb horizo is Paul’s.  He is the only one who decides what he meant.  He chooses a verb that is essentially about limitation and only figuratively about appointing or declaring.  What are we to make of this?  Perhaps we need to start with Pamela Eisenbaum’s observation that Paul was not a Christian.

Topical Index: Trinity, horizo, declare, appoint, aner, man, Acts 17:31, Romans 1:4
June 22  “If you then, being evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask Him?”  Luke 11:13  NASB

Spirit Confusion

Spirit – “The usage of the Word pneuma in Greek literature reveals nothing comparable to the Hebrew ruakh for ‘human spirit’ and for the powerful and active presence of God.  The word pneuma in Greek stands essentially for a substance, fluidum, refined and ethereal, penetrating the entire cosmos, the substance of which God and the human spirit are composed . . . In the Greek world one could argue about ‘the substance of God,’ because the Greek word for ‘spirit’ indicated a substance.  From the fourth century on, in Church councils, catechisms, and websites, Christians have argued about whether the Father and the Son are of the same substance or not.  In arguing about the correct understanding of the Greek, they have split hairs and heads.  

In the Hebrew Biblical world no such argument is possible.  The Hebrew word ‘spirit’ does not indicate any substance in any way.  The God of the Bible is not composed of any pre-existing substance.  He simply IS.”

Gruber’s comment helps us understand two crucial applications of the words pneuma and ruakh (ruach).  Obviously, the first application is to the Christian confusion about the Holy Spirit.  If we apply Gruber’s insight, we see that claims about the “person” of the Holy Spirit depend on a Greek understanding of the word.  “Spirit” as substance allows us to posit “Holy Spirit” as a person.  But if the biblical (Hebraic) view of ruach is the “powerful and active presence of God,” then the concept of “person” cannot be applied to the term ruach.  Ruach is a verbal expression.  It is the description of an action, not a substance.  When the Church argued about God’s essence in three persons, it already made a category mistake—a mistake that precipitated a doctrine of confusion.

But let’s set aside all that theological history for the moment.  The second crucial application of the distinction between pneuma and ruach involves us.  We know that Hebraic thought does not divide Man into parts.  Nephesh is the personal, active presence of the embodied breath of God as vice-regent in the creation.  You and I are the living human reality of God’s powerful and active presence.  We don’t come in parts either.  We are the verbs God uses to accomplish His purposes in creation.  And verbs exist only when they are active.  You and I are expressions of His active purposes.  That’s what it means to be in His “image.”  This implies that we don’t exist as Greek pneuma.  We are not “substances” of body, mind and soul, at least not in Hebraic thought.  Perhaps this helps us understand why the biblical text concentrates on what we do, not what we claim about ourselves.  Just as the Spirit of God is the active presence of God, so we are who were created to be when we are expressing the active presence of our Creator.  

If you analyzed the actions you performed yesterday, what conclusions would you draw about who you are?  Would you see God’s “image” in those actions?  Would you find the fruit of the Spirit in what you did?  Or would you have to admit that your claims to be a follower were not expressed in the real actions you performed?  

What kind of verb are you going to be today?  

Topical Index:  Spirit, pneuma, ruach, Trinity, person, Luke 11:13

June 23  The record of the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah, the son of David, the son of Abraham: Matthew 1:1 NASB
Trans-slay-tions

Jesus the Messiah – What do we do with this expression from the NASB?  Oh, we might look at the footnote too.  That says, “Heb Yeshua (Joshua), meaning The Lord saves.”  More confusion.  Let’s be clear about the implications involved in the translators’ decision.  First, his name cannot be “Jesus.”  No such name existed in the first century in either Greek or Hebrew.  In fact, the letter J was not invented until it was distinguished from the ancient ‘I’ in 1524.  Let’s clear this up.  “The record of the genealogy of Yeshua” is the proper translation.  But look at the footnote.  The NASB tells us that “Yeshua” is the same at “Joshua” (notice that J again) and that it means, “the LORD saves.”  But this isn’t correct either.  “Yeshua” is not “Joshua.”  And while Yehoshua (the Hebrew name of “Joshua”) does mean “the LORD saves” (you can see the divine name in the Hebrew name of the man), Yeshua does not mean, “The LORD saves.”  Yeshua means “salvation.”  This is obvious from Matthew 1:21 which involves a wordplay on the Hebrew name.  

Ah, I’m glad we got that straightened out.  But wait!  The word “record” in this translation also makes a mistake.  You see, Matthew’s account is a Jewish genealogy.  It is based on the use of the term “book of the generations” found in Genesis 5:1.  The Hebrew is sefer (book), not “record.”  Why does this matter?  Because the root of sefer is safar which means “to count.”  That’s why Matthew arranges the genealogy as gematria.  This isn’t just a record.  It is a “counting.”  It has meanings deeper than just the names in the list.

OK, so we have another small correction.  But now for the biggest mistake.

Gruber notes, “Certainly there are those who know that ‘Jesus Christ’ was a Jew, but that is not at all the same as recognizing that he IS a Jew. . . . The Jewishness of Yeshua is indispensable to his being the Messiah.”
  The NASB translation attempts to put one foot in each world.  “Jesus” is the Christian world.  “Messiah” is the Jewish world.  We end up with nothing.  There is no “Jesus the Messiah.”  There is only Yeshua HaMashiach.  Anything else is trans-slay-tion.   And, by the way, if the sefer of Yeshua HaMashiach is Jewish, then everything Matthew says about him presupposes a Jewish perspective, not a Christian one.  He is the Jewish Messiah and he will return as the Jewish Messiah and everything he taught is Jewish in nature.  Christians follow a “Jesus” that didn’t exist until the Church reconstructed his image according to its likeness.  

So which is it?  Do you follow the Jewish Yeshua HaMashiach or the Christian Jesus Christ?  Does your faith begin with Moses or Justin Martyr?  They aren’t the same.
Topical Index:  Jesus, Messiah, Yeshua, record, sefer, Matthew 1:1
June 24  An excellent wife who can find?  She is far more precious than jewels.  Proverbs 31:10  ESV
Warrior Woman

Excellent – Perhaps a bit better than “virtuous,” the ESV translation makes an attempt to teach that this particular wife is not measured simply on the basis of her morals.  But the Hebrew word is far more than our notion of “excellent.”   We might be seduced into believing that “excellent” is a function of our (male) analysis.  We might list the things we think make a good wife.  Things like cooking, housekeeping, income, even-tempered, good looking and sex (of course).  Hebrew will not permit that.  

The word is hayil.  The phrase is ‘eshet hayil.  The best translation is something like “powerful woman,” “warrior woman,” “brave, competent, full of strength woman.”  This is Princess Valiant.  The focus of the word hayil is on strength, power and might.  It is used twenty times of God Himself and most often associated with men of might, power, worth and even of armies and forces in war.  No, this is not a word about morals or culinary excellence.  When you meet this kind of woman, you will be impressed by one thing:  toughness.

That characteristic infects everything she does.  Look at the list in the following verses.  Competent in management, business and negotiations.  Tough in dealing with hardships and circumstances.  Powerful and accomplished.  Goal-setter.  Money manager.  Lauded.  Leader.  Certainly not the “silent” woman of Paul’s completely misunderstood verse.  This is Deborah, Hagar, Ruth, Jael, Achsah, Sheerah, Zipporah.  This woman is loved and feared.  She fulfills the purpose God has in mind when He constructed the ‘ezer kenegdo.  

Perhaps you know women like this.  If so, your life is blessed by their presence.  They steer the course that keeps us on track.  They assist and assert.  They measure and manage.  They encourage and examine.  Why would we not wish for the ‘eshet hayil every day of our lives?  It is like having the face of God before our eyes.

What’s missing in our cultural myopia is the woman of Hebraic power.  Oh, we have plenty of powerful women these days.  But they come to us in Greek form.  They exercise their strength through political compulsion or cultural attraction.  We are in awe because they are goddesses from Olympus, not doers of the Word.  They promote the values of the age rather than the virtues of the Lord.  And there are plenty.  They are not hard to find.

If you are lucky, you will find an ‘eshet hayil.  A much more difficult quest.  I have found one, by God’s grace alone.  Her name is Rosanne.  Today is her birthday.

Topical Index:  ‘eshet hayil, warrior, power, wife, Proverbs 31:10
June 25  You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain, for the Lord will not leave him unpunished who takes His name in vain.  Exodus 20:7  NASB

Billboard Idolatry

In vain -  In Paleo-Hebrew, the expression lashshawe’ is:
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The Paleo-Hebrew pictograph combines the prefixed Hebrew root sh-w with the preposition le and the definite article ha.  sh-w is the assumed root of the noun shaw.  TWOT notes:  “The most familiar use of šāw ʾ is in the third commandment, “You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain” (Ex 20:7; Deut 5:11). Literally the sentence reads, “You shall not lift up the name of the Lord your God laššāwʾ,” the same construction as noted above in the Jer passages. Before examining the Decalogue reference it will be instructive to observe how the word is used elsewhere. . . That the primary meaning of šāw ʾ is “emptiness, vanity” no one can challenge. It designates anything that is unsubstantial, unreal, worthless, either materially or morally. Hence, it is a word for idols (in the same way that hebel “vanity” is also a designation for (worthless) idols, for example).”
  Hamilton’s article in TWOT concludes, “The evidence points to the fact that taking the Lord’s name (i.e. his reputation) “in vain” will surely cover profanity, as that term is understood today, or swearing falsely in the Lord’s name. But it will also include using the Lord’s name lightly, unthinkingly, or by rote. Perhaps this is captured by the LXX’s translation of laššāwʾ as epi mataiō  thoughtlessly.

To lift up the name YHVH requires acknowledging and surrendering to the power in the name.  If unauthorized use of the name associates this power with empty and worthless actions or objects, the power behind the name is insulted and discredited.  This commandment specifically associates such misrepresentation with what is the equivalent of idolatry.  

On 22 May 2011, I arrived at the Cape Town, South Africa airport after a long flight from London.  As I exited the airport, I saw this billboard.
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This is an example of a violation of the third commandment.  It associates the name of the Lord with a false claim.  It “guarantees” the claim by an appeal to the word of God.  As such it is sheer idolatry.  

Topical Index:   in vain, lashshawe', shaw, Exodus 20:7, idolatry
June 26 And showing mercy to thousands of those who love me, and keep my commandments.  Exodus 20:6  Jewish World translation

Nailed Together

Love Me, and keep – Back to the pictographs.  Here is the phrase “of those who love Me” in pictographic Hebrew.
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Once again the word begins with the preposition le signifying “control” or “authority.”  It is followed by the Aleph of “strength” or “leader.”  The thought is closed with the Yod (“behold” “to reveal”).  So we begin this word with “control/authority of strength revealed.”  The remaining letters produce “household/family of work” or “to make the household.”  Combining the pictographs we might translate this as “those who make up the household or family behold the authority of the leader.”   Who are the ones who love YHVH?  Those who exhibit control of the household.  Those whose lives are governed by the authority of the leader, in this case, YHVH.  Those who behold (and as a result conform to) the control exercised by YHVH over their community.

Notice that “love” is not sentimentality.  It is obedience.  Love is recognizing, acknowledging and obeying the authority of YHVH.  The fabric of the word ahab is found in the relationship between the authority and the one who obeys that authority.  There is no love without obedience.  

If we had only the root word ahab, we would have only the pictographs of “control/authority,” “behold,” and “household/family.”  But that is enough to notice that love in Hebrew pictographic form is still about respect and obedience.  Love is literally revealing the authority of the family.  In Hebrew thought, this can never be simply cognitive recognition.  It is not a word of static state of mind.  Love is a word of active submission.  To love is to do what the authority asks.  This places new light on the Pauline dictum, “Husbands love your wives.”  Although we acknowledge that Paul’s command requires action, perhaps we do not recognize that it implicitly involves acknowledging the wife as the authority in the relationship.  Fortunately, Paul is quick to supply the complement.  “Wives, be submissive (an ellipsis in the text) to your husbands.”  Both love and submission are essentially relational and both work so that the active party acknowledges the authority of the other.

Moses adds the final Yod.  It is not quite enough to acknowledge and obey the authority in the relationship.  That acknowledgment must be worked out in deed and decision.  The hand of purposeful effort must be applied.  Love means little if it is curtailed at the entrance of the relationship.  Proclamations of affiliation carry no weight if the subsequent behavior isn’t in alignment.  To love is to do what the other party asks.  It is not to think about it, proclaim its validity, offer justification or plan to execute.  To love is to do it.
Imagine the impact on current theology.  All protestations in favor of the possibility of “love” without change of action evaporate.  Eternal security is a figment of theological excuse.  The judgment is real.  And so is the fear of the Lord.

“and keep”
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Of course, given the pictographic expression of ‘ahab, we must notice that the requirement of keeping the commandments is not an optional extra.  The conjunctive expressed in the transliteration as u- does not designate two separate components or two distinguishable activities.  The conjunctive communicates the inextricable meshing of recognition of authority and commitment to behavior.  The nail is hammered home.  There is no difference between love and obey, just as there is no difference between hear (shema) and do (shema).   The children of Israel understood this.  That is why they can proclaim, “we will do and we will hear” (Exodus 24:7 Jubilee Bible 2000), completely at odds with our paradigmatic methodology of hearing and then doing (cf. http://skipmoen.com/2012/04/18/backwards-obedience/).  To love is to do, period!  And in this case, to love the Lord is to do what He says, without question, rationale or examination.  “To those who love Me” is recognizable behavior, not theological creeds.  How do I know that I love the Lord?  I do what He says.  The conjunctive anchors my actions to my declaration.

Topical Index:  love, ‘ahab, keep, shamar, Exodus 20:6, Exodus 24:7, commandments
June 27  And for this cause he is the mediator of the new testament, that by means of death, for the redemption of the transgressions that were under the first testament, they which are called might receive the promise of eternal inheritance.  Hebrews 9:15  KJV
Old vs. New

Testament – Of course, when you read this verse in the modern translations of the NKJV, NASB, NIV or NRSV, you will find that the Greek diatheke (used in the LXX for the Hebrew brit) is correctly translated “covenant,” not “testament.”  But simply because these translations have corrected the word does not mean they have corrected the 400 years of theological error that followed the King James error.  We need some history to see just how influential this little mistake has been.  
When Jerome translated the LXX into the Latin Vulgate (the version used by the Roman Catholic Church for nearly 1500 years), he correctly translated Jeremiah 31:31, using the Latin foedus for the Greek diatheke for the Hebrew brit.  No problem yet.  But when he translated the citation of this same verse in Hebrews 8:9, he did not use the Latin foedus (or even the synonym pactum).  Instead he used the Latin testamentum.  With this mistake, he introduced the idea of a “new testament.”  Unfortunately, even though the word diatheke appears more than 300 times in the LXX, it never means “testament.”  Why?  Because a “testament” is the last declaration of a single person for the disposal of property upon death.  A covenant is a declaration of terms of a relationship between two parties who are both alive.  A covenant has no authority once one of the parties dies (as Paul makes abundantly clear in Romans).  But a testament does.  It is a death statement, not a life statement.  And since it takes effect only upon the death of its maker, it implies that what was formerly true is no longer the case.  The person has died.

By legitimizing the idea of a “testament,” the Catholic translation allowed the former covenant of YHVH with Israel to be treated as if it no longer applied.  The former agreement was over because one of the parties was dead.  God rejected Israel and offered a “new testament.”  Therefore, all of the previous requirements that kept the former agreement in place were now null and void.  The death proclamation closed that “old” way of relating to God.  Now the Christian faith could rewrite the agreement.

This mistake influences even the NASB translation of Hebrews 9:15-16.  It suggests that the mediator must die because if there is a covenant, “there must of necessity be the death of the one who made it.”  But this isn’t correct.  It is not the mediator who dies because a covenant requires living parties.  The sacrifice is not the death of one of the parties.  It is the symbol of the commitment between the parties.  The idea of a “testament” influences this incorrect translation.
Gruber notes:  “Heb. 9:15 speaks of Messiah as the mediator of the new covenant.  That means that Messiah is not the maker of the covenant.  He is the mediator between the parties making the covenant.  The parties of the New Covenant, as presented in Jeremiah 31:31-34/Hebrews 8:8-12, are God and the house of Israel.”
   “This simple mistranslation, misrepresentation, and misunderstanding is foundational to virtually every Christian theology.  It creates the illusion of a conflict within the Bible itself.”

In the end there is no “new” testament and “old” testament.  If fact, there is no “testament” at all.  The Bible is about covenants, not testaments.  The very existence of the page separating the Old Testament from the New Testament is a lie.  Tear it out.  It’s one book about one God and one people who have entered into living covenants together.  Any theology that suggests otherwise was invented by Jerome.

Topical Index:  testament, testamentum, foedus, diatheke, brit, Hebrews 9:15, Jeremiah 31:31
June 28   So then, some were shouting one thing and some another, for the assembly was in confusion and the majority did not know for what reason they had come together.  Acts 19:32  NASB

Church in Disguise

Assembly – What is the Greek word for “church”?  Ah, ekklesia, you say.  Everyone knows that.  The church is the ekklesia of God.  Does that mean that the Greek word ekklesia should always be translated, “church”?  Is this Scripture’s special word for the new body of believers God has chosen as a result of the Messiah’s death and resurrection?  If you listen to most Christian preaching, you would assume that the “church” began at Pentecost and that ekklesia is the sacred Greek word for this “called out” body of believers.

But then we run into Acts 19:32 (and other verses).  Here is the Greek word ekklesia, but it certainly cannot mean “church.”   Wouldn’t you agree?  The same word—exactly—is used here to describe an unruly mob in confusion (maybe that’s what you experience at church ().  Obviously, the word ekklesia cannot mean “church.”  It means simply “an assembly, a crowd.”  In fact, in Greek it specifically does not mean “a religious assembly.”  The apostolic authors confiscated this word from secular Greek in order to distinguish their religious assemblies from those designated by synagoge (a word that does not mean “Jewish religious assembly”).  Synagoge means any religious assembly, for Athena, Zeus or YHVH.  Jews used this Greek word to translate qahal, the Hebrew word for their religious assemblies.  As a result, the word synagoge just migrated into a Jewish term.  But just like ekklesia, it wasn’t Jewish to begin with.  

What does this mean for translations of Scripture?  It means (are you ready?) that there really isn’t a Greek word for “church.”  The word “church” in your translated text doesn’t exist as a separate, identifiable, unique word in the Greek text.  “Church” is an Old English word (related to both Dutch and German).  It is etymologically related to the Greek word kurios, meaning “lord.”  There is no special word that means “church” in the Greek text of Scripture (a useful explanation can be found at http://www.ecclesia.org/truth/ekklesia.html, although I am not in agreement with all that Anthony writes).  Perhaps you already knew this and you’re settled on the fact that “church” is not a biblical word.  Perhaps you already realize that the only true Jewish terms are qahal and edah, not even “synagogue.”  Of course, languages evolve, so today we typically think of “church” as a Christian place of worship and “synagogue” as a Jewish place of worship.  But the point is that no one in the first century thought like this.  Yes, synagogue was used for a Jewish religious assembly, but everyone knew that this was a Greek translation of the real Hebrew words qahal and edah.  The Jews weren’t confused about this.  But we certainly are.

What’s the bottom line?  The “church” is what men have made it.  It isn’t biblical.  It isn’t even Greek.  It’s what was invented over the course of human religious worship.  That means we have to rethink all those apostolic passages about the “church.”  And we have to re-evaluate just what really is the place of worship for most Christians.  Now I don’t mean that you should immediately stop attending “church.”  Today the word is clearly associated with Christian attempts to honor God.  What I mean is that you need to be aware that this is not what the disciples had in mind.  Where to worship today is nothing like what they understood in their day.  That’s all right, as long as you realize that you are not copying anything like what they were doing.  What you experience today in “church” is the product of the Roman world, the influence of a political empire called Catholicism and a sprinkling of “relevance.”  Go there if you wish.  Give your money if you feel led.  Just don’t call it biblical.

Topical Index:  church, ekklesia, synagoge, qahal, edah, Acts 19:32
June 29  Great is the Lord, and greatly to be praised, In the city of our God, His holy mountain.  Psalm 48:1 (English Bible) NASB

Big, Not Many

Great – Sometimes we just absolutely must know the subtle differences in Hebrew in order to comprehend the deeper message of the text.  That is the case here.

If I asked you what it means to say that God is great, what would you say.  Would you say that this means He is powerful, important, praiseworthy, glorified, authority and of the highest value?  You’d be right, of course, for the Hebrew word gadol means all of these things.  But this word has two close synonyms that are not used of God.  Those two synonyms are rabab and raba.  They also mean “great.”  Why aren’t they used of God?  Because they mean “great in number.”  They are used for what is numerous, that is, much more than one.  Do you find it interesting that when “great” is applied to God it is never about more than one?  Unfortunately, in translation all these Hebrew terms turn into one English word, “great,” and we never know the difference.

David shouts it out!  “Great is the Lord.”  He doesn’t mean, “Multiple is the Lord.”  He means that YHWH is more powerful than we can imagine, more holy than we can dream, more praiseworthy than we can express, more glorified than all creation’s acknowledgement, more in control than we can believe.  God is gadol.  That’s why we praise Him.  There is none like Him.  Not one.  

If you read the whole verse, you noticed that David’s words in English use the adverb “greatly.”  Once again we are victims of transference from one language to another.  In Hebrew the word is me’od.  It is not the same word used in the opening exclamation, “Great is the Lord.”  This word, me’od, means “exceedingly, much, force, and abundance.”  You’ll find it in Deuteronomy 6:5 (“with all your strength”) and the Genesis 1:31 (“exceedingly good”).  Interestingly, this word also points to the absolute unity of YHVH.  McBride says, “The three parts of Deut 6:5: lēbāb (heart), nepeš (soul or life), and meʾōd (muchness) rather than signifying different spheres of Biblical psychology seem to be semantically concentric. They were chosen to reinforce the absolute singularity of personal devotion to God. Thus lēbāb denotes the intention or will of the whole man; nepeš means the whole self, a unity of flesh, will, and vitality; and mĕʾōd accents the superlative degree of total commitment to Yahweh.”

In Hebraic thought you just can’t get away from the idea that God is ONE!  Absolutely, permanently, without qualification.  He is gadol and worthy of me’od.  Now you have two words to work with.

Topical Index:  gadol, me’od, great, greatly, Psalm 48:1
June 30  Great is the Lord, and greatly to be praised, In the city of our God, His holy mountain.  Psalm 48:1 (English Bible) NASB

Heaven to Earth

To be praised – You’re probably quite familiar with this Hebrew word.  It is found in the expression “Hallelujah!”  Literally, this expression means, “Praise for Yah.”  The verb is halal, used more than 200 times in the Tanakh for “to praise.”  But halal has two semantic domains.  Both words are spelled exactly the same, but the first semantic domain is about giving off light, not about uttering praises.  You will find this first domain name in Job 29:3 and 31:26.  Isaiah uses it.   So does Joel.  Here the word describes the light shining forth from celestial bodies.  Look up!  Whether night or day, those lights you see in the sky are shining forth praises for the Lord.

If we didn’t know the context of the Hebrew word, we wouldn’t be able to tell whether it meant, “shining forth light” or “offering praise.”  Maybe that’s the point.  Perhaps reflection on the two meanings of this word led David to consider the signs of the Lord in the sky.  Perhaps Paul had the same linguistic similarity in mind.  Maybe it’s not about a natural theology at all.  Maybe it’s about linguistics.

What lesson can we draw from this double use of halal?  Well, we could start by taking a good look at the sky every time we feel as if God isn’t paying attention to us.  We could remind ourselves that the presence of light is an ongoing praise operation.  That would take us back to the opening creative act and hopefully reinstate our confidence that He is watching over things.  Doesn’t the Bible suggest that God is light?  I wonder if we ever though that John might have translated his Hebrew worldview as “God is praise, and in Him is no darkness at all.”  When you open your eyes in the morning, when you first see the light of day, what comes to mind?  Is that a moment of praise?  Do you convert halal into halal?

Heaven has come to earth.  Light shines forth, and incorporated into every photon is a moment of eternal praise.  You just have to look with Hebrew eyes.

Topical Index:  praise, halal, to shine forth, Psalm 48:1
July 1  Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy.  Exodus 20:8:  ESV
The Sabbath day – And what does this mean?  Does it mean we spend the day meditating on God?  Does it mean we sit around wondering if doing the next thing will violate the commandment about rest?  Perhaps we need to look at the original text, the text in Paleo-Hebrew.  In the Masoretic Hebrew text, the words are et yom hash-shabbat.  But the Paleo-Hebrew is a bit different.  It is:




We have discussed the symbolic representation of ‘et more than once. Now this linguistic marker tells us that the direct object of the imperative “remember” is the noun yom (day). The Paleo-Hebrew combination is “Work/Deed + Secure/Add + Chaos/Massive.” What is a “day” in the thought patterns of the ancient people of Israel? The pictograph tells us that a day is the time when work overcomes chaos. The work of my hand brings order and destroys the chaos that would otherwise occur. Work is the weapon of existence. This is not such a novel idea. In the account of the formation of Adam, work (avodah) was always part of the original assignment give to Man. Because work in Hebrew embraces effort, service and worship, work is an intended function of the role Man has in restoring God’s creation. It is important to remember that the story of the formation of Man was not written for Adam. The original audience of this story is the children of Israel recently removed from captivity in Egypt. They must be taught a new conception of work. Their experience as slaves taught them that work was toil, labor at the hands of masters without regard for human dignity or divine creativity. Moses gives them a new view of work in the story of Adam. Work becomes a holy endeavor, the vehicle by which God brings restoration to creation. Work is the means of defeating the enemy, chaos. This idea is comfortably at home in the Egyptian view of the universe. A day is determined by the effort put forth to overcome chaos. It is measured, not in hours, but in task completion. 
Finally we should notice that the translation “remember the Sabbath day” is an interpolation of the Hebrew text. The text literally says, “Remember day the Sabbath.” The definite article is associated with the name of this day, Shabbat, not with the noun “day.” Perhaps this is because all the days except Shabbat do not have names in Hebrew. The translation modifies the word order because of our cultural assumptions, not because of the understanding of the original audience. Now we have to look at the word for “the Shabbat” in Paleo-Hebrew




First we recognize the presence of the definite article (ha) pictured in Paleo-Hebrew as the sign of “to reveal.” We will add this concept to the rest of the word picture.  The Masoretic text spells the word differently than the Paleo-Hebrew. In phonetic script, the word is shabbat, the consonants are Shin – Bet (with dagesh forte – therefore doubled) – Tav. Paleo-Hebrew does not double the middle consonant. Its three pictographs are “To Consume/to Destroy + House/Household/Family + Sign/to Seal/to Covenant.” How are we to correlate the idea of consuming or destroying with a covenant sign for the family? Here we need to turn to the explanation of the letter Shin offered by Frank Seekins. 
“The letter Sheen symbolizes devouring and these eight verses [Psalm 119:161-168] tell us that when God devours or destroys it is to bring peace (verse 165). The word picture for peace (shalom … in Hebrew) says that peace comes when we ‘destroy the authority that establishes the chaos.’ God and His Word destroys chaos and brings the peace of being whole and complete.”
  

Seekins’ comment helps us connect the idea of consuming and destroying with the covenant sign God provides for the family. The Sabbath is the authorized sign of God’s pledge to families that practice it. Sabbath distinguishes these families from all other families on earth (certainly during the time of Moses) and marks them as practitioners of YHVH’s sovereignty. No wonder God held His people accountable for disobeying this commandment. 
The full word picture suggests that Shabbat reveals the sign of the covenant for the family, a sign that guarantees the destruction of chaos. The pictograph has interesting implications for our understanding of the seventh day rest. According to the Paleo-Hebrew picture, refusal to acknowledge Shabbat is the equivalent of allowing chaos to reign uncontested. Shabbat is God’s sign that He exercises control over chaos for those who trust Him by honoring His sanctified day. But there is no protection for those who determine this day, the seventh day, is just like every other day. Chaos, the enemy of life in the ordered world, will not be kept at bay for those who refuse to embrace the “work” of this day. What is the work of the day Shabbat? To rest confidently in Him. Shabbat reveals our true rest, either in His sovereignty or in our own.
Topical Index:  chaos, Shabbat, day, yom, Exodus 20:8, Paleo-Hebrew
July 2 beautiful in elevation, is the joy of all the earth, Mount Zion, in the far north, the city of the great King.  Psalm 48:2  ESV

The Other Great
Great – OK, God is great.  But so is the king, right?  In fact, in our inverted world, kings often get more praise than God (as John Lennon once quipped).  Most deserve far less.  Perhaps David could be considered praiseworthy, but even he would never compare himself to El Shaddai.  So why do we have this accolade to the king, the great king of Zion.  

Ah, it’s only a problem in translation.  You see, here David avoids the word gadol, also translated “great” but of an entirely different order.  Here the word choice is rab, a word that signifies greatness in terms of multiplicity.  A great big bunch of something.  Lots of people.  Lots of money.  Lots of power.  Lots of pride.  From the verb rabab, the word means “much” or “many.”  You recall that gadol is never used of God in this sense.  Gadol is used for the uniqueness of God, His absolute singularity.  Yes, He is great, but never in the sense of lots and lots.  He is great in His utter distinctiveness.  Nothing and no one is like Him.

The great king of the city is like other kings, only perhaps a bit more elevated, a bit wealthier, a bit smarter.  Solomon was such a king.  But none of that makes a great king gadol great.  His greatness is simply a matter of relative comparison.  With God there is no comparison.  Got it?

Now you see the problem.  Without a lexicon, and a bit of study, the English Bible communicates what appears to be a similarity between the king and the Lord.  We don’t see that there are two quite different words involved.  This leads us to imagine that we can treat God as we would treat any magnificent King—just a bit better of course.  But that mistake overlooks David’s deliberate choice of separate Hebrew words.  It’s not that the translation is wrong.  It’s just inadequate.  English just can’t communicate what is expressed in Hebrew.

If you’ve been a reader for some time, I am sure that by now you realize how hampered we are with translations.  Often I am asked, “What Bible would you recommend that translates correctly?”  The answer has to be none.  Can you see why?  Gadol and rab both mean “great.” There really isn’t any other word choice in English.  But translating two Hebrew words into one English word, even if it is correct, leaves us panting for understanding.  There is no substitute for the original, and that means there is no way to actually read the text unless you know something about Hebrew (and Greek, of course).  So get used to it.  Get to work.  A little at a time.  One word a day.  Eventually, things will be great (which word would you choose?).

Topical Index:  great, gadol, rab, rabab, Psalm 48:2
July 3  Within her citadels God has made himself known as a fortress.  Psalm 48:3  ESV

Davidic Redundancy

Citadels/fortress – God has made Himself known as a fortress?  What in the world does that mean?  According to the psalmist, God is already within the citadels of the city.  So why does He need to make Himself known as a fortress?  What kind of fortress is within  the citadel?  It sounds good.  It’s got poetic flare.  But when you really think about it, it doesn’t make much sense.  A fort inside a fort?  What for?

The problem here is the choice of translation.  The first word, ‘armon, certainly means something like a citadel.  Actually, it means, “a fortified palace.”  But it doesn’t sound good in English to say, “in a fortified palace God made Himself knows as a fort.”  Then the redundancy really shows.  ‘armon is a word about royal housing (not just any fort) so it’s a special place not only because it is a stronghold but because of who lives in it.  However, the second word, misgab, isn’t really about fortification.  It is really about “height.”  Now it happens that high places offer good protection, but the emphasis of this word is not on the defense but rather on the refuge associated with being above the battle.  This is a word about security, not the thickness of the walls or the size of the gate.  We would understand the imagery better if we translated the verse, “Within her fortified palace God has made Himself known as a refuge.”  Ah, that’s better, isn’t it?

Perhaps the NASB or the NIV or the NKJV do a better job with this one.  We would have to investigate.  But whether or not this particular verse makes more sense in a different English translation isn’t really the issue.  The problem is that translators make words in one language mean something in another language, and that is always a problem.  There are no two languages with identical overlap.  Furthermore, since languages reflect worldviews, that means there are no two cultures with identically overlapping worldviews.  It isn’t just a problem for Hebrew and English.  It’s a problem for Spanish and English, French and English, Tagalog and English, Martian and English.  Just try translating what you say into another language you know using an on-line translating program and you will instantly see what I am talking about.  Plus, of course, three thousand years of history differential, entirely different political and economic circumstances, radical changes in information transfer and everything else that makes us “modern” and the Bible “ancient.” Then there’s the Paleo-Hebrew complication.  David didn’t write misgab.  He wrote  [image: image15.png]ATWYL




Some days I just want to give up.  I’m afraid I was born at least two millennia too late, on the wrong side of the planet, in the wrong governmental system from the wrong lineage.  Ah, just like every other Gentile who ever walked the face of the earth.  I’m so glad Rahab was left living in the midst of Israel.  Maybe we have a chance.  At least we Gentiles can take this away from David’s translation redundancy.  God is our refuge.  He is the high place.  He shelters us.  Even if we still can’t figure out what David really said.
Topical Index:  fortress, citadel, ‘armon, misgab, refuge, Psalm 48:3
July 4   He who withholds his rod hates his son, but he who loves him disciplines him diligently.  Proverbs 13:24  NASB
Let the Courts Decide

Rod – God’s idea of training involves correction, sometimes correction that stings.  We, of course, are more civilized.  Who would ever consider punishing a child with a rod these days?  Probably only those who risk being taken to jail for physical abuse.  But notice what God says.  If you don’t take this step when necessary, you hate your child.  How is that possible?  I would think that those who punish with the rod are the ones who hate.  Why is the biblical instruction so completely reversed?

Like most of God’s instructions, this Proverb has an eschatological point of view.  It does not consider the immediate consequence of the action.  The instruction is focused on the future result.  In other words, what God sees is the ramification over the temporal horizon.  If a child is not corrected now, the eventual outcome will be the ruin of the child and that is as if the parent did not care for the child at all.  Discipline today produces character tomorrow and God is interested in tomorrow.  Any parent who foregoes discipline today in order to avoid conflict will contribute to the ruin of the child.  From the biblical perspective, that is the equivalent of hatred.  

In Hebrew, the verb “to hate” is sane.  “The hating that is usually referred to in the ot is the opposition, ill-will, and aversion men have for fellowmen. The extent and perversity of the depravity of the human heart is expressed by the hatred of a husband for a wife (Gen 29:31, 33) among brothers (Gen 37:4), of a brother for a sister (II Sam 13:15), among neighbors (Deut 19:11), among poor people (Prov 19:7), by a parent for his son (Prov 13:24), among nations (Isa 66:5).”
  Did you notice that the use of sane in all of these circumstances is relational?  I am quite sure we would not use the same word in Hebrew to say, “I hate this lousy weather.”  Sane is about personal relationships.  It is measured by the outcome seen in the behavior.  If I tell you that I love you, but in the end my behavior contributes to your misery and pain, then my words are a lie no matter how I protest about my “feelings.”  The behavior is the true measure.  Contributing to your sorrow, pain and despair is a sign of detesting you, not loving you.  What matters is the end of the matter.

Now we know why the Proverb seems so upside down to us.  We don’t have long-term views of life.  We think in the moment.  That must be corrected.  And perhaps we have learned that God thinks eschatologically too.  He sees our end result, not our immediate choice.  Perhaps that’s why He is so patient with us.  He sees what He knows we can become, not what we are now.  His view is parental.  Ours must be the same.

Topical Index:  hate, sane, rod, shebet, Proverbs 13:24
July 5  For behold, the kings assembled; they came on together.  Psalm 48:4  ESV
The Royal Convocation

Assembled – The kings marched together in order to pass before the city of God.  What was the result?  They were astonished, humbled, afraid.  They fled in terror and confusion.  No nation stands before Him.  

David’s declaration of the majesty of the Lord and the awesome specter of His city is proper in this hymn of praise.  But his use of the word no‘adu  teaches us something more than the overwhelming power of God.  This word, translated “assembled,” comes from the root ya’ad.  It means, “to appoint, to betroth, to assemble, to meet, to set.”  As you can imagine, it is used quite often in personal relationships.  One particular derivation of the word is significant because of its implications for the apostolic writings (the New Testament).  That derivation is ‘edah, meaning “congregation.”  In Hebrew, ‘edah describes the self-designation of the Qumran community.  In other words, it is more than likely that this word was used to describe the congregations of religious followers in first century Israel including those who followed Yeshua HaMashiach.  We must note that ‘edah is not just any assembly.  Because it comes from the root ya’ad, it implies that this assembly is called for a purpose.  We also discover that it is first used in Exodus 12:3 when God addresses the children of Israel.  He calls them an ‘edah.  One hundred and forty five times this word describes God’s chosen “congregation” in the Tanakh, and in one hundred and twenty seven of those occurrences the word is translated as synagoge in the LXX.  That should make it clear.  God’s Israel is an ‘edah.  

How does this help us understand what Paul says, or Matthew, Mark and James?  Those men would have thought of a synagogue as an ‘edah (or as its close synonym qahal).  They did not think that the religious assemblies of their time were somehow brand new creations of Yeshua.  In fact, they routinely attended services as part of the ‘edah and they constantly asserted that they practice their faith according to the expectations of the ‘edah. The Greek word ekklesia is connected to the Hebrew ‘edah and qahal.  If we want to understand what these men said about the “church,” we must begin in Exodus with ‘edah.  We can choose to start our thinking with ekklesia in Acts, but to do so is to ignore everything the authors knew about the connection between ‘edah and ekklesia.  In other words, to put it as bluntly as possible, “church” is an invention of men.  The God of Israel calls His people ‘edah.  

Perhaps this helps us understand why churches seem to be able to invent their own worship patterns without regard to Scriptural foundations.  Perhaps we now recognize that the hierarchy of Rome has more influence on the formation of the church than the Bible.  Maybe this is why the church is constantly evolving.  It has no foundation in God.  It stands on the work of Jerome, Luther and Calvin.  Attend if you wish.  No harm there (hopefully), but remember that you are not in the house of the Lord.  You are visiting the temples of Constantine.

Topical Index:  church, ‘edah, qahal, Exodus 12:3, ya’ad, assembly, Psalm 48:4
July 6  I, the Lord, search the heart, I test the mind, Even to give to each man according to his ways, according to the results of his deeds.  Jeremiah 17:10  NASB

Contingent Destiny

Results – Frankly, this verse scares me.  There are a few others that give me equal fright, but this one might be at the top of that list.  Jeremiah, speaking for God, tells me that God rewards according to results.  Oh, my!  I so want God to reward on the basis of His benevolence, His mercy and His compassion.  To be rewarded on the basis of my results is terrifying.  I think of all the times when I have not lived up to expectations, when my efforts or lack thereof did not produce the results God wanted.  In fact, I am quite sure my résumé of failures is much more extensive than my résumé of success.  If God rewards “according to the fruit of” my deeds, I am surely lost.  I will arrive in His presence empty-handed at best, but more likely with thorns and thistles rather than olive branches or grapes.

What’s worse is that God searches my heart.  It really doesn’t matter if I show well on the outside.  Does God care about the size of my bank account, the number of Bibles I have on the shelf, the record of my charitable gifts?  If He searches my heart, He may find that those “successes” were motivated by pride or appeasement.  Failures!  The “fruit” isn’t just the observable result.  Paul makes this abundantly clear.  Heart and hand must go together if it’s going to be counted by the Lord.  Perhaps that’s why this verse does not say, “I search the tax record or the theological statement or even the mind.”  (By the way, the word “mind” in this verse is a Greek mistranslation of the Hebrew kilya’ which means “kidneys.”  It’s the Hebrew way of saying “the innermost secret parts of a man.”  It has nothing to do with cognitive functions.)  

In Hebrew, the word translated “results” is peri.  You might recall this word from the blessing of the wine during the Shabbat meal.  It is the word for “fruit,” not “results.”  The “fruit of his deeds” is the produce of his practice.  Notice it is singular.  Just like Paul’s comment on the fruit (singular) of the Spirit.  It isn’t the deeds that are measured.  It is what the deeds produce.  We scramble around trying to do all the deeds perfectly, but that isn’t what God is counting.  It is the fruit of those deeds that matters.  In other words, it’s not the practice of Shabbat.  It is the fruit that the practice produces.  If you do everything properly during Shabbat but the fruit is dissension in the household, anxiety over responsibility, concern about social expectations or legalistic separation from others, then the fruit is a failure.  The actual practice may be in accordance with the traditions of Shabbat, but the net result is ungodly.  

If you attend services, say the prayers, study the Scriptures, follow Torah as best you can, but the produce from your labors drives others away from the Lord, causes family members to dread your theology, disrupts your compassion toward strangers or creates animosity, then the fruit is sour no matter how sweetly planted the vine.

Oh, and by the way, you are not the measure of the quality of your fruit.  Only the fruit tasters, the ones who are supposed to benefit from your produce, are the rightful judges of your labor.

So I suppose I should take a confidential survey.  I should be asking, “Have my efforts had a positive impact on you?”  After everyone has answered I might feel a bit better but I will still need to ask the same question to God.  Then I will know what I probably can already guess.

It’s still scary.

Topical Index:  results, ma’alal, deed, practice, fruit, peri, Jeremiah 17:10
July 7  “So I will choose their punishments And will bring on them what they dread. Because I called, but no one answered; I spoke, but they did not listen. And they did evil in My sight And chose that in which I did not delight.”  Isaiah 66:4  NASB
Fruit Inspector

Punishments – Jeremiah tells us that God rewards according to the fruit of our deeds (Jeremiah 17:10).  The word used in that passage is ma’alal (deeds or practice).  Isaiah uses a derivative from the same root (‘alal) to suggest that God’s “reward” is often “punishment.”  We don’t like that.  We want reward to mean things that prosper us.  We want God to give us the good life.  But the predominant use of ‘alal and its derivatives suggests something else.  TWOT reminds us that the thirteen occurrences of the root “cannot be consistently translated with any one word. . . This word speaks of relationships. It is used to indicate the exercise of power over another person, generally in a bad sense, hence meaning ‘to maltreat.’ It signifies some great achievement, generally malevolent.”
  In Isaiah’s divine proclamation, the word is ta’alulehem.  God will choose “bad things” for this disobedient people.

We can understand that.  After all, justice will prevail.  If you do bad things, you will get bad things.  You will reap what you sow.  But this word isn’t quite so sanctified.  It really suggests acts of mischief.  We find it in Exodus 10:2 and 1 Samuel 6:6 where it appears that God jests with people by acting ruthlessly toward them.  TWOT says, “While the thought of mocking is startling, both the contextual and the etymological situation demand a negative type of treatment.”
  Now we have a problem.  Does God really mock people?  Does He act is vengeful ways?  Is He playing with us?

No one likes to think that God’s character involves such actions.  But there is the word, ‘alal.  What are we to do with it?  We can’t deny its application when God is the subject of the verb.  We can’t ignore it.  We can’t pretend it is a theological mistake.  On the surface, everything justifies Schultz’ claim that the word “demands a negative type of treatment.”  Perhaps there is some amelioration in the fact that Hebrew is a phenomenological language.  It describes things the way they appear.  And sometimes it does appear that God is playing with us.  Sometimes it looks as if God is simply making a joke of our lives.  Sometimes we feel as if God does bad things to us for no apparent reason.  It appears as if ‘alal applies to God.

If your theological box doesn’t allow for things like this, then you will have a difficult time with Hebrew.  Hebrew isn’t theological.  It is the language of experiencing divine interaction.  It's the language of how we feel, how it looks to us and how we live with it all.  Theology is a second order set of problems.  Hebrew problems are more like, “What in the world is God doing now?”

Can you live with that?  Or do you need a God-box that makes everything fit your idea of who He must be?

Topical Index:  mischief, ‘alal, ta’alulehem, phenomenological, Isaiah 66:4
July 8  “If thieves came to you, If robbers by night— O how you will be ruined!— Would they not steal only until they had enough? If grape gatherers came to you, Would they not leave some gleanings?”  Obadiah 1:5  NASB

Mysterious Left-overs

Gleanings – Are you left-overs?  I know we like to think of ourselves as the elect, the chosen, the special ones of the Lord.  And, indeed, that’s true.  But did you know that God refers to His chosen few as “left-overs”?  Look at Isaiah 17:6 and 24:13.  Then consider the usage of ‘olelot (gleanings) in Obadiah.  After the judgment of God, His people are the left-overs.  Refined by fire, purified by trial, cleansed by commitment, they emerge as the gleanings of heaven.  

Ah, now you’re cheering.  “Yes, that’s me.  I have been through the fire.  I’ve endured trials.  I am committed.”  Not so fast, please.  According to Brown-Driver-Briggs and Koehler-Baumgartner, this word is derived from ‘alal.  As we have learned recently, ‘alal is about maltreatment and malevolent acts.  So the focus of gleanings doesn’t seem to be on the remains but rather on all that is taken away resulting in the left-overs.  In other words, the left-overs is what no one else wants.  Gleanings in the field do not represent the prized harvest.  They represent the rejected grain.

Perhaps we need to think of our citizenship in the Kingdom a little differently.  Remember Yeshua’s comments about the days of Noah and the days of Lot.  The righteous are the left-overs after the wicked have been removed.  The righteous emerge after judgment.  The harvest (of the wicked) is gathered to the barns of destruction.  What’s left?  Gleanings.  Perhaps our spiritual arrogance and theological pride pose a serious threat to our true status.  We aren’t the big deal in God’s universe.  We are what’s left after He has finished with everything else.  Of course, that doesn’t make us unimportant.  Gleanings are critically important for starving people.  But only for starving people.  Those who are satisfied with the harvest do not go into the field to glean.  The poor glean.  “Lucky those poor in spirit,” said Yeshua.  Maybe he has gleaning in mind.

Sometimes a word jars us back to the severe reality of Scripture.  Today I got an email message that read, “if grace is not free to us it is not grace. Obedience is not expected of us it is produced in us, otherwise there is no new covenant. . .  If his gift was not free to me  it is payment for services rendered by me  which is reduction ad absurdam [sic]. I could not pay anything for it as the nature of sin, the inward nature of sin invalidated my motives.”  I understand his point of view, but it is conditioned by a doctrine of sin and a view of grace that I can’t find in Scripture.  I can find it in the Church, no doubt.  But Scripture seems to clearly require obedience as a sign of hesed and God seems to exercise judgment on that basis.  And as for free, no, I don’t think so.  At great cost grace (hen) came to the world.  The fact that I didn’t pay doesn’t make it any less costly.  It makes me wonder how much spiritual effrontery accompanies the constant cry of, “It’s all free.”  By the way, gleanings were not free either.  Someone else had to plant.  Someone else had to reap.  Then I had to go pick up the left-overs.  Ask Ruth if the food she gathered was free.  I don’t think she was on vacation in Bethlehem.

Imagine the implications of the connection between ‘alal and ‘olelot.  The root word involves grief, intense pain, exploitation, to make sport of someone and maltreatment.  Have you every thought of gleanings in this light?  Probably not.  But think of the feelings that arise in a person who is forced to glean in order to survive.  Do you suppose that’s what Yeshua had in mind in that first Beatitude?

Topical Index:  gleanings, ‘olelot, ‘alal, Obadiah 1:5
July 9  The vision of Obadiah.  Thus says the LORD GOD concerning Edom—We have heard a report from the LORD, and an envoy has been sent among the nations saying, “Arise and let us go against her in battle”—  Obadiah 1:1 
Servant Song

Obadiah – We should be able to handle twenty-one verses, don’t you think?  One of the shortest books of the Bible, Obadiah’s name was quite common in his time.  Literally it means, “serving Yah” (no J please).  His message is for Edom.  2 Kings 8:20-22 and 2 Chronicles 21:8-10 offer the historical background of the judgment God brings against Edom for gloating over the fall of Jerusalem.

Obadiah was a prophet of YHWH during the reign of Yoram [English = Jehoram] (848-841 BCE).  He was a contemporary of Elisha.  I’m guessing that most of us didn’t know any of this.  And that poses an interesting question.  Why don’t we know about this prophet (and all the other “minor” prophets)?  I suspect the answer is two fold.  First, it’s Old Testament.  Most Christians have been taught (and assumed as the result of doctrine) that it is old and therefore, no longer relevant or important (unless is speaks of “Jesus”).  After all, it’s really for the Jews.  We have hopefully extinguished this bit of replacement theology.  But there is a second, less obvious, reason.  The arrangement of the books of the Bible is not chronological.  Therefore, the books do not present stories that are co-located in the history of Israel.  The fact that Obadiah is a contemporary of Elisha means that we should know his vision as well as we know the stories of Elisha.  After all, they deal with the same circumstances.  But because Obadiah is separated from Elisha by four or five hundred pages, we don’t see the connection.  So we don’t realize the importance of both men during that time.

Obadiah has a vision.  The word is hazon.  From the root verb haza, the word is about seeing or beholding something.  In this sense, Obadiah’s prophecy is not words scrolling across the sky.  It is more like the perception of reality in a dream, and the subsequent accounting for the entire dream-like “movie” that provides content when awake.  Of course, some of Israel’s prophets experienced this state while they were awake.  But since the word is indirectly connected to a visual experience, it doesn’t operate the way our physical sight does.  Obadiah “sees” what the Lord says and he speaks it to his audience.  This is the reason that Hebrew prophets are often called “seers.”

Today we have adopted the Western world’s infected version of prophecy.  First, we think prophecy is predictive.  Secondly, we think prophecy is something akin to transmitting dictation.  And thirdly, we think the prophet is an office in the church hierarchy.  Wrong on all three counts.  Prophecy is typically the way God sees things.  That does not mean it is about the future.  It is just God’s point of view whether it involves conditional events in the future or not.  Secondly, as we now know, prophecy isn’t really about words.  It’s an epistemological state that allows communication at a different level than words although it has to be translated into words for others to hear it.  And finally, very few are called to this condition.  It has absolutely nothing to do with their status or rank or even their state of belief.  It is entirely God’s choosing.  And just so we are quite clear about the role a prophet plays, nearly all of them died at the hands of the audiences they addressed.  Still want the job?

The next obvious questions leave us slightly perplexed.  Why don’t we see the same kind of “seers” today?  Or do we?  And what in the world does Paul mean when he speaks about prophets in the assembly?

If God called you with a vision, how would you know it was God?  And what would you do when everyone else thought you needed a session with the therapist?

Topical Index:  prophet, vision, hazon, haza, Obadiah 1:1
July 10  “Stolen water is sweet; and bread eaten in secret is pleasant.”  Proverbs 9:17  NASB
What You Don’t Know

In secret – How foolish are we?  Proverbs might help us decide the answer to this question.  The woman of folly (‘eshet kesilut – “woman of insolence, stupidity”) is the public enticement to those who are attempting to follow the straight path.  She doesn’t offer obvious disobedience.  She is far more seductive.  “Bread in secret” is her lure.  In a world where public image is the economics of shame, a few hidden things can hardly do much damage.  After all, who will really know what we did behind the closed door, away from the public eye, in the dark of the night?

Proverbs offers perhaps the sternest of warnings to anyone tempted by this ploy.  What will we really find in the dark places of the ‘eshet kesilut?  The dead!  The mouth of Sheol!  “Her guests are in the depths of Sheol.”  The Eagles followed the author of this proverb when they wrote the words to “Hotel California.”  

But far too often the warning falls on deaf ears.  We really do believe that our secrets are safe with the foolish woman.  What we don’t realize is that we are not Greek compartments.  We are all connected.  What happens in my secret world affects those around me even if they have no knowledge of my actions.  Remember Achan who hid forbidden treasure in his tent (Joshua 7:16-26).  Israel fell in battle for his secret sin.  Thirty-sex men died because of him.  And we think our lives are private?

Here’s what I know.  When my life is out of sorts with God, when I harbor secrets and listen to the seduction of the foolish woman, other things go wrong.  It’s not that God punishes me with calamity.  It’s that other relationships seem to undergo added stress.  It doesn’t matter that those other relationships are completely ignorant of my secret.  It doesn’t matter that I keep it carefully tucked away.  It’s as if the aura of my visit to the house of the foolish woman has smeared my skin with death—and chaos begins to find its way into everyone around me.  The secret might not kill me (immediately) but it kills those who come into contact with me.  They are infected by my unrighteousness.  Secrets are a communicable disease.

What cure is there for allowing chaos to creep back into the lives of others? Achan was stoned to death.  He and all his family and possessions were executed and burned to ashes.  Radical surgery was needed to remove the secret offense.  After all, he murdered thirty-six men.  The fact that he confessed did not absolve him from punishment.  That punishment extended to all his household.  Certainly Solomon had this story in mind when he wrote about the ‘eshet kesilut.  

The Hebrew word sether (secret) is often used for proper protection (for example, to hide myself in God).  But it has another face as well.  The words, “hide from the Lord” indicate a broken relationship with the Father, just as “bread in secret” breaks all kinds of other relationships.  Must I be stoned, my family executed, my possessions burned in order to excise this disease from the life of my community?  Perhaps.  But maybe there is still forgiveness to be found.  This much I must learn.  The communicable disease of secrets is more deadly than AIDS.  What you don’t know can kill you.

Topical Index:  secret, sether, foolish woman, ‘eshet kesilut, Proverbs 9:17
July 11  You have placed our iniquities before You, our secret sins in the light of Your presence.  For all our days have declined in Your fury; we have finished our years like a sigh.  Psalm 90:8-9  NASB

Ending with a Whimper

Secret sins – OK, so how do you want to end?  It’s coming, you know.  Every day a bit closer.  How will it look when that day arrives?  Most of us wish for victory.  We want to make a difference, leave a mark, finish well.  God has a lot to do with that, but I am confident that He too wishes us to finish in close proximity to the image of His Son.  The universe is conspiring to push us over the finish line in glory.

But, as David notes so well, we ourselves can destroy that intention.  God places our iniquities before us, not to remind us of our failures but to allow us time to repent and restore.  And notice how David characterizes these disruptive and destructive iniquities.  Are they up front acts of sheer idolatry, public displays of arrogance, fists raised to heaven in defiance?  Not at all.  They are the ‘alume.  By the way, the word does not mean “secret sins.”  First, it isn’t plural.  Second, it isn’t even a noun.  ‘alume is the Qal passive participle of ‘alam, “to be hidden, concealed, secret.”  God isn’t bringing our hidden sins before us.  He is bringing up our hiding, our acting in concealment, our decisions to pretend no one sees.  It isn’t the sin that is destroying our intended victory day.  It is the masking behavior that’s killing our hope.

Keep hiding!  Keep everything looking so good on the outside while the closets are full on the inside.  David tells you the end result.  “We finished our years like a sigh.”  What does that mean?  Kemo-hegeh.  What is compared to a moan?  What is the sound of a rumbling?  What is the growling of the beast?  That’s what it means.  You and I will come to our end in the cry of dereliction, the sob of despondency, the whimper of defeat.  Yes, keep on hiding.  Keep up the fence of fame, the practice of pretense, the show of subterfuge.  In the end, it’s moaning.

Some rules of the universe are easily embraced, at least in theological theory.  We all fall short of the glory of God.  Yes, that’s true.  But what can anyone do about it?  The wages of sin is death.  Again, true.  But there is the grace that overlooks those “mistakes.”  God loves even the sinner.  True enough.  But of course that is not an excuse to remain one.  Some rules, however, are more difficult for a man of pride to really accept.  The consequences of hiding is one of those.  “Out of sight, out of mind” is more like it for us.  Who really wants to talk about things done in the dark?  Not me!

But if God speaks the truth about wages and glory and repentance, does He not speak the truth about concealing?

There are some sins I wish to write down in invisible ink.

Topical Index:  hide, secret sins, ‘alume, conceal, moan, kemo-hegh, Psalm 90:8-9
July 12  Let the one who does wrong, still do wrong; and the one who is filthy, still be filthy; and let the one who is righteous, still practice righteousness; and the one who is holy, still keep himself holy.  Revelation 22:11  NASB

End of the Line

Still – Just keep going in the same direction and you will arrive at your destination.  The only issue is where you’re going, not how you will get there.  You know how to get there.  Just keep on the same path.  Do the same things.  Make the same choices.  Practice what you have always practiced.  Simple.  Easy.  Don’t change a thing.

But where?  That’s the question.  Where are you going?  What is your destination?  Do a little directional investigation.  Imagine the end of your line.  What is it going to be like if you just keep doing what you have always done?  

Listen, God doesn’t need to you change a thing.  He won’t compel you to change either.  You are the only one who can take another road.  The Kingdom will do just fine without you.  God’s plan will prevail.  But you?  Ah, that’s not His problem.  You are your own problem.  You decide.  Will it be righteousness and holiness or will it be wrong and filth?  Yetzer ha’tov or yetzer ha’ra.  It’s up to you.  (Hey, and don’t go pulling that “I’m waiting for the Spirit to lead me” stuff.  You might be a lump of clay, but you still determine which potter’s wheel you’ll sit on).

The Greek word here is eti.  It’s a nice temporal word.  It means “continuing, not stopping.”  Notice the context.  Yeshua HaMashiach announces His coming.  “Don’t close the book yet.  Let the people continue in their ways.  I am coming and when I arrive I will bring judgment and consequences.”  Does this sound like the Savior we know?  He’s willing to let those who have chosen wrong and uncleanness to just keep going until it’s too late?  What about compassion?  What about mercy?  What about the “not willing that any should perish” assertion?

This is compassion.  This is mercy.  This is not willing for any to perish.  Do what has already been revealed to you!  If you don’t change your ways, why do you think you will not be judged for your willful ignorance, your deliberate disobedience, your spiritual arrogance?  You have been given the Book.  The Law and the Prophets are yours.  The Son has spoken the truth to you.  What excuse will you have at the Great White Throne?  “Oh, I only followed what I was taught”?  “But I thought You would forgive everything”?  “I’m under grace.  The law doesn’t apply to me.”  

What is the end of your line?  Look ahead.  Look far ahead.  If you continue in this path, will you arrive at holiness, at blamelessness, at conformity to the Son?  Or will you be a casualty of religion?

Topical Index:  still, eti, direction, choice, Revelation 22:11 
July 13  But he said to me, “Do not do that. I am a fellow servant of yours and of your brethren the prophets and of those who heed the words of this book. Worship God.”  Revelation 22:9  NASB

Who is He?

Do not do that – A strange change in capitalization occurs in the NASB of Revelation 22.  The conversation recorded in this text begins in Revelation 21:6.  John sees the new heaven and the new earth (21:1) and then hears the one who sits on the throne saying, “Behold, I am making all things new.”  The NASB capitalizes this pronoun (“He”) because it clearly refers to a divine being.  If there were any doubt, the next verse clarifies the choice.  “I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says this person.  Divine?  Yes, for sure.  

But now follow the conversation.  Verse nine says that one of the seven angels carries John away, showing John the city gates, the walls and the foundation stones.  Then chapter 22 begins with this angel showing John the river of life.  Verse 3 tells us that the Lamb sits on the throne of God.  His (the Lamb’s) name shall be on the foreheads of the ones who serve Him.  Then notice the pronouns beginning in verse five.  The first reference is to the Lord, the God of the spirits of the prophets.  Verse seven reports the statement of the Lord, “I am coming quickly.”  In verse nine, John attempts to worship the one who is revealing this vision to him.  But the angel refuses.  “Do not do that!”  Why?  Because this messenger says that he is also a “fellow-servant of yours and of your brethren the prophets.”  He then gives the very clear instruction, “Worship God.”  

Without any break in the conversation, suddenly we hear the words, “I am the Alpha and the Omega” (verse 13).  But who is speaking?  Verse ten is clearly the conversation of the same person who instructed John not to worship him.  Verse eleven is from the mouth of the same speaker.  But verse twelve repeats the statement of 21:6, indicating that it must be in the mouth of the one who sits on the throne.  The speaker continues (is it the same speaker?) in verse 16, identifying himself as Yeshua.  But when did Yeshua begin to speak and the angel stop speaking?   Are we to simply assume, without any textual information, that the conversation that began with the angel is suddenly curtailed and we are now hearing the voice of the Lamb?  Without punctuation, how would we know?  Remember that all the capitalization, all the quotation marks, all the periods are added to the text according to the translator’s interpretation and theology.

Suppose, just for a minute, that the instruction, “Worship God,” is in fact uttered by an angel and not by the same speaker in verses 12 to 20.  Why would the angel insist on the worship of God, not of the Lamb who sits on the throne of God?  There’s no doubt about what the angel says, even without punctuation.  Theo proskyneson.  “Worship God.”  But if the very next person introduced is Yeshua, then why doesn’t the angel say, “Worship the Lamb,” or “Worship the one whose name is on your forehead, “ or “Worship Yeshua (“Jesus”)”?  

Ah, you will say, “Well, that’s because Yeshua is God.  So ‘Worship God’ means ‘Worship Yeshua.’”  But this requires a Trinitarian doctrine, something that doesn’t seem to be very obvious in John’s writing.  In fact, one wonders how the instruction of the angel could have even been interpreted as “Worship the Messiah” by any of John’s first century orthodox readers.

But who knows?  Maybe the Spirit whispered in the ear of the translator when he added the quotation marks and the capitals.

Topical Index:  worship, Lamb, God, proskyneson, Revelation 22:9 
July 14  Be diligent to present yourself approved to God as a workman who does not need to be ashamed, accurately handling the word of truth.  2 Timothy 2:15  NASB
Do Your Best

Be diligent – So what’s it to be?  NASB tells us to “be diligent.”  ESV, NRSV, NLT and NIV say, “Do your best.”  KJV uses the time-honored “Study.”  The Greek is spoudason, an imperative of the verb spoudazo.  Classical Greek usage demonstrates that the verb is about making something important, hurrying toward something, reckoning something as noble and worthy, being zealous over something.  The LXX uses the verb to translate the Hebrew bahal, “to hasten” as in terrified flight.  Josephus uses the word in the sense of zealous.  In fact, throughout the apostolic writings, spoudazo is used for effort exerted conscientiously and rapidly.  In Jewish thought, this is the equivalent of zeal.

Interestingly, most of the contemporary translations reduce the urgency of the verb by treating it as if the requirement is only “to do your best.”  According to these renditions, the standard is not some exceedingly high bar set by the prophets or by the Messiah.  The standard is what you determine to be as much as you’re able to do.  Once you reach that mark, it’s enough.  Just do your best.  Does it really matter that your best isn’t up to Torah’s requirements?  Does it make a difference if your best still includes those disappointing behaviors you just can’t shake?  Not at all.  What matters is that you tried.  Who cares if you got a C-?  Effort is the real test of spirituality.

Do you suppose that our contemporary translations (the NASB is a notable exception) are really just reflections of the progressive agenda of self-affirmation clothed in Scriptural form?  When did God ever say, “Oh well, you did your best”?   Do the Ten Commandments make allowances for trying?  “I tried not to lie, God, but You know me.  I did my best.  It’s just that I couldn’t really help it with all those generational curses and stuff.”  Yes, I am sure that will work just fine before the Judgment Seat.

I wonder if “I never knew you” might be translated “I’m sorry, but your best wasn’t what was expected.”  What was expected was intense, fervent, passionate rush to obey.  The KJV “Study” certainly isn’t correct.  That’s far too cognitive.  It removes the demand for action.  But “do your best” is the pendulum swinging to the opposite extreme.  What part of “hurry, make haste, be zealous, rush, treat with utmost seriousness” is captured in “do your best”?  Perhaps we should ask Lot’s wife.

Topical Index:  spoudazo, zeal, hurry, study, 2 Timothy 2:15

And now a note:

The group that is accompanying Bob Gorelik and me to Israel in May, 2015 has homework.  They are to read Daniel Gruber’s book, Copernicus and the Jews.  This book is an excellent introduction (and more) to paradigm shifts, translation issues, historical problems and theological assumptions that make Christianity and Judaism incompatible ways of viewing God and His people.  I have some copies of this book available.  If you want one, please ask me (it is $20, shipping in the USA included).  There aren’t many.

Here is just one comment from Gruber:

Christianity and “the Church” have never been able to understand, explain, or appreciate the anomaly of the Jews.  This is because Christianity and the Church are substitutes for Israel and the kingdom of God.  They are substitutes for God’s context of salvation, redemption, and the harvest of the earth.  Much of Christianity has created a “Christ” who is not Jewish, and is not the Messiah. . . . God did not create Christianity.  He did not create “the Church.”  Neither is even mentioned in the Bible.  They will never be adequate for containing or explaining what God is doing in the earth.  They will never be adequate for containing or explaining the one little anomaly that fills the pages of the Scriptures.  God created Israel; and He created Israel with a view to re-establishing His kingdom upon the earth.  This will not change, no matter what theological twists and turns men may take. . .  There is no Kingdom of God without Israel.  That is why so much of Christianity has rejected the Kingdom of God.

July 15  I gave you milk to drink, not solid food; for you were not yet able to receive it. Indeed, even now you are not yet able,  1 Corinthians 3:2  NASB

Entry Exam

Even now – So you want the meat of the Word, right?  You want to investigate the depths of Scripture, see the mysteries of the Spirit, know the passion of the Messiah.  But there’s a problem.  Notice what Paul tells the Corinthian qahal (assembly).  We would expect him to say something like this, “Oh, you aren’t ready for the really deep stuff because you’re sinful.  You haven’t confessed enough.  You aren’t tithing enough.  You aren’t praying enough.  You need to set aside more time to study the Bible.”  But Paul doesn’t even mention church attendance, tithing, prayer, study or confession.  Listen.

“for you are still fleshly. For since there is jealousy and strife among you, are you not fleshly, and are you not walking like mere men?” (verse 3)
Paul’s educational entry exam has nothing to do with our idea of spirituality.  He is a much more practical rabbi.  The reason the Corinthians can’t handle the depths of Scripture is because they exhibit strife and jealousy.  Plain and simple—they don’t get along with each other.  They are jockeying for power.  They are driven by ego.  They contend over who’s right.  Where there is no unity, there is no insight.  

Paul isn’t writing to unbelievers.  He is writing to those in the qahal.  But he says that even now they are still thinking in terms of the world’s values.  The Greek is alla plus eti.  Literally it might be read as, “But still,” or “Yet nevertheless.”  Think about it.  These people know the power of God (1 Cor. 2:5).  They have seen with their own eyes the demonstration of the Spirit (1 Cor. 2:4) and heard the hidden wisdom (1 Cor. 2:6).  They are not babes when it comes to exposure to the things of the Lord.  But they haven’t changed their attitudes and actions toward each other.  Therefore, they cannot know.  

In the Greek worldview, education is the answer to life’s problems.  Do we have disagreements, conflicts, tension?  Let’s talk it out!  Let’s negotiate.  Let’s study the problem in order to find a rational solution.  What a waste of time!  In a Hebrew worldview, action comes first.  You don’t have to study the problem to know there are ego issues.  You don’t have to get to a therapist to know jealousy exists.  What you have to do is make amends, change direction, confess one to another, step down from your pedestal and humble yourself.  What you have to do is act like the Savior.  Then, maybe, the mysteries of God will be open to you.  But wherever you value the ranking of the world, the ascendancy of superiority, the “glory” of leadership, you will remain ignorant babes, milk drinkers, anemic and dependent, no matter what titles you garner for yourself.

Education in the Spirit begins with hupotasso—humility and submission.  There is no alternative.  Paul measures this by the standard of unity.

Topical Index:  even now, alla, eti, milk, strife, jealousy, 1 Corinthians 3:2

July 16  So then neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but God who causes the growth.  1 Corinthians 3:7  NASB

Who Matters?

Is anything – Paul is pretty important.  In fact, without Paul the present version of the Christian church would probably not exist.  Oh, I know.  Paul is misrepresented and misread by most Christian theology, but there is little doubt that Christianity claims Paul (in its rendering) as the founder of its theological doctrines.  Yes, “Jesus” matters, but it’s the “converted” Paul who really sets the stage for Christian thought.  So when Paul says of himself that he is nothing, we’d better pay attention.

The Greek construction is short and sweet.  After the negative oute, the key words are estin ti.  It’s an expression that basically means, “isn’t anyone,” that is, “this is a person who really doesn’t matter at all.”  Why would Paul say such a thing?  Well, maybe we need some historical context before we explain away his self-deprecation.  First, Paul already thought of his past achievements as insignificant in comparison to his understanding of the Messiah.  Secondly, Paul wasn’t Saint Paul in those days.  He was just another rabbi doing his best to introduce audiences to Yeshua HaMashiach.  Thirdly, he wasn’t a professional theologian.  He was a bi-vocational servant of the King.  And finally, he considered himself chief among sinners.  Paul didn’t come with the glowing résumé of sainthood or founder or most brilliant theologian who ever lived.  He arrived a man of humility and submission, broken but willing, a fellow sufferer.  

And he recognized that anyone could have done what he was called to do.  You see, it didn’t depend on him.  It depended on God.  God chooses whom He wishes to serve.  If Moses had refused, there would have been another.  If Joseph declined, another would have taken his place.  And Mary.  And Paul.  And you.  And me.  If God chooses, God prepares.  So there is no fear of not being equipped.  That means someone else can always fill your place.  There are plenty of workers in God’s labor pool.  In fact, the only person who was uniquely picked for a role that no one else could ever play was Yeshua HaMashiach, and even he was expendable.  In the divine scheme of things, God matters.  Everything else is just part of the plan.

How odd then that we are so consumed with whom we follow, quote, approve, cherish, extol.   Tell me frankly.  If God causes the growth, everyone else is just a gardener.  Everyone else is just pulling weeds, hauling fertilizer, pruning stems.  How about you?  Are you willing to just work in the dirt?

Topical Index:  is anything, estin ti, humility, service, ego, 1 Corinthians 3:7
July 17  each man’s work will become evident; for the day will show it because it is to be revealed with fire, and the fire itself will test the quality of each man’s work.  1 Corinthians 3:13  NASB

Just Wait Awhile

Will become evident – “Let it shine, let it shine, let it shine.”  Remember that childhood Sunday school song?  “This little light of mine.  I’m gonna’ let it shine.”  Paul would have approved.  The Greek here is phaneron genesetia, “to become visible, to be manifest, to show, to light up.”  Perhaps his choice of words here dictates the subsequent use of purifying fire.  Basically Paul instructs the Corinthians that in due time everything not godly will be burned up.

So take comfort.  All you have to do is wait.  

Are you frustrated because you see the error in the community?  Do you find debate less than useful?  Are you losing your zeal because of the monolithic obstinacy of the pagan spirituality in your culture?  Does hopelessness peek around the corner because your friends and family just can’t understand why you are so “Jewish”?  Remember that infamous line from Gamaliel.  “If this plan or action should be of men, it will be overthrown, but if it is of God, you will not be able to overthrow [it]’ (Acts 5:38-39).  It will all be evident in the end.  

Some time ago I sat in a living room with a rather famous Messianic “rabbi.”  He proclaimed the coming of the Messiah in 2012.  His mind was made up.  He had all the arguments and the prophecies in place.  I objected on exegetical grounds.  To no avail.  In the end, all I had to do was wait.  Oh, by the way, he’s still here too, but apparently he has forgotten all about those predictions.

It’s comforting to know that God is completely in control.  I’m not in a hurry to have the answers.  Why should I be?  Will it matter much when I’m dead?  I can wait.  I have all the time I need.  Paul declares that patience was the solution to all theological dilemmas.  That also implies that my answers might have to be altered as time goes by.  After all, things might seem very different in the full light of day.  Phaneroo (“to reveal, to show”) is a synonym of apokalypto (I am sure you can guess the meaning).  The truth will shine forth.  It will be revealed.  God will see to it.  Of course, it might take a few millennia, but does that really matter?  Can we have fellowship with YHVH and each other while we wait?  Is it so difficult to just enjoy each other’s company even if we haven’t yet had the shining?  Why are we so anxious to have the answers?  Do you suppose that the quest of certainty, so much an essential element of the history of Western epistemology, might have infected our expectations of the Hebrew God?

Well, to tell you the truth, I’m not quite sure.  After all, Hebrew has a concept of certainty too.  I guess I’ll just have to wait and see what happens.

Topical Index:  will become evident, phaneron genesetia, shine, show, 1 Corinthians 3:13
July 18  “But we will devote ourselves to prayer, and to the ministry of the word.”  Acts 6:4  NASB

Leaderless-ship

But – Let’s see if we have this straight.  The Twelve, the most important men in the assemblies of Torah-observant Messianic Jewish believers, decline administrative responsibilities because they need to be fully attentive to prayer and the “ministry” of the word.  Right?  We understand the idea of commitment to prayer.  Of course the leadership must be committed to prayer.  But what is “ministry” of the word?  The Greek is diakonia tou logos.  Literally, service of the word.  Interestingly, this is the same root word that the Twelve just said they can’t do (diakonein trapezais = wait on tables).  They can “wait on the word” but they can’t “wait on tables.”  Why?

Because it’s all about time.  To wait on tables, in this case to be involved in the daily administration to widows, takes time, and in their minds, this is time away from the study of God’s words.  The more time they spend in the necessary but trivial (not trivial for the widows, by the way), the less time they have for the necessary and important.  It’s simple mathematics.

So they arrange for others to take care of these issues.  They pray.  They study.  Others carry out the required tasks.  In other words, they lead by not being involved in the public efforts of the community.

This raises an interesting question.  How leaderless are our assemblies?  How many of our rabbis devote themselves to prayer and service of the word rather than all the tasks of the assembly?  How invisible to the public are our leaders?  

Oh, I know what you are going to say.  “Yes, my leader does involve others so he (or she) will have time to prepare the sermon and to direct the congregation and to win souls for Christ.”  But I don’t find any of those things in proseuche (prayer) and diakonia tou logos.  There is no mention of preaching, soul-winning or strategy sessions.  There’s no mention of visiting the sick, performing marriages, raising funds, developing a building plan.  There is prayer and service of the word.  And nothing more (in this text).  The leader is quite invisible.  Her role (or his) is before God, not men.  The members of the assembly are quite capable of all the rest, as long as the leader pleads their case before the Lord and dedicates her time to knowing what God has revealed.

Ah, you object.  “But all this prayer and study.  Its purpose is to provide for the people.  There has to be teaching, preaching, healing, discipleship and all those things Paul mentions.”  Of course.  But who does those things?  We have been religiously trained to think that this is the job of the minister, priest or pastor.  But is it?  Isn’t the real task of the leader to understand the will of God and go in that direction?  Followers do.  Leaders learn.

Topical Index:  prayer, service of the word, diakonia tou logos, leader, Acts 6:4
July 19  Now at this time while the disciples were increasing in number, a complaint arose on the part of the Hellenistic Jews against the native Hebrews, because their widows were being overlooked in the daily serving of food.  Acts 6:1  NASB
Corrected Additions

Hellenistic Jews – If you read the marginal notes on this verse in the 1963 edition of the NASB, you will find this explanation:  “I.e., non-Palestinian Jews who normally spoke Greek.”  But if you read the marginal note on the latest NASB electronic version, you will find, “Jews who adopted the Greek language and much of Greek culture through acculturation.”  Ah, much improved.  You see, the 1963 edition presupposes that there is a land in the first century called Palestine (which there isn’t) and that these Jews are not from that land (then why are they in the assembly in Jerusalem?) and that they normally spoke Greek (which is not the case).  Fortunately, we have learned a few things since 1963.  The land is not Palestine.  The Romans didn’t call it Palaestina after the Bar Kochba revolt (132 CE).  Today’s popularization of the term is without true historical basis.  Hellenization did not mean that the people “normally” spoke Greek.  Hellenization was a cultural movement, not a change in language.  Yes, the culture of Hellenism came from Greece, but people all over the Empire adopted it without changing their language.  They simply embraced Greek values and Greek philosophy.  In fact, during the first century there were a large number of Jews living in Jerusalem who were Hellenists.  But they spoke Hebrew, just like everyone else.  So even the latest version of the NASB still contains a mistake.  It isn’t the Hellenists vs. the native Hebrews.  It is two different cultural orientations among the same people.

And this is important.  Hellenists adopted a lot of views that were contrary to traditional Hebraic thinking.  Hellenists were Hellenists because they were trying to fit into the world of the Roman Empire.  They were politically correct, Greek educated, progressives.  They had a different view of the body, the mind and the soul.  And they tended to be “tolerant” of other gods, less inclined to worry about ancient practices and generally non-Torah observant.  Just like today, by the way.  

So what were they doing in the Messianic synagogues?  Who let them in?  And why in the world did the Twelve make special provision to deal with their complaints?  Who cares about those “outsiders” anyway?  “They don’t think like we do.  They don’t have our values and practices.  They are sinners!!  We don’t want them with us!”  But there they are, right in the midst of the assembly, part of the Messianic congregation, treated with the same dignity and compassion by the Twelve.  As James would say, “We don’t worry about how they will eventually behave because every week they hear Moses taught in the synagogue.”  Why were they there in the first place?  Because God called them, that’s why.  Because they believed that Yeshua was the Jewish Messiah, that’s why.  All the rest was to be resolved over time.  The treatment of widows might have initiated the problem, but the attitude of the Twelve reveals the real hand of God in this group.  If God brings you, who am I to say you don’t belong?

Topical Index:  Hellenism, Jew, Palestine, Acts 6:1

July 20  God has spoken in His holiness: “I will exult, I will portion out Shechem and measure out the valley of Succoth. Psalm 60:6  NASB
The Joy of the Lord

Will exult – Do you feel it?  God does.  Yes, that’s right, God rejoices.  Don’t for one minute think of the immutable, impassible God of Aquinas or Luther or Calvin.  God is not the “first principle of causation” or the mysterium tremendum (R. Otto).  He is the Father of the faithful, full of passion and delight, laughter and joy!  God exults.

The verb is ‘alaz.  It’s found in only a few places in the Bible (e.g., Isaiah 23:12, Jeremiah 11:15 and 15:17, Psalm 149:5).  This is emotion!  It is a word about such overwhelming feelings that it results in uninhibited shouting and singing.  By the way, when it is used of the emotions of the wicked or the sorrowful, it is just as strong.  Weeping and gnashing of teeth come to mind.  No two ways about it.  This word is a feeling word.

Perhaps that’s why it is so important to recognize that the word is used by God Himself.  One of the implications of a strong doctrine of immutability is that God cannot feel.  Yes, I know, we don’t usually think like this.  But theologians do.  In fact, impassibility is the doctrine that it is logically impossible for God to feel.  Why?  Because feelings are fleeting and God cannot change.  So if God feels an emotion of joy one time and an emotion of sorrow another, then this violates the idea of immutability and rather than change our doctrines, we just modify how we read the text.  Presto chango—this isn’t really about God.  It’s just an anthropomorphic expression for us!  It’s what we need to hear but it really doesn’t describe God as He actually is.  Once again, theology trumps the text.  No wonder the guys who first thought up this idea instructed priests not to say anything about it.  Do you really want a God who cannot feel?

Hebrew is so much more lively than Greek.  God is right in the midst of it all.  He is filled with joy when we obey.  He loves what He does.  He agonizes over the lost.  He weeps for the wicked.  He hates sin and pours out wrath on the unjust.  In fact, there is hardly a verse about God in the Tanakh that isn’t saturated with emotion.  Funny, we see the same thing with Yeshua.  What do you suppose “If you have seen me you have seen the Father” means?  Did you ever think that Yeshua’s remark included anger at Lazarus’ tomb, tears over Jerusalem, impatience with the disciples or gut-wrenching compassion for the widow of Nain?  Have you seen the emotional God lately?

Perhaps we should add a verse here and there.  We could start with “The joy of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.”  That might correct a good deal of Greek-based theology.  Does God feel?  Everywhere I look I find that the text says He does.  So why do I hang on to a theological construct that says the text is wrong?

Topical Index:  feelings, joy, exult, ‘alaz, impassibility, immutability, Psalm 60:6
July 21  A psalm of David.  The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want.
Every Word My Story (1)
Psalm – We all know this most famous psalm.  At least we thought we knew it.  Here it is in re-translated Paleo-Hebrew.

 [image: image16.png]WMEE AL =09 A TIUL 19y




Of course, the 23rd psalm doesn’t start with “The Lord is . . .”  It starts with mizmor David, “a psalm of David.”  If you read the Paleo-Hebrew from right to left, you can see mizmor in the first word and David in the second.  Notice something, if you will, about the structure of these words.  Look at the repeated letters.  OK, now let’s see what we can discover here. 

First, mizmor.  The word in Masoretic script means, “a song of praise, a psalm.”  But the Paleo-Hebrew carries the message, “Chaos cut off from chaos secures the person.”  How in the world can this tell us anything about a song of praise.  Maybe we should be asking, “What is a song of praise?”  For the answer, we need to remember that Hebrew is a language of remembering.  The first time we find a song of praise is in Exodus 15:2.  Take a look.  It is Moses’ song of praise to the Lord for the victory over the Egyptian army at the Red Sea.  How was that victory accomplished?  Well, the chaos of Egypt, descending upon the children of Israel once again, was destroyed when the waters closed over the approaching attackers.  Chaos was cut off by [massive water] “chaos” that secured the people of Israel.  As a result, Moses sang the first mizmor.  And every time a mizmor is sung, we are reminded of this victory, the seminal victory that secured the nation of Israel centuries before.  Every song of praise, every psalm, looks back to the first mizmor in commemoration.  

David in Paleo-Hebrew means something like, “authority of the pathway secures the pathway.”  Or we might read it as “control of the tongue secures the pathway.” “David” is about control or authority, doors (two of them) and security.  Maybe the name “David” isn’t so much about a great king as it is about a greater poet.  Why do we remember David?  Is it because of his kingship or is it because of the eloquence of his words.  David’s songs of praise lead us to YHVH.  He opens the door for our feelings, our struggles, our joys and defeats so that we might enter the pathway of God.  David may have been Israel’s greatest king so far (there is yet another coming who will be even greater than David), but the reason both Jew and Gentile know David is not for his wars and politics but rather for the way he gave us permission to stand before YHVH and feel.

mizmor David is memorial and emotion.  Before I even look at the next words, the words I so desperately need to hear, I must realize the mizmor David takes me back to the God who saves and let’s me stand before Him with all of my crushing need.  Then I am ready for “The Lord is my shepherd.”
Topical Index:  mizmor, David, song of praise, psalm, Paleo-Hebrew, Psalm 23:1

July 22  A psalm of David.  The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want.
Every Word My Story (2)
Shepherd – Back to Paleo-Hebrew, the text David used to write this psalm.
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Now that we know mizmor David is memorial and emotional instruction, we can look at the next key word in the Masoretic text, roi (shepherd).  The first thing we must notice is that this isn’t a noun.  The verse does not say, “the LORD is my shepherd.”  It’s a verb, ro’i, a verb that is a Qal participle.  The root verb, r’h, means, “to feed, to graze, to drive out to pasture.”  This verse that we all know so well is a verb we don’t know at all.  It doesn’t say that YHVH is something called a shepherd.  It says, YHVH shepherding me (although it is technically a verbal noun).  He feeds me.  He drives me to pasture.  He protects me.  He instructs me with His staff.  He guides and corrects and does everything a shepherd must do to make sure that I am one of the flock.  He is not a shepherd.  He is shepherding.  That’s how I know Him—as the one who cares for and watches over me.  And that’s how He expresses Himself, in actions, not static states.
In the Paleo-Hebrew text, the word “shepherding” consists of “Resh-Ayin-Yod.”  The picture is “the person who sees deeds.”  YHVH shepherds me by seeing my deeds.  He knows who I really am because He sees everything I do.  The Paleo-Hebrew is really the combination of Resh-Ayin and the contracted form of ani (“I, me, my”).  So in its full form, this word would be, “The person who sees strength in the life of work,” a fuller sense of what it means to see my deeds.  Since work is task completion, worship and service, the One who sees me sees all that I do in regard to my purpose—and, of course, all that I do in disregard of my purpose.  The reason He is shepherding me is because He sees.  God sees me.  That either brings me great joy or devastating sorrow.  But there is no escape from His sight, and no fear to let Him examine me if I am standing faithfully before Him.  He sees and because He sees, He cares for me.

Finally we come to the two words I most need to hear today, lo ‘ehsar.  “Not shall I lack.”  One of the most fundamental principles of Scripture is that God rewards the righteous and punishes the wicked.  If I allow God to shepherd me, if I listen to His direction and pay attention to His prods and nudges, then He promises that I will not lack.  He rewards my obedience.  And He corrects and ultimately punishes my disobedience.  I am capable of getting lost.   He may come to find me.  He may carry me back broken and shamed, but He won’t drag me back kicking and screaming.  

lo ‘ehsar is the picture, “strong control over the strength to separate support from the person.”  In other words, “to lack” is to have strength taken from me.  It is to be unable, to be weak, to be deficient.  When hasar describes my life, I am desperately incapacitated.  I am starving from malnutrition.  I dream of food because I have nothing to eat.  This mizmor david proclaims that YHVH’s shepherding means I will never reach the point of death from lack of His nourishment.  He will feed.  He will take me to the green pastures.  He will give me drink.  He will protect.  When I am under His care, I will not fear.  

But there are times when I run away from His shepherding.  I get lost on purpose.  I chafe at the bit and decide that my way is the better way for me.  I gorge myself on undigestables.  I starve myself with abundance.  My soul grows faint and my body fat.  I live in Sodom.  I forget His mercies.  I am consumed by insatiable desires.  And one day I realize that food for pigs is all I have.  Will He still sustain me?  Will He still welcome me back?  Will He still shepherd?

If I treat these questions lightly, I am probably already reprobate and lost.  But if these questions penetrate the depths of my despair and still cause me to step away from the pig sty, then there is yet hope for me.  Stinking, I try to walk home.  He runs to meet me.

Topical Index: shepherd, sees, Paleo-Hebrew, Psalm 23:1, lo ‘eshar, not lack
July 23  May he be raised and uplifted, and lofty, he who is now debased; may he succeed through reproach; may he scatter the many (oppressor) nations. Bare your arm and proclaim the following: the voice of my Beloved; behold it (has come)!  Passover Machzor, Piyut

A Stitch in Time

He – [The following commentary and study is from my friend in England, Daniel].

Given the obvious, that the Jews have had all of the Old Testament texts from the time that they were first written, it is interesting for Gentile believers in Yeshua to consider some of the debates that have raged within the Jewish world amongst Rabbis and academics over the last 2,000 years, as to whether certain well know scriptures refer to the Messiah, or not, and if they do, whether they help one know what the basic characteristics would be when one tries to determine whether someone is the Messiah.

It will not surprise readers to learn that Rabbis have held conflicting views on some of these well known scriptures, especially since Christianity became the established religion of the Roman Empire, because the Rabbis often determined to interpret the texts deliberately to counter any possible argument that Jesus of Nazareth could be the true Messiah of Israel.

As the early “church” was really a community of predominantly Jewish believers in Yeshua as their Messiah, together with a few Gentile converts to Judaism, these Messianic Jews and converts worshipped in the Second Temple until it’s destruction in 70 AD and in the Synagogues up until the Bar Kochba revolt between 132 to 135 AD. From that time on, Messianic Jews separated themselves from the followers of Bar Kochba, because they believed Bar Kochba was wrongly declared to be the Messiah by the then renowned Rabbi Akivah. 

However, up to that point in time the Messianic Jews had more than a century to influence Rabbinic thinking on the interpretation of key scriptures and this legacy still influences Rabbinic debate down through the centuries and even reveals itself in the established prayer books still used in the Synagogue today, especially for the main Festivals, such as the Feast of Trumpets, Day of Atonement and Passover. And even if the early Jewish believers did not exert this influence, then clearly in every generation right up to today, many Rabbis believed of their own accord that certain scriptures clearly referred to the Messiah, and many accepted, for example that He would be rejected by His people. Further many Rabbis also believed the messiah referred to in these scriptures was Yeshua, but were not able to say it and perhaps it had to remain hidden in the text and within prayers, liturgy and poetry.

David Baron in his book “The Servant of Jehovah” first published in January 1922 and republished last in 1954, writes an exposition on the suffering servant in Isaiah Chapters 52 and 53.  He refers to critical passages in the Festival Machzor (Festival Prayer Book) which is recognized and accepted by Jewish Communities the world over, in support of his view that many Rabbis accepted the idea of the suffering Messiah and that Isaiah Chapters 52 and 53 are about this.

The first is from the Passover Machzor (Passover Prayer Book) and a famous poem (Piyut) and the relevant stich as follows:-

“May he be raised and uplifted, and lofty, he who is now debased; may he succeed through reproach; may he scatter the many (oppressor) nations. Bare your arm and proclaim the following: the voice of my Beloved; behold it (has come)!”

The significant point is that in the Artscroll Passover Machzor (Page 320) there is a footnote of a disagreement between two very famous rabbis called Rashi (1040-1105) and the Radack (1160–1235) on the one hand, who both attribute this poem to Isaiah 52 v 13 and 53 v 1. However they say that Isaiah 52 and 53 refer not to the Messiah, but to the suffering nation of Israel. Whereas on the other hand, according to Matteh Levi, who did the first translation of the Machzor into English in 1827, he stated that the Targum’s interpretation of these scriptures do refer to the true Messiah. Some of the earliest Targumim on Isaiah 53 date back to the first century AD and it was not until Rashi applied it to the suffering nation of Israel, it had been universally accepted by Jews as referring to the Messiah.

Interestingly, the famous Rabbi Maimonides (1138-1204) found Rashi’s interpretation unsatisfactory.

Also in the 14th Century Rav Mosheh Kohen Iben Crispin of Cordova, afterwards of Toledo, said that “it distorts the passage from it’s original meaning” and those who for controversial reasons applied the prophecy to Israel that by so doing:

“the doors of the literal interpretation of this Parashah (passage) were shut in their face, and that they wearied themselves to find the entrance, having forsaken the knowledge of our teachers and inclined after the stubbornness of their own opinions”. He also said that: “it was given by G-d as a description of the Messiah, whereby, when any should claim to be the Messiah, to judge by the resemblance or non-resemblance to it, whether he was the Messiah or not.”

Also Rav Eliyya de Vidas 1572 A.D. said:-


“the meaning of “He was wounded for our transgressions……bruised for our iniquities” is that since the Messiah bears our iniquities, which produce the effect of His being bruised, it follows that whoso will not admit that the Messiah thus suffers for our iniquities must endure and suffer for them himself.”

Last but not least, is a poem (Piyut) from the Day of Atonement Machzor (Day of Atonement Prayer Book).The writer of this Piyut is believed to be Eleazer ben Kalir who lived around the 7th Century. This Piyut begins and ends with a reference to Psalm 72 v 17, but in all other respects it is based on Isaiah 53.

“Then, in the beginning (in creating) He set in place a dwelling (the heavenly Temple) and Yinon.

From the first citadels in the highest (heavens) before He designed all nations and languages

His dwelling (The Temple) was established there.
Unintentional (sinners) he guided there on straight paths.

When wickedness became like scarlet, He prefaced it with: “Wash and make yourselves clean.”

Even if He Threatened fury with rage - Yet Holy, He did not stir up all his anger.

We have been enslaved to our greed until now, but our Rock did not raise himself over us.
Messiah our Righteousness has turned away; we were perplexed and there is no one to justify us.
He bears our iniquities and the yoke of our sins upon himself.
He was burdened and crushed because of our transgressions.
He endured our sins on his shoulder, to find forgiveness for our iniquities.
We were healed by his wounds.
Oh Eternal one, create Him (the Messiah) as a new creation.
Lift Him up from the circle of the earth; Draw Him up from Seir (Edom)

to make us hear of Him on the mountain of Lebanon a second time by the hand of Yinom.” 

This poem confirms the writers understanding that the Messiah preceded the creation of the world and also that G-d established the Temple and revealed the name of the Messiah before the creation of the world. It also confirms that the Messiah would be rejected and suffer and return a second time.

Topical Index:  Passover Machzor, Maimonides, Rashi, Radack, Isaiah 52:13, Isaiah 53:1

July 24  As is Your name, O God, So is Your praise to the ends of the earth; Your right hand is full of righteousness.  Psalm 48:10  English NASB (Hebrew Bible 48:11)

My Name Is
As is Your name – What is your name?  Ah, but I am not asking about the appellation you received at birth.  I am asking about the name that God gave you, the name that expresses your purpose and being in this world and the next.  George MacDonald rightly suggests that the name God’s gives is our true identity.  

Based on the words of Yeshua to the Church in Pergamum, recorded in Revelation 2:17b: “…I will also give him a white stone with a new name written on it, known only to him who receives it,” MacDonald writes:
“The giving of the white stone with the new name is the communication of what God thinks about the man to the man. It is the divine judgment, the solemn holy doom of the righteous man, the ‘Come, thou blessed’, spoken to the individual…The true name is the one which expresses the character, the nature, the meaning of the person who bears it. It is the man’s own symbol – his soul’s picture, in a word – the sign which belongs to him and to no one else. Who can give a man this, his own name? God alone. For no one but God sees what the man is…It is only when the man has become his name that God gives him the stone with his name upon it, for then first can he understand what his name signifies. It is the blossom, the perfection, the completeness that determines the name: and God foresees that from the first because he made it so: but the tree of the soul, before its blossom comes, cannot understand what blossom it is to bear and could not know what the word meant…Such a name cannot be given until the man is the name. God’s name for the man must be the expression of His own idea of the man, that being whom He had in his thought when He began to make the child, and whom He kept in His thought through the long process of creation that went to realize the idea. To tell the name is to seal the success – to say ‘In thee also I am well pleased’.”

MacDonald continues this theme when he writes: “Not only then has each man his individual relation to God, but each man has his peculiar relation to God. He is to God a peculiar being, made after his own fashion, and that of no one else. Hence he can worship God as no man else can worship Him…For each, God has a different response. With every man He has a secret – the secret of a new name. In every man there is a loneliness, an inner chamber of peculiar life into which God only can enter…There is a chamber also...in God Himself, into which none can enter but the one, the individual, the peculiar man – out of which chamber that man has to bring revelation and strength for his brethren. This is that for which he was made – to reveal the secret things of the Father.” 

My friend, John Adam, pointed me to this MacDonald insight.  It brings me to tears.  I don’t know my name.  Perhaps you don’t either.  I am a man who lives without an identity, a wanderer far from the home where I am known as myself.  I am sure God knows my name but I have not grown to the place where He has revealed it to me.  I have not yet become what He envisioned.  I am not yet His thought of my fulfillment.  And it grieves me beyond words.  How I long to be known by the name only He knows!  The tears are streaming from my face as I write these words.  Now, at this moment, no one knows me—not even myself.  I need my name, desperately!  Then, and only then, will I know His name.  Some days the “glass darkly” is just too much to bear.

Topical Index: name, George MacDonald, Revelation 2:17, Psalm 48:10
July 25  As is Your name, O God, So is Your praise to the ends of the earth; Your right hand is full of righteousness.  Psalm 48:10  English NASB (Hebrew Bible 48:11)

His Name Is

As is Your name – “The concept of personal names in the ot often included existence, character, and reputation (I Sam 25:25). Often the plural form of šēm is rendered as ‘persons,’ (e.g. Num 1:2, 18, 20; 3:40, 43; 26:55). Further ‘to cut off the name’ was equal to liquidating the person himself (Deut 7:24; 9:14; I Sam 24:21 [H 22] etc.). The name chosen for a child was often descriptive of the parent’s wishes or expectations for the personality that was to mature. This is particularly evident in the renaming process, e.g. Jacob becoming Israel (Gen 35:10).  One of the favorite devices (found in seventy-nine passages) was the use of word play; observe this literary form in Jer 1:11–12; Mic 1:10–15; Hos 1:4–5, etc. The same device is found in the Egyptian Westcar Papyrus, a story about the birth of triplets and how they were named and then a pun on each name was recorded!”

Pay particular attention to Kaiser’s comment about the Westcar Papyrus.  Notice that the same idea of word play names and identity is found in the Egyptian culture.  Does that give you pause?  What of all those stories in Genesis where names are so significant and where changes in names are purposeful reorientation of lives?  Do you suppose that Moses’ recounting of these events drew on Egyptian ideas?  Don’t you think that the children of Israel would have been familiar with the importance of name changes as a result of spending hundreds of years under Egyptian influence?

And now jump ahead eight or nine centuries.  What about the name “Yeshua”?  It is also an obvious word play in Hebrew.  Bob Gorelik said, “Re: the name Yeshua - it DOES mean ‘salvation.’ It is just the masculine form of the Hebrew word for salvation, y'shuah (accent on the last syllable) which happens to be feminine.  In Mat 1:21, it says: ‘(Mary) will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Yeshua, because he will save his people from their sins.’ - NOT ‘the LORD will save his people from their sins.’ By the way, the Greek word used to transliterate the name ‘Jesus’ is Iesus - it happens to be the Greek word used to translate the name Joshua in the Septuagint. Perhaps that is why so many people are so enamored with the idea that Yeshua's name is Joshua - but it isn't. Joshua (Yehoshua) means the ‘LORD is salvation’ or the ‘LORD saves.’ It combines two Hebrew words, the name of God and the word for salvation.  The idea that the ‘Hebrew word for “salvation”... is very similar to Messiah's name, but ... spelled differently both in Hebrew and in English’ would be funny, if it wasn't so sad.”

In other words, YHVH instructs Miriam (“Mary”) to name the child Yeshua because of the play on words in Hebrew with the verb “to save, to deliver.”  He knows his name and it is the purpose God intends for him.  Anyone who knew his name would marvel at the idea that he was named as the one who saves.  

Because names are usually arbitrary phonetic sounds in our culture, we don’t understand the complexity or the power of names in the Bible.  We live in a different world.  It interferes with our appreciation of God’s orchestration.  With the emphasis on names in the Semitic cultures of the ancient Near East, you might ask yourself if you know God’s name.  Yes, you know the consonants—YHVH.  But do you know the meaning, the purpose, the fullness of His name?  And I am not talking about shouting out something in prayer.  “Oh, God!”  “Oh, Father!”  “Oh, Lord.”  Or “Oh something” is not knowing His name.  Next time you are tempted to use His name, ask yourself first if you know whom you are speaking about.

Topical Index:  name, shem, Psalm 48:10, Yeshua, wordplay

A Note on Paleo-Hebrew:  Sometime around the first of August the study of the Paleo-Hebrew Ten Commandments will be available on the web site.  The lectures were given in Virginia Beach and Phoenix and after several days, we only made it to the fourth commandment.  The material is rich and deep.  The work will be available only as a PDF download because it contains so many images of Paleo-Hebrew terms.  It is about 150 pages.  I’ll make a brief announcement when it is ready.
July 26  And they blessed, glorified, and extolled (the Lord) on account of the fact that the name of that (Son of) Man was revealed to them.  1 Enoch 69:27b  (E. Isaac translation)

Daniel Disclosure
Son of – Most of us have no idea that the Book of Enoch even exists.  We are completely ignorant of the thousands of pages of Apocalyptic literature written during the time of the apostolic, canonized text of the New Testament because the Church determined that this material was not of sacred origin.  That usually meant it was not written by one of the apostles or by Paul.  Amazingly, many early assemblies used this material as part of their accepted texts, but most of it has now fallen away, with the notable exception of sensationalist publications such as The Gospel of Thomas.  Nevertheless, books like Enoch sometimes give us insights into the general thinking of the time.  Of course, there are difficulties.

Here is another translation of the same (supposedly) passage (with verses 28 and 29).  Notice how strikingly different it is.
27 And he sat on the throne of his glory, And the sum of judgement [sic] was given unto the Son of Man, And he caused the sinners to pass away and be destroyed from off the face of the earth, And those who have led the world astray.

28 With chains shall they be bound, And in their assemblage-place of destruction shall they be imprisoned, And all their works vanish from the face of the earth.

29 And from henceforth there shall be nothing corruptible; For that Son of Man has appeared, And has seated himself on the throne of his glory, And all evil shall pass away before his face, And the word of that Son of Man shall go forth

And be strong before the Lord of Spirits.
 The Book of Enoch, 69:27-29

Verses 28 and 29 are almost the same in the translation by Isaac, but verse 27 is considerably different.  Perhaps that’s because there are three important extant documents of Enoch and they vary.  The ultimate translation depends on which document the translator considers the original.  Isaac chose the 15th Century manuscript from Kebran.  But there is no question that Enoch influenced the early church fathers and was known by first century followers.  Therefore, what it says can help us see what the populace might have considered important in the first century.  Fragments of Enoch have been found in the Dead Sea scrolls.  

Enough background.  Now look at the text of verse 27.  Do you notice that the translator has added “Son of” to his translation?  A footnote says, “[the chosen Aramaic text] reads ‘the name of that man.’” You would also notice that the audience glorifies the Lord, not the man.  The text goes on to say that the man whose name is now revealed “will never pass away or perish from before the face of the earth,” is called the “son of man” (verse 29), has appeared and seated himself on the throne of his glory (verse 29) and will deal with evil on the earth (verse 29).  These are expectations found in New Testament literature.  But here they are contained in a work that has to have been written before the apostolic authors recorded our New Testament.  Clearly, the work of Daniel had effects before John and the others.

This forces us to consider the title “Son of Man” from the perspective of the Tanakh.  Unless we understand what the larger community thought about this title from Daniel, we probably cannot appreciate how it is used in the New Testament, either by Yeshua or by the apostles.  The bottom line is this:  Daniel is critical for our understanding of the Jewish idea of the Messiah.  There is little point in appealing to John or Peter or Paul if we first don’t understand Daniel.  

And the tragedy is that most Christians have no idea what Daniel is really all about.  Maybe we should fix that.  What do you think?

Topical Index:  1 Enoch 69:27, Son of Man, Messiah, Daniel
July 27  Consider and answer me, O LORD my God; light up my eyes, lest I sleep the sleep of death.  Psalm 13:3  ESV

Dead Tired 

The sleep of death -  I just can’t sleep.  I lie down.  My thoughts will not turn off.  I even take sleeping pills.  Nothing.  All night long I fight with vaporous creatures, invisible in the dark.  I am dead tired.  What is happening to me?  Why do you not let me rest, my Lord?  Is this the sleep of death?  To be awake without relief?  

David is more than distressed.  “How long, O Lord?  Will you forget me forever?”  He knows that relief comes only from God, but when?  When will it come?  “How long will You hide Your face from me?”  How long can David and I survive without the voice of the Lord, without an answer from our God?

Steve Brown told me once that he never doubts the sovereignty of God, but he does doubt God’s benevolence.  I am also quite sure that God is in charge, but there are times when it seems that He is in charge of nothing more than sorrow and pain.  “How long, O Lord, will You withhold Your mercies?”  Must we sleep the sleep of death before we will see Your face?  Must we suffer here while You tend to heavenly matters?  Would that we could sleep with real rest for our souls.  But no, the pain doesn’t end when the eyes close unless You answer.

The Hebrew text actually doesn’t say, “lest I sleep the sleep of death.”  It says, “or else I sleep the death.”  To sleep death seems scant reward for waiting for God.  ha-maveth covers the ground around the grave.  Death, disease, dying, epidemic, plague; a host of malevolent terms all leading to decay.  But how can this be when Ezekiel assures us that God desires life (Ezekiel 18:32) and promises to overcome death?  Where is God when it hurts just to be alive?   
What am I to do now, at 3AM, pleading for just a moment of relief?  What did David do?  He sang to the Lord.  He remembered days of mercy past.  He trusted in hesed (verse 5).  Frankly, what else is there?  If God is truly in charge of my universe, then He has His purposes.  I don’t see them, but He must.  I don’t understand His will.  I can’t understand His will.  It seems contrary to compassion, barren of benevolence, pointless in purpose.  Qohelet offers me meager scraps when he suggests that all that is left is obedience.

“Help me, my God!  Let some small glance of Your eye rest on me.  Rest on me.  Yes, that’s what I need.  Rest.”  

Or I die.

Topical Index:  death, maveth, sleep, Psalm 13:3
July 28  I will sing to the LORD because He has dealt bountifully with me.  Psalm 13:6  NASB
Has He?

Dealt bountifully – In Hebrew the entire thought in the conjunctive phrase (beginning with “because”) is merely three words, ki gamal alay.  ki is translated “because” although it could just as easily be translated “surely,” or “when,” or “if.”  Try these alternatives and notice the difference in the meaning of David’s statement.  alay is the combination of al (“with”) and ani (“I” or “me”).  That leaves us with the verb, gamal.  It usually means, “to deal with, to recompense.”  Interestingly, a slight shift in vowels makes the same word mean “camel.”  Perhaps this animal represents great benefit in the desert.  In this verse, the verb is a Qal perfect.  That means it is an action that is complete at the point of recounting.  YHVH has dealt bountifully.  David looks at past actions.  There is perhaps an expectation that these good acts will continue, but the text does not say so.  It merely recalls what God has already done.  The verb, by the way, does not always imply good.  It is also used to speak about the evil done to others (cf. Genesis 50:15).  This is a “reward and punishment” verb.  The reason it is translated “dealt bountifully” is because the translators correctly perceive David’s recalling good actions in the past, but the same verb might be found in a phrase like “dealt harshly.”

What might we learn from this Hebrew verb?  Perhaps the first thing we should notice is that the verb can be used for good or bad.  The action is the same.  The outcome is different.  Intention and motivation determine the result.  That means the true character of the act is not determined by the performance but rather by the person performing.  Suppose someone sends you a gift.  Is it a good thing or an evil thing?  It depends.  What is the purpose of the gift?  Who is sending it?  What outcome is expected?  Is it a bribe or a genuine expression of care?  When God acts in your life, what is His purpose?  If we perceive His action as evil, is it because we have forgotten His character?  Does His action seem evil to us because we evaluate the outcome now, or do we remember that the One causing this action is defined as Good without qualification?  Why does God do what He does?  And who determines the moral character of His acts?

This brings us to the second lesson.  It seems that far too often the moral evaluation we place on God’s actions is determined by our yetzer ha’ra / yetzer ha’tov interaction rather than by the character of the Lord.  Perhaps evaluating God’s gemul says more about me than it does about God.

Have bad things happened to you?  Who determined that they were bad?  Will they still be bad after you sing a song of praise?

Topical Index:  gamal, recompense, deal with, good, bad, Psalm 13:6
July 29  Where can I go from Your Spirit? Or where can I flee from Your presence? Psalm 139:7  NASB

Which “Where”?

Where – “Where are you?”  Remember that question.  Some manifestation of God walks in the Garden.  Adam is hiding.  Do you suppose God does not know where Adam is when He asks, “Where are you?”  Of course not!  The question is not a request for location.  It is a question about expectation.  “You should be here with Me.  Why aren’t you here?”  The Hebrew is ‘ay.  It is almost always a rhetorical question.  David uses the same expression in this psalm.  No answer is expected.  It is patently obvious that there is no place to run from God.

The other word for “where” in Hebrew is ‘epoh.  It requires an answer about a location.  “Where are the cookies?” is an ‘epoh question.  “Where is God?” is not.  The cookies are in the jar.  God is everywhere.

But I often think of God in ‘epoh terms.  I mistake these two words.  The result is that I think God actually has a location.  He’s off in heaven somewhere.  Or He’s attending to some missionary in Zambia or a prayer meeting in Detroit.  The point is this:  He is not with me!  Two results occur from my grammatical mistake.  First, I act as if He is not with me.  I do things I would never do in His presence because I use my grammatical mistake to pretend that He isn’t here.  Oh, I know, cognitively at least, that He is right here watching, but my grammar gives me just that little bit of excuse that I need to imagine for the moment that He is looking somewhere else.  Sin is a grammatical mistake.

The second result is my sense of being alone.  Genesis tells us that it wasn’t good for Adam to be alone, but I suspect Adam’s sense of being alone was also a grammatical mistake.  Adam was never actually alone.  He just thought he was.  He thought God was somewhere else.  As a result, he not only acted as if he were alone but he felt as if he were alone.  Abandoned.  Afraid.  But read the story carefully and you will discover that he is not afraid of his guilt as a result of his sin.  He is afraid because he now recognizes that he is alone with himself.  He is no longer transparent Adam.  He has become the serpent, a man with a hidden past and a second agenda.  Alone is a grammatical mistake.

We are the products of our language.  We see the world according to the linguistic structure of our culture.  One word for snow or forty words for snow?  One word for prayer or thirty words for prayer?  It depends on where you live.  And apparently our relationship with God also depends on “where.”  Which “where” is yours?

Topical Index:  where, ‘ay, ‘epoh, Psalm 139:7

July 30  You shall not worship them or serve them; for I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children, on the third and the fourth generations of those who hate Me,  Exodus 20:5  NASB

I Stand at the Door and Knock

Exodus in Revelation – paqad, the Hebrew word for “visiting,” has always given translators fits.  “There is probably no other Hebrew verb that has caused translators as much trouble as pqd” (Speiser, BASOR 149:21).
  “Speiser considers the root meaning to be ‘attend to with care’ or ‘take note.’ It is impossible to prove whether this is the actual origin, but the fact that at least half of the occurrences involve positive action by a superior in relation to his subordinates strongly suggests that such action is a vital part of the meaning of the word, an idea that is supported by the fact that the LXX most frequently translates it by episkeptō or a similar word.”
  “When translated ‘visit,’ as fifty-seven times in the KJV, . . . this word almost always has the sense, now largely obsolete, of ‘making a visitation’ and points to action that produces a great change in the position of a subordinate either for good or for ill.”

Perhaps we can clear up some of these translation difficulties by looking at the Paleo-Hebrew imagery.  The three consonant symbols represent “Word/Speech/Mouth + Behind/Last/Least + Pathway/to Enter.”  Remembering that in the Hebrew worldview what is behind the head is the future, the picture might be “a word in the future enters.”  In other words, paqad represents the expectation of a future encounter.  God visits.  He personally involves Himself in the life activity of His children.  He is not the deist’s god of transcendent separation from human affairs.  In fact, coupled with qanna’ (jealous), this pictograph tells us that we should expect God’s visitation just as He expects us to be prepared for His coming.  He comes as the superior calling on His inferiors both for good or ill.  

In other words, in contrast to the gods of Egypt who reigned in disconnected, dispassionate self-preoccupation, YHVH is intimately involved in the processes of both reward and punishment.  The gods of Egypt viewed men as not much more than useful slaves, created to provide the gods with lives of remote luxury.  But YHVH gives a completely different picture.  He enters into the pathway of men, personally involving Himself as the anticipated and expected visitor about to arrive at any moment.  He commits Himself to future manifestation for the purpose of examination and intervention.  His jealousy prohibits any hint of withdrawal into the heavens.  He guards His chosen ones by His promised participation.  He is not like the gods of Egypt.  He does not need to be appeased in order to pay attention to His children.  The very fact that He is Father entails His constant care and concern.  And the Koof of paqad ensures that this care will continue into the future.  His word, the Hebraic representation of His character, enters into the lives of the children and the children’s children.  It comes in the future as a pathway, a door, perhaps of conviction, or atonement, or relief.  But paqad does not bring judgment.  A door or pathway implies walking, entering, continuing, not the end of the line.  Perhaps Yeshua had this idea in mind when He said, “Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with that person, and they with me” (Revelation 3:20 NIV).  Imagine how differently we would read Yeshua’s words if we thought of them from the perspective of Moses’ Paleo-Hebrew.

Topical Index:  paqad, qanna’, visiting, jealous, Exodus 20:5
July 31  Now flee youthful lusts, and pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace, with those who call on the Lord from a pure heart.  2 Timothy 2:22  NASB

Fast and Furious

Youthful lusts – Movies of passion, speed and (most of the time) illegal behavior.  Perhaps that’s why the Vin Diesel classics appeal.  We would all like to think that some “higher” morality allows us to be fast and furious.  Paul thinks otherwise, but he wasn’t directing the movie, was he?

“Youthful lusts” is the translation of neoterikas epithymias.  These are behaviors typically associated with younger, immature, persons.  Juvenile.  Paul couples this with epithymias, a word derived from thymos.  It has the added emphasis, “strong passions.”  Behaviors that exhibit violent forces, sometimes associated with wrath.  Often epithymia is connected to hedone, especially when it involves two basic human desires: food and sex.  In rabbinic thinking, this is associated with the yetzer ha’ra.  Ah, it isn’t evil, is it?  Food isn’t evil.  Neither is sex (although Puritan England seemed to think so).  In fact, both are necessary for life.  But both can easily become overwhelming desires, good things turned into explosive passions.  In a word, addictions.  

Apparently Paul thought that there were stages of life where preoccupation with food and sex ruled.  An infant must have nourishment.  We do not fault a baby for crying for mother’s milk.  It is necessary.  Nor do we fault sexual interest at the puberty stage.  It is inevitable.  But then we are to grow up.  Food becomes a choice and a necessity.  We learn to fast in order to make sure food is a choice.  It does not drive us.  When it does, we soon discover there is no end to the need for satisfaction.  Epithymia (desire) is continually unsatisfied.  That’s why it is called “desire” instead of “contentment.”

Sex is a choice.  It is necessary if we are to survive as a species, and perhaps it is necessary in order to experience the deepest sense of intimacy between human beings (perhaps).  But it is still a choice.  According to Paul, sex is neither fast nor furious.  Its power resides in transition.  Once past puberty, things change.  Choice instead of instinct.  Consideration instead of demand.  Just like food, it makes life possible.  But it is not supposed to rule us.

In Fast and Furious, Vin Diesel is a man of passion, loosely controlled.  Timothy is also a man of passion, a passion for righteousness.  That means neoterikas epithymias must be controlled.  How?  By running away.  Vin Diesel’s approach to potential compromise is aggression and conflict.  Paul’s advice is to be a coward.  Paul has a much greater appreciation for the power of epithymia and the potential for failure than Hollywood.  Things do not always turn out right in the end.  In real life, heroes die.  And righteousness is sometimes served by death.  So flee!  It’s quite alright with God.  There are more important things to die for than food or sex.

Topical Index: epithymia, neoterikas, flee, food, sex, lust, 2 Timothy 2:22
August 1  Now flee youthful lusts, and pursue after righteousness, faith, love and peace, with those who call on the Lord with a pure heart.  2 Timothy 2:22  NASB

Ups and Downs

Pursue after – Something makes you do it.  You don’t want to, but at the moment when you should say, “No,” something just overtakes you and you end up in the wrong place.  That split second of anger.  That instant glance.  That persistent thought that just won’t pass.  Like Paul said, an alien force attacks from within.

What’s the solution?  Just get rid of all this uncontrollable lust?  That’s the usual answer.  Discipline!  More prayer!  More discipline!  But it doesn't work, does it?  The problem is not the solution and the problem is you, not something you must be rid of.  

We know that “youthful lusts” is epithymias, violent forces of compulsion.  These are the expressions of the yetzer ha’ra and the only way you will get rid of them is to be dead.  They are what provides you the energy of life, the passion to change your world, the reason for doing anything at all.  They cannot be erased as long as you are breathing.  In fact, we might even suggest that the yetzer ha’ra is a gift from God, the essential motivating power of His Spirit breathed into you.  The problem is not the forceful energy.  The problem is direction.

“Pursue after” is the Greek verb dioko.  Amazingly, it is just as strong as epithymeo.  It is translated “to impel, to persecute, to expel, to accuse, to follow zealously.”  No passionless sloth here.  This is just as much a power verb as is “to desire.”  If epithymeo is an alien force, so is dioko.  You and I are just the playing field where these volcanic battles take place.  In fact, we are the only playing field for these forces because they make us who we are—in God’s image.  Did you think for one second that God isn’t also both epithymeo and dioko?  Doesn’t He passionately create, bring His will into being, fight for righteousness, forcefully hunt down the faithful, strive for the good?  Isn’t God filled with desire?  How could His breath in you be anything less?  The difference is the direction.  He pursues what is good.  You and I often pursue what is good for us.  Paul exhorts us to drop the prepositional phrase and follow the same path that God is on.

Don’t destroy your passion!  Don’t try to erase what the Spirit loaned to you.  Just drop the prepositional phrase.  Change the direction, not the fire.  Why do you think God promises to give you the desires of your heart?  So that you can live pabulum lives?  He wants to put His desires into your heart so that all that rage for life will be directed toward His ends.  Get furious (Paul called it anger) and don’t sin.

Topical Index:  pursue after, dioko, desire, epithymeo, yetzer ha’ra, 2 Timothy 2:22
August 2  Now flee youthful lusts, and pursue after righteousness, faith, love and peace, with those who call on the Lord with a pure heart.  2 Timothy 2:22  NASB

Where’s the Target?

Righteousness – How can you pursue something if you don’t know where it is?  That’s pretty much the situation in spiritual discipline today.  We want to follow Paul’s exhortation.  We want to pursue righteousness.  But when we look for the goal, we have no idea where it is, so we just keep kicking the ball down the road.  

What in the world did Paul mean by the term dikaiosyne?  Did he mean, “Love people and do good”?  That’s just vague enough so it loses any real meaning.  That view turns out to be a product of the culture, and I am quite sure Paul was not advocating a cultural ethics.  So maybe Paul meant, “Love Jesus and do what He did.”  Same problem.  First, there is no “Jesus.”  “Jesus” is an invention of the Church.  He is the universal Christ, a non-human since he has no ethnicity.  Paul would not recognize him.  But he would recognize Yeshua, the Torah-observant Jewish Messiah who came to establish the Kingdom of YHVH on earth.  That Kingdom has a definition of righteousness, one that Paul himself embraced.  The prophets tell us that when the Kingdom is finally established, righteousness will pour forth from Zion, but instead of using the word dikaiosyne, they used the word torah.  Righteousness is Torah, God’s instructions for human life on this planet.  

Don’t think for a moment that Christian theologians don’t recognize this connection.  Quell couldn’t make it clearer:

The Concept of Law in the OT. This concept influenced all social relationships so strongly that it affected theological reflection on the fellowship between God and man. Law is the basis of the OT view of God, and the religious use of legal concepts helps in turn to ethicize the law. Many terms are used to express the relations between God and man, and the conduct governed by these relations.

1. The richness of the Hebrew usage is well expressed by the díkē group, especially dikaiosýnē and díkaios. (For the relevant Hebrew terms, the statistical distribution, and the equivalents,

There is absolutely no doubt that righteousness is Torah.  “All law comes from God, and hence God’s authority extends to all Israel’s historical relationships. God’s law is an order of life that cannot be changed or challenged. It is righteous because he is righteous.” 

Did you catch that?  Here is a German Christian theologian writing in the most definitive Greek lexicon of the Christian world telling us that righteousness is Torah.  That should make you ask the most obvious question, “If this is true, why does Christianity claim that Torah is no longer relevant?”  Why does the Church teach that achieving righteousness “is impossible” (Quell in the same lexicon entry) and for Paul is “legalistic Judaism”?  Is that what Moses said?  Torah is impossible to keep?  How did dikaiosyne suddenly become something so alien?  Pursue righteousness?  How?  How can I pursue something that is impossible and legalistic?  Paul must have been delusional when he suggested this.  Wasn’t he writing Christian theology?  Didn’t he know that keeping Torah doesn’t matter anymore?  
Apparently he didn’t.

Topical Index:  righteousness, dikaiosyne, Torah, 2 Timothy 2:22

August 3  Now flee youthful lusts, and pursue after righteousness, faith, love and peace, with those who call on the Lord with a pure heart.  2 Timothy 2:22  NASB

Chasing the Dream

Faith – Do you have faith?  It’s a fair question—if you are thinking like a Greek.  You see, in Greek thought it is possible to possess something, to have it, to own it.  “I have faith” is a Greek construction.  It presupposes that faith can be acquired.  But Hebrew has no word for this kind of possession.  In Hebrew “to have” is expressed in the form of “to be in relation to” or “to be to.”  In Hebrew, I don’t own it.  I am connected to it through my actions.  So when the Hebrew authors of the Greek apostolic writings needed to express the idea of “have,” they were forced to use Greek words that actually missed the entire point of the Hebrew idea.  In the process, faith was converted to a noun.  Faith was something I received as if it were a trophy I put on my spiritual shelf.  The dynamic of faithfulness seen only in acting faithfully was gone.  Now all I needed was the membership card.

But, of course, Paul’s comment about pursuing faith doesn’t make any sense at all if faith is something I have!  Why do I need to pursue something I already own?  There it is on my bookshelf.  It’s been there since I said the Sinner’s Prayer.  Why do I need to chase after it?  I don’t, of course.  I can prove it to you.  I have a baptismal certificate.

“In the OT a theocentric view prevails. Hence faith is the human reaction to God’s primary action. At first faith is collective, and a wealth of usage appears only when individuals break free from the collective bond. The prophets give a new creative impulse to the vocabulary and imagery of faith. The greatest expansion takes place in the Psalms. Faith and fear are closely related in the OT; although contradictory, they shade into one another, and together they express the living tension and polar dynamic of the OT relationship to God.”

If Weiser’s study of pistis is correct (pistis is tied to the Hebrew hesed, batach and other dynamic roots), then pursuing faith is the equivalent of placing more and more trust in God.  It is deliberately and decidedly determining that God’s sovereignty is an immediate and present element of my action.  Every time.  Pursuing faith is letting Him have His way with me in every circumstance.  And this requires effort because it is not something I have but rather something I do!  I do faith.  I am faithful.  My actions show it.  

By the way, the righteous man shall live by faith.  Therefore, a man who does not demonstrate faithfulness is not righteous.  A man who pursues a way not given by God is not righteous.  I don’t care what card he carries.

Topical Index:  righteousness, faith, pistis, 2 Timothy 2:22
August 4  No man has seen God at any time; the only begotten God, who is in the bosom of the Father, He has explained Him.  John 1:18  NASB

Theological Self-Contradiction

Begotten God – Read it slowly.  John says that no man has ever seen God.  We take that for granted.  No man, not one single person in human form, has ever seen God.  Never.  That’s pretty much what it says, even in Greek.  “No one” (oudeis) is as strong as it gets.  “Seen” is the usual verb for “to see,” here in the perfect, active tense.  Ongoing effects.  Not only has no man ever seen God.  No man ever will.  And finally, “at any time” is popote, a combination that essentially means never or at any time.

So we are pretty clear that John believes no man ever saw God.  How that fits with the verses in the Tanakh is a problem, but apparently it wasn’t a problem for John.  He quite confidently asserts that whatever people saw as reported in the Tanakh was not God!

Now comes the very odd middle part of this verse: “the only begotten God.”  Say what?  God is begotten?  But that simply isn’t possible.  God is not begotten.  Ah, the NASB rescues this obvious contradiction in a marginal note, telling us that “some later mms. read, Son.”  But of course they do.  The Son is the only begotten, not God.  A quick examination of the fragments supporting each reading shows that the oldest fragment is from about 200 AD, but the remaining fragments spread across dates from the fourth to the ninth centuries, and readings with either word (theos or huios) are pretty much equally distributed.  The general exegetical rule is that the oldest manuscripts are the more accurate, but notice the problem that the oldest manuscript (p66) creates.  It’s the one that suggests “God” is the only begotten.  

The obvious reading of this text, given the monotheism of the Jews, is that “the only begotten son” is to be preferred.  Once again we encounter Trinitarian dilemmas.  John certainly says that no man has ever seen God.  Can he also insist that he has seen Yeshua who is God?  That doesn’t seem to make a lot of sense, does it?  Unless when John said, “No man has ever seen God” he really meant, “No man has ever seen the first person of the Trinity, the Father, the God in heaven, but we have seen the second person of the Trinity, the Son, who is really God on earth.”  But, of course, he doesn’t say that, does he?  And who would have ever thought of such a thing in the Jewish world of the first century?  Everyone knew that “no man has ever seen God.”  So what John saw, and what the disciples bore witness to, was the Son, the Messiah, not YHVH.

So why does the oldest fragment, and quite a few others from later centuries, use the word theos instead of huios?  Ah, it’s a puzzle, isn’t it?  But at least now you know this much:  the choice of which word to translate didn’t actually depend on what John wrote.  It depended on which set of manuscripts the translator considered more accurate; a choice, not a forgone conclusion.  

Topical Index:  Son, God, theos, huios, Trinity, John 1:18
August 5   “For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life.”   John 3:16  NASB

When?

Eternal life – When do you have eternal life?  You’ve made a confession of faith.  You believe.  So when do you get it?  Now?  Later?  After you die?  When you go to heaven?

We could spend a few minutes considering what it means to “have” eternal life.  Clearly it doesn’t mean to possess it, to own it.  Life is a participation relation.  It is yours as long as you are participating in it.  By the way, it’s exactly the same for less-than-eternal life.  You don’t own the life you have.  At any minute it could end.  You can’t go to the bank and withdraw a bit more to keep going.  You participate in whatever life means and when it is gone, it doesn’t exist for you.

We could point out that “believes in” is not a cognitive state of mind.  The Greek is enough to show us that this is an active involvement in a way of life, not a creed.  It really reads, “whoever believes into,” a statement of your commitment to the way you live, a transition from one world to another world.  You believe into the Kingdom.  That is the same as saying that you now act according to the expectation of the King, not that you acknowledge that He is a King somewhere, sometime.

But let’s pay attention to the idea of eternal life.  I recently read a book by D. Thomas Lancaster.  In that book he claimed that in the first century in Judaism there was a great controversy about the possibility of an afterlife.  The Sadducees claimed no such thing existed.  There was no resurrection after death.  The Pharisees claimed otherwise.  Lancaster thinks Yeshua resolves this argument once and for all.  “God Himself weighed in on the question.  He offered his Son, in the person of the man from Nazareth, as the definitive argument to settle the ongoing debate.  He sided squarely with the opinion of the Pharisees, proving that their hope was not in vain when he called his Son back from death on the third day after his crucifixion.”
  Yes, that should do it!  Yeshua’s resurrection proves the Sadducees were wrong.  

But does it prove the Pharisees were right?  Lancaster says that the Pharisees “staunchly defended the existence of the undying soul within man . . .”
  Do you see what just happened?  Suddenly a Platonic dualism, the separation of an eternal soul from a mortal body, just crept into the claim.  Lancaster’s view of the Pharisees’ position is Platonic, not Scriptural.  It’s quite possible that some of the Pharisees of the first century thought this.  After all, Hellenism affected both Sadducees and Pharisees.  Plato is just as much at home with one group as the other.  But the question is this:  Did Yeshua’s resurrection prove that Man is made up of an undying soul and a body?  Frankly, I don’t think so.  It proves that God can raise a man from the dead.  It proves that Yeshua’s claims about the meaning of his resurrection are true.  But the rest is philosophical assumption working its way into theological proclamation.  It is just as plausible, and in alignment with the Tanakh, that Yeshua died, end of story.  God raised him, not by reuniting his once-dead body with his eternal soul, but by reconstituting him as a person, from scratch, so to speak.  

Sometimes it’s very difficult to separate ideas that seem to flow so easily together, but that’s the crux of the assignment—to know where the idea came from and how we came to believe it.

So here’s your assignment.  You have some concept of eternal life.  Where did your idea come from?  Who taught it to you?  Where did they get that idea?  Who told you what the Bible says about all this.  And why did you believe them?  Think about it.  What do you suppose John meant when he used the words zoen aionion?
Topical Index:  eternal life, zoe, anionios, resurrection, Lancaster, John 3:16
August 6  but in case I am delayed, I write so that you will know how one ought to conduct himself in the household of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and support of the truth. 1 Timothy 3:15  NASB

House Rules

Household of God – How are you supposed to behave in the church?  Are you supposed to take a little holy water upon entering, kneel at the pew, cast a glance at the cross?  Or maybe you’re supposed to grab a cup of coffee, greet your fellow parishioners, bow your head when you pray and be sure to tithe.  Perhaps you’re supposed to clap during the stage band performance, shut off your cell phone, read the sermon points on the big screen and sing Christmas carols at the right time of the year.  Just exactly what are you supposed to do?  Which tradition do you follow?

Apparently Paul wanted Timothy to know what to do to honor God in His house.  So he wrote Timothy a letter of instructions.  He gives Timothy quite a few pointers.  First, don’t pay any attention to myths and speculations.  I wonder how much of our behavior is really built on these.  Second, instruct in love aimed at achieving a pure heart.  How?  By paying close attention to the “Law” (1:8) that was made for the instruction of men who are not yet righteous.  Obviously, Paul meant Torah.  There is no other possibility here.  Third, stay away from the practices of the ungodly and sinners (Paul gives a list that is very politically incorrect).  Fourth, lead a quiet and tranquil life (makes me wonder about deliberate controversy).  Fifth, pray (2:8), lifting up holy hands.  Sixth, dress properly.  Seventh, receive instruction.  Then follows a brief description of the character of those who lead. Paul concludes with the verse we are examining.  Noticeably absent are any instructions that we assume are part of our behavior in church.  There is not a single mention of tithing, musical instruments, holy water (or coffee), singing or sermons.  Of course, that doesn’t mean these things didn’t happen (except coffee maybe ().  It just means that they weren’t important enough to mention.  Conduct in the household of God was concerned with keeping Torah and developing godly character.  What mattered most was being the person God wanted—observant, righteous, hospitable, trustworthy.  The rest is tradition, subject to change.

Oh, we might notice one other oddity about this verse.  The oiko theou (household of God) is the ekklesia, not the “church.”  And certainly by now we know that the ekklesia of the first century was an assembly called to follow the same patterns of behavior you would find in the synagogue (see the extensive material on these two words).  “Church” does not enter the picture until centuries later when ekkelsia is detached from its Jewish heritage.  But it’s OK if you want to call it “church.”  Just remember that Paul didn’t mean anything like what we think of by this term.

So, how do you behave in the oiko theou?  Is character more important than creeds?  Is the spirit more precious than the sermon?  Is mercy of more value than money?  Do you arrive to see your fellow believers face down on the floor praying?  Or is Starbuck’s in the air?  Does it make a difference if you don’t know everyone?  Does it matter if you don’t share their burdens because they are just one of the crowd?  Is the Messiah more important than the mission?

Topical Index:  household of God, oiko theou, church, 1 Timothy 3:15
August 7   “No one has ascended into heaven, but He who descended from heaven: the Son of Man.”  John 3:13  NASB

Change of Venue

No one – Apparently Yeshua was mistaken.  Everyone knows that good people go to heaven when they die.  Everyone knows that Moses and David and Peter and all the saints of the Church are in heaven now awaiting our arrival.  Right?

Randy Alcorn wrote a book about heaven (Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Heaven).  It is advertised as “biblically based answers to more than 100 questions about God, Heaven, angels and eternity.”  Unfortunately, it doesn’t seem to include this verse.  The biggest problem with heaven is that you aren’t going there!  In fact, no one is.  The thief of the cross didn’t end up in heaven when he closed his eyes.  He is waiting for Paradise just like all the rest who sleep in the graves.  But even when he wakes in the final resurrection, he won’t get a ticket to heaven.  Why?  Because heaven is coming to earth and earth is the place where Man is intended to reside.  “I saw a new heaven and a new earth” does not mean you are going to float to that mansion in the sky.  You were built for this paradise.  It will be restored to its original design and you will enjoy God’s presence here.  But heaven isn’t for us.  Heaven is the realm of God and His angelic court.  We pray for His will to be done here, on earth, where we are at home.  There’s no leaving.  Get used to it. 

Ever since the Church adopted that Platonic view of a dual universe, Christian followers of the Greek philosophy have been encouraged to think that heaven is the intended abode of the righteous.  Yeshua apparently thought otherwise.  His parables about leaving are aimed at the wicked, not the righteous.  His declaration about the Kingdom is clearly focused on this world.  And his statement that no one has ascended into heaven makes it pretty clear.  The Greek is oudeis.  It couldn’t be stronger.  Nothing, not a single one, nobody, not even one. None.  Period.  Heaven is not your destination.  Plato isn’t issuing tickets to God’s realm despite the affirmation of Augustine and Aquinas.  

Of course, you could read Randy Alcorn instead of listening to Yeshua.  It’s so comforting to think that you will escape all this.  That warm fuzzy Platonic feeling is so appealing.  Just walk away.  Leave it all behind.  Close shop.  “I’m outta’ here.”  Makes a huge difference if I am forced to think that I’m not leaving.  If I’m not leaving, I have to clean up my house, take care of my yard, help the neighbor, get the community ready for God’s arrival, fix the planet.  If I’m not leaving, I will have to deal with the mess I made.  It would be so much easier to just say “Good bye.”  But oudeis has ascended.  And that includes me.

So now that you’re going to be around for awhile (like forever), what should you be doing today to prepare for the King’s return?

Topical Index:  heaven, no one, oudeis, John 3:13

TRAVEL NOTE:  Tomorrow Rosanne and I will leave for Rome where I will be lecturing on the Azamara Quest between Rome and Istanbul.  We will return home on August 22.  Since I will have very limited internet, please don’t get upset if you don’t hear from me daily.  Also, books ordered during this time will be shipped upon our return.  Thanks.

August 8  Be diligent to present yourself approved to God as a workman who does not need to be ashamed, accurately handling the word of truth.  2 Timothy 2:15  NASB

Study Hall

Be diligent – We looked at this verb just a few weeks ago (July 14) when we questioned the shift in psychological impact in the translation “do your best” rather than “be diligent.”  But now I want to point to Paul’s exhortation as the solution to a problem raised in the latest issue of Eternal Perspectives.  The article I have in mind is a discussion of why so many kids lose their faith when they go off to college.  Alcorn’s analysis is two-fold.  He thinks the reason so many students drop God from their thinking is that 1) they are intimidated by atheist professors and they lack sufficient arguments to combat these instructors (particularly over the problem of evil), and 2) they are exposed to a culture of sexual immorality and they lack sufficient moral grounding to resist.  Alcorn’s solution is to only send children to colleges that adhere to “the authority of the Scriptures” and train children to face the tough questions before they get there.  He exhorts parents to “prepare them intellectually and morally for the world they’ll face as adults.”
  Sounds good, but if it really worked, we wouldn’t have the problem, would we?  Haven’t parents been attempting to prepare their children for college for quite a long time now?  Don’t they try to instruct their children about the evils of the world and the people who pursue them?  What makes Alcorn think that this is a contemporary problem?  Why do you think Paul told Timothy about preparation nearly 2000 years ago?

It’s not that Alcorn’s advice isn’t good advice.  It’s just that it has been shown to be completely inadequate.  It’s the same advice I was given decades ago.  It didn’t work then and it doesn't work now.  The problem is not intellectual or moral.  The problem is identity.  It’s not what they know or don’t know nor is it a problem with what they do or don’t do.  The problem is the way they understand who they are.  Here’s what I mean.  In the Greek-based culture, the sense of identity is based in the individual.  The world is the world I know.  I am the final arbiter of my truth.  I am what I decide to be.  Since this view is ultimately egocentric, my thinking about the world depends on what I know and how I behave.  I can retain my identity, because it is mine, even if I change my thinking or my behavior.  

But in the Hebraic world, I am not an independent, self-existent individual.  I am the collective of the consciousness of my community.  I exist because I share the values and beliefs of the community.  If I abandon those values and beliefs, I no longer exist.  I am “cut off” from my sense of self because I no longer am part of the community.  I maintain my commitment to the way of life of the community because it provides me with the sense of who I am.  Change is not progress.  Change is death. 

Alcorn’s solution fits the Greek model.  It basically comes down to education and discipline.  But since identity is a function of self, changing my thinking or my behavior is not a life and death decision.  I don’t lose me when I give up on God.  So education is merely a defense and sexual purity is merely a choice.  Neither threatens my being.  In the Hebraic worldview, I am my relationships within the community.  To violate those relationships either intellectually or morally directly attacks me, not simply my information storehouse or my sexual preference.  It doesn’t really matter how much fortification parents provide.  If children are raised to think that they are their own determiners of their lives in the world, they will inevitably slip from the parental fold because the parents have the same foundation.  Without community identity, the self is free to find its own way.

Paul exhorts Timothy to be diligent, to study, to exercise zeal—but not in a vacuum.  The goal is the incorporation of my entire way of life into the way of life given by God, including the community that practices the Way.  The goal is exactly the opposite of the Greek idea of the individual.  Train all you want, but once you are cut loose from communal identification, the magnetism of the world will be impossible to resist.  

“Be diligent” is not about memorizing facts or beating the body into submission.  It is about absorbing a way of life with others that can’t be replaced by anything else.

Topical Index:  be diligent, 2 Timothy 2:15, Alcorn, identity
August 9  you also, as living stones, are being built up as a spiritual house  1 Peter 2:5 NASB

Mobile Home
Built up – The verb here is oikodomeisthe.  Do you see the word “domestic” in this word?  It literally means, “to build a house.”  The word for "house" is the first part (oikian or oiko).  Notice that this house is made of rock.  It will not fall.  Furthermore, it has a very special cornerstone.  Now we need to look at the verb tense and voice.  Here it is present tense – that means the activity is occurring right now – but it is passive voice.  Passive voice means that something is being done to us.  We are not the ones building this house.  Someone else is building us into a spiritual house.  The Master Builder is doing the work.  

You are part of God's major construction project.  He is building something spectacular.  But in order to build with living stones, he has to chip away here, break there, cut and polish, use some mortar.  We arrive at the construction site right from the quarry of life.  We are not very useful for building, so God has to take the wet saw and the cold chisel and the grinding wheel to our lives in order to get the shape He needs for the next row of block.  We need to be domesticated, especially if we are going to be cemented right next to each other.  

So many times we start acting like the builder.  We run off trying to shape other stones to fit into our design for His house.  Under normal circumstances, builders don't have to chase stones around the site in order to use them, but we are “living” stones.  The best way for a living stone to be used by the Builder is to say to the Builder, “Here I am.  Put me where you want me to fit.”  He'll do the rest.  Stones that try to shape themselves usually end up alone.

What kind of stone are you today?  Are you a rock with feet or are you telling the Builder, “Just use me anywhere you like”?  If you have no personal requirement, then God will use you where He designed you to fit and you will discover that the fit is just right.  But you need to be a building block, not a construction engineer.

Maybe today it’s time to say to the Lord, “I am a rock.  Chip away.”

Topical Index:  stone, build up, oikodomeisthe, purpose, 1 Peter 2:5
August 10   As obedient children, do not be conformed to the former lusts which were yours in your ignorance, but like the Holy One who called you, be holy yourselves also in all your behavior;  1 Peter 1:14-15  NASB
Momma Says

Obedient children – So when do you and I grow up?  When do we stop being children?  Apparently it has very little to do with age and a lot to do with behavior. 

The Greek expression is tekna hupakoes.  Tekna (children) is a special word in the New Testament.  It has a wider definition than simply genetically produced children.  It can mean descendent, disciple, pupil or spiritual child.  When this word designates children of God, it carries the further meaning of followers, subjects and worshippers.  John uses it as a tender address (“my little children”).  

Here Peter tells us that we are a certain kind of children--children of obedience.  The word for “obedience” is hupakoes, a compound word that literally means “through hearing.”  Obedience is a response to spoken or written instruction.  This phrase, children of obedience, is a Hebrew idiom.  It does not mean children of God who are obedient.  It means children whose mother is obedience.  This emphasizes the continual and habitual behavior of their lives.

Mothers have an incredibly special role in our lives.  Not only are they the ones who bring us into the world, they are usually the ones from whom we learn obedience.  This instruction is crucial to our existence.  When we do not learn obedience from our mother’s lap, we will discover that life is a very lonesome and difficult place.  In this verse we learn that God takes over the role of our spiritual mother.  We are born by the Spirit.  That same birth-Spirit is the Mother who teaches us obedience.  There is an incredibly intimate connection between our second birth and our willingness to obey.  Disobedience is far more than deciding to go our own way.  It is an action that severs connection with the one who birthed us.

We live in a deformed world that offers past family dysfunctionality as an excuse for disobedient behavior.  “I couldn't help it.  My parents were so terrible.  They made me what I am today.”  You know something?  God doesn't care about that excuse.  You see, no matter what your genetic family might have been, your new birth came from the purest most holy Mother in the Universe.  Become a child of Her obedience and life will be as new as the day you arrived here.  Sit on Her lap and learn to obey.  There really is no other way.

Who is your mother today?

Topical Index:  1 Peter 1:14, tekna, children, hupakoes, obedient, mother

August 11  On the first day of the week let each one of you put aside and save, as he may prosper, that no collection be made when I come.  1 Corinthians 16:2  NASB

Instructions for Giving

As he may prosper – Paul assumes the assembly at Corinth understands the obligation to care for others.  He doesn’t have to explain the theological motivation for a “collection for the saints” (verse 1).  But he does give instructions about how the Corinthians are to prepare for this.  His instructions seem to apply to us as well.  After all, we care about those in the body.  We care about meeting the needs of fellow servants.  But we also care about keeping Torah.  Paul’s advice helps us.

First, Paul suggests putting aside money at the beginning of the week.  In other words, prepare for the coming requirement.  Don’t wait until the day of need arrives.  Store up in advance because you know the time will come when you will be asked to deliver.  Put aside something for that day.  Do it regularly.  Do it first.

Ah, but there’s a condition.  “As he may prosper” is the Greek phrase ean euodotai.  The particle, ean, could be translated “if, when, whenever.”  It expresses an uncertain condition.  In other words, whenever such and such a condition is met, then do the following.  What is that condition?  It is euodoo—to prosper.  Literally it means, “to lead on the good path, to guide well.”  While it is hardly found prior to its use in the LXX, it commonly means “to succeed” in the LXX.  It is used only four times in the apostolic writings.  According to Michaelis, the word is “unlikely” a reference to profit.  He reasons that since Paul describes a weekly “savings,” it must be about “sacrifice,” not gain.
  But this seems to impose meaning on the rare word that isn’t found in the text.  If Paul meant this collection to be entirely sacrificial, why add the condition?  Why not just say, “Put aside something at the beginning of every week”?  No, Paul adds the condition to acknowledge that the collection for the saints (the obligatory saving) depends on economic circumstances.  Rabbi Sha’ul would never require someone in desperate need to give from a state of poverty.  What Sha’ul suggests is that this collection be given from success, from prosperity.  In other words, set something aside from the excess.  Michaelis imposes a Catholic tithe mentality on this word.  It is not justified.  In every other case where the word appears, it is about success, not sacrifice.

Here’s the lesson.  There were very specific goals for the tithe.  Those goals almost always involved help for the poor.  With extremely limited exception, there is virtually no tithe to support an edifice or a hierarchy.  That doesn’t mean we are not allowed to give voluntarily.  It means there is no commandment about buildings and professionals.  But there are needs.  And, according to Sha’ul, these needs are to be met by saving from the excess.  Take care of yourself according to your needs (not desires).  Do not become a burden on others.  Then, from the success you have, give.  Set aside something from the     excess so that in the day of someone’s need, it will be readily available.  God’s provision in your life is accompanied by the expectation that when you have more than you need, you will steward His blessing by anticipating the need of another.

Topical Index:  as he may prosper, ean euodotai, euodoo, success, tithe, 1 Corinthians 16:2
August 12  Let all that you do be done in love.  1 Corinthians 16:14  NASB

Agape Again

Love – An overworked word loses its meaning.  An overlooked word has no meaning at all.  Such is the case with the Greek noun, agape.  We may realize that agape is connected to the Hebrew ‘ahav, but did we know this?

Love in the OT is a spontaneous feeling which impels to self-giving, to grasping that which causes it, or to pleasurable activity. It involves the inner person. Since it has a sexual basis, it is directed supremely to persons; love for things or acts has a metaphorical aspect. God’s love is correlative to his personal nature, and love for God is love first for his person and only then for his word or law. Yet even in the extended sense love has an element of fervor or passion except in the case of lesser objects. In the secular sphere love is for husband or wife, parents or children, friends, masters, servants, and social groups. This use is more common than the religious use and may thus be taken as the basis of interpretation.

Did we know that ‘ahav and its Greek correlate agape is primarily a sexual term?  I rather doubt it.  Religious thought has stripped “love” from sex.  In proper Platonic fashion, sex is part of the mortal, corruptible, sinful, depraved world of the flesh while love belongs to the higher, spiritual, pure world of God and His angels.  No one would imagine that love of God is grounded in sex!  Now we (perhaps) can appreciate why YHVH uses marriage and adultery as the paradigm examples of covenant relationship with Him.  It’s all about intimacy, ecstasy, bliss, jubilation and euphoria.  Maybe “rapture” isn’t just about being carried away in the sky.  Maybe we have victimized agape by turning it into a set of proxy principles, a way of feeling religious virtue without ever taking off our clothes.  Arm’s-length intimacy isn’t found in Scripture.

‘Ahav and agape are supremely personal.  When Sha’ul exhorts us to do all that we do en agape, he is pleading for personal, intimate involvement.  He would be appalled at the text message substitution for face-to-face expression.  He would cringe over the Untied Way idea of giving—anonymous donors supporting anonymous spenders.  He would feel agonizing heartache when vacations trump soup kitchens, homeless shelters and clinics for orphans.  And what would he think of our mega-churches?  Perhaps his words would be those of the African pastor who visited the largest “houses of worship” in Orlando and commented, “I never knew you could do so much without God.”

Perhaps we should translate Paul’s plea differently.  “Let all you do be done with the same passionate intensity and personal involvement that you feel in moments of sexual ecstasy.”  That might shock the congregation, but it is a lot closer to the truth than the “feel good about yourself” religious syrup poured on pancake piousness.

Topical Index:  love, agape, ‘ahav, sex, passion, 1 Corinthians 16:14
August 13  But I shall remain in Ephesus until Pentecost.  1 Corinthians 16:8  NASB

Say What?

Pentecost – Tomorrow I will be in Ephesus.  Yes, that’s right.  The real place in modern day Turkey that was once a Roman port city.  I will think of Paul’s statement.  Paul intended to remain in Ephesus until Pentecost.  Wait a minute!  Until when?  Paul, a Jewish rabbi, counts his days according to a religious holiday that wasn’t honored by the then non-existent “church” for another two hundred years?  No, I am quite sure Paul wasn’t staying in Ephesus until Pentecost.  He was staying in Ephesus until the Jewish festival of Shavu’ot.  Pentecost did not exist as a religious holiday when Paul was alive.  He measures his year according to the Jewish sequence of festivals.  Shavu’ot is one of the three pilgrim festivals (from Exodus 34:22 and Deuteronomy 16:9-10).  It is fifty days after the start of Pesach (Leviticus 23:16), a celebration of the giving of the Torah on Sinai.  Observant Jews gathered at the Temple to honor God giving His instructions to the people.  

Now let’s consider the implications of Sha’ul’s statement.  First, it is obvious that Sha’ul is still following the Jewish calendar.  That raised the question, “If Paul converted to Christianity, why would he continue to observe Jewish festivals?”  You might reply, “Well, Pentecost is the day the Church began when the Spirit was poured out on all men.”  But Acts 2 tells a different story.  Why was the crowded gathered in the first place?  Answer: Shavu’ot.  They weren’t there to celebrate Pentecost.  They were there to celebrate the fiftieth day after Passover.  All Jewish.  In fact, Pentecost is nothing more than the Greek term for “fifty.”  Sha’ul plans to return to Jerusalem in time to celebrate this Jewish pilgrim festival just as he has done all of his life.

Secondly, Sha’ul intends to participate in Shavu’ot.  That’s why he’s going back to Jerusalem for that date.  If he had converted to Christianity, why would he wish to attend a Jewish festival?  I thought the “law” was over.  I thought “Paul” preached the good news that we are under grace, not “law.”  Then why is he anticipating Shavu’ot?  Shouldn’t he actually be saying that he intends to keep Pentecost in Ephesus?  After all, there is nothing about the Christian idea of Pentecost that demands you should be at the Temple in Jerusalem.  The only reason for going to Jerusalem on that date is to participate in the Jewish festival.  If Paul were Christian, he should be going to Rome to celebrate with Pope Peter, right?

Finally, the very fact that Paul even acknowledges Shavu’ot highlights the incongruity of the claim that Paul abolished Torah.  If Torah doesn’t apply to those under grace, then who cares about Shavu’ot, whether you call it by its proper Hebrew name or by a Greek substitute?  And don’t try to convince me that God substituted Pentecost for Shavu’ot after Acts 2.  The LXX recognizes that pentekostos is the translation of Shavu’ot.  There is no doubt whatsoever that the Greek word means this Jewish festival.  So how do Christian theologians get around these implications? Simple.  They create a new category of believers called “Jewish Christians.”  “In 1 Cor. 16:8 Paul says that he will stay at Ephesus until Pentecost. He probably has the Jewish feast in mind, as in Acts 20:16, where he wants to be in Jerusalem by Pentecost, possibly to take part, with Jewish Christians, in the Jewish celebration.”
  The only problem is that there were no “Jewish Christians” in the first century—nor have there ever been any!  Ever!  There are Jews who have converted to Christianity (after Christianity became a religion in the 3rd century), but there are no “Jewish” Christians because one cannot be Jewish as a way of life and be Christian at the same time.  Ethnicity isn’t the issue.  I can be a Russian Christian or an Italian Christian or an American Christian because the nationality doesn’t interfere with my beliefs (although it certainly influences what I believe).  But I cannot be a pagan Christian.  I cannot live a way of life that is completely contrary to my religious commitment and at the same time claim that I am a follower of that commitment.  In the same way, I could have been born a Jew and by some incredible accident decided to adopt a Christian theology, but I cannot live as an observant Jew and also be a Christian.  A “Jewish Christian” is an oxymoron.  And Paul was not an oxymoron.

Sha’ul intends to go back to Jerusalem to celebrate a Jewish festival as he is instructed by Torah, God’s word to the Jews.  Why?  Because Sha’ul is a follower of the Way, a sect of Judaism.

Topical Index:  Pentecost, Shavu’ot, Jewish Christian, 1 Corinthians 16:8
August 14   make my joy complete by being of the same mind, maintaining the same love, united in spirit, intent on one purpose.  Philippians 2:2  NASB
The Last Drop

Complete – So what do you think?  Is Paul’s wish being fulfilled in you?  Is he filled to the last drop by your actions and attitudes?  It’s interesting that Yeshua’s remark about being filled to overflowing carries the same meaning.  Yeshua promises life abundantly.  Paul tells us that the way to have that abundance is to maintain the same mind, love, spirit and purpose.  You can’t have the abundant life by yourself.  Abundance is a cooperative, communal concept.  Want to know if you’re living the abundant life?  Ask yourself if others are blessed by your spirit, your purpose or your benevolence.  

Let’s take a look at the words Paul uses to describe this abundant life, this life that makes his deepest desire come true.  First, there’s phroneo (mind).  This is a word that is about the disposition of the inner person.  It’s not the Greek nous.  It’s not about knowledge or intellect.  It’s about your willingness to comprehend.  It’s about the insight you have received from the Spirit.  It’s about a godly approach to life.  It’s about a longing for true community and the willingness to bend in order to get it.  It’s about hospitality and compassion toward others.  It’s about the code, the way you live, the things you hope for, the dreams you share.  “Same mind” has very little to do with what you think you know.

“Same love.”  What’s that?  Same as what?  Same as the love everyone around me talks about?  No, I don’t think so.  If I really want the same love to flow through my life, then I have to exhibit the love God demonstrated on my behalf.  I have to show benevolence toward others at cost to myself.  You’ll notice the NASB translation suggests “maintaining” this same love.  The Greek verb is echo (to have) but Hebrew thought doesn’t have a word for “have.”  In Hebrew, the basic condition of life is relational.  So the proper understanding is “to be to,” not “to have.”  I don’t own this love.  I exhibit it in the way that I am toward another.  Love exists in the action.  Without the action, it isn’t there.  I love because He loved.  I mimic Him.  Then I have the same love.  You and I are measured by the standard of Yeshua’s obedience.  Country Western music has nothing to do with it.

“United in spirit” is the Greek sympsychoi.  It means to be in full accord with one another.  Does that mean we must agree?  No.  It means we share the same hunger to see God’s Kingdom come on earth.  We have the same goal, the same hope, the same passion.  But you might dress differently, speak differently, pray differently.  Does it really matter?  If we hunger and thirst for righteousness, are we not of the same spirit?  Do we not serve the same Lord, worship the same God?  Share with me the greatest longings of your heart and we will see if we are really that far apart.

Finally, “one purpose.”  But in Greek it says hen phronountes—one thinking.  Hey, this is the same word Paul started with, phroneo.  Apparently it wasn’t enough to say it once.  Back we go to disposition, attitude, willingness, insight and wisdom.  A double dose of phroneo is a good thing.  It’s like closing the envelope on a gift card.  Now put it in the mail and let someone enjoy the present.

Topical Index:  complete, same, Philippians 2:2
August 15  pour water on the head three times in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.  Didache 7:3

More and Less

In the name of – Previously we investigated the verse in the last chapter of Matthew that includes instructions to baptize in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.  We found that there are no extant fragments containing this instruction prior to the fourth century.  This led to the suspicion that this phrase, totally out of character with first century Jewish thinking, was added to the text sometime after Christianity separated from Jewish practices (i.e., approximately 150 CE).  Freed from the background of Jewish baptism, Christian theologians created another ritual practice that justified their anti-Semitic theology.  

But when we find the same phrase in the Didache, things get more complicated.  The Didache is perhaps the oldest instructional manual of the separated assemblies later called “Christian.”  Among its instructions is a chapter concerning baptism and in that chapter we find the idea of baptizing in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  If this is indeed a document from the first century, then it would appear that the idea of a Trinity was a very early consideration of the “Church,” perhaps not in its developed form but at least in some rudimentary construct.

The problem is the dating of the Didache.  There is plenty of controversy about this (see http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/didache.html).  It is unlikely that scholars will ever really know its point of origin unless some startling new discovery is made.  If the dating is early (50-70 CE), then the implications for Trinitarian development are formidable.  If the dating is late (mid-second century), then the impact is far less of a problem.   No one knows.  The oldest copy of the Didache was discovered in 1883 and fragments can be dated no earlier than the fourth century, so dating the origin is guesswork.  Not “shot-in-the-dark” guesswork, but certainly not the kind of confidence that is attached to the gospels or the letters of Paul.  What is certain is that at some point between the end of the first century and the third or fourth century, an instruction manual that contains Christian formulations as well as some Jewish perspective was being used in assemblies.  Who authored it, how it was used, who used it and where it was used are mysteries.

So the Didache offers us more—more about what some group or groups in the earliest centuries did about rituals and practices.  And the Didache offers us less—less hope that we will uncover the shift in rituals that occurred when Christianity separated itself from its Jewish ethos.  Whatever occurred in those early years remains hidden from us.  We are left to struggle with phrases like “in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit,” knowing that these words are entirely foreign to Jewish thought and yet recognizing that at some time they became part of a baptismal ritual that was decidedly not Jewish.  Ah, if we only knew when.

Topical Index:  baptism, in the name of, Trinity, Didache 7:3

August 16  Now as to the times and the epochs, brethren, you have no need of anything to be written to you. For you yourselves know full well that the day of the Lord will come just like a thief in the night.  1 Thessalonians 5:1-2  NASB

Biblical Astronomy

The times - “For all astrological statements are senseless and untrue, anyone making them is a fool or a madman, or intentionally contradicting Torah—as though the Deluge and the destruction of Sodom had been caused by the stars and not by the sins of men and the will of God.”
  

Is Maimonides correct?  Well, if you believe in the sovereignty of God, you have to admit that alignment of the planets or configurations of the stars have absolutely nothing to do with the cause of earthly events.  God’s involvement is the only thing that matters.  Horoscopes are enticing fiction!  And Tomb Raider movies are just digital dysentery.  The times are not determined by the elements.  

Maimonides helps us realize the truth of our circumstances.  We are in the hands of only two beings, God and us.  Our actions and reactions can advance or delay His purposes, never thwart them.  We are responsible for our part.  No blame falls on the moon.  And consequently, no sign in the sky can cause anything on earth to come to pass.

But can’t we look for signs in order to know that the day is approaching?  What does Paul say?  “Hey, don’t you know that the day comes like a thief in the night?  Do you really think you can tell when a thief will arrive?  The whole purpose of a thief is to not be detected.  So stop wasting your time on this.  Don’t bother reading all the signs.  It is coming for sure.  Just be prepared.”  God is in charge.  You aren’t!  That’s about all you need to know.

That doesn’t seem to stop us though, does it?  Even in the smallest of life’s details, we are constantly watching for signs.  Let’s see.  Does she love me?  What do the tea leaves say?  Will I be happy?  A Tarot reading might tell.  Is this office going to be a success?  Ask the feng shui compass.  Want to know your compatibility quotient?  Check her Zodiac sign.  Oh, I see.  You don’t mess with all those spiritual pagan rituals.  OK, then why are you looking for signs in the stock market or carrying your favorite team’s lucky charm?  Why do you think that you can manipulate God into giving you success by saying the right prayer (of Jabez maybe?) or tithing more or lighting a few more candles?  Why do you worry about a flight on Friday the 13th or walk on the other side of the street from the cemetery?  How much of your life is run by powers claiming sovereignty?  How much idolatry is hidden in your own behavior?

God reigns.  The rest is commentary.  Enjoy what He does and leave Him to do it.
Topical Index:  signs, 1 Thessalonians 5:1-2, thief, day of the Lord

August 17  So Jesus answered them and said, “My teaching is not Mine, but His who sent Me.  If anyone is willing to do His will, he will know of the teaching, whether it is of God or whether I speak from Myself.  John 7:16-17  NASB

Utter Contradictions

He will know – How do you know that the things Yeshua taught are from God?  Yeshua himself gives you the test.  If you are willing to do what God asks, you will know.  But this is absurd!  Think of all those who claimed to be willing and yet led the body astray.  Think of all those who still claim to be willing and yet present a good news that denies Torah, Israel and the Jewish Messiah.  How in the world can Yeshua be so naïve?  Even demons could make this claim.  

The Greek text helps clear up some of this confusion.  Both the words for “willing” and “will” are from the same root, thelema.  In the apostolic writings, this verb expresses definite action, completed execution, divine desire and absolute readiness.  It does not express wishful hope, cognitive acknowledgment or good intentions.  Try boulomai for those meanings.  If you are willing to do the thelema of God, you do it!  You don’t analyze it, think about it, contemplate it or imagine it.  You do what He says.  It’s not actually a matter of willing to do it.  It is in fact doing it.  To thele to thelema is to execute and perform.  Yeshua says that if you do what God asks, then you will know that what He says is from God.

So how will you know?  You will know because what you are doing is in total agreement with what Yeshua is teaching.  His words and your God-instructed actions are completely compatible.  Sounds good, but what about all those who seem to be doing what God asks and yet they are in alignment with the Torah of Yeshua?  Ah, this statement doesn’t say anything about them.  It only says that if you do what God asks, precisely as He asks it, then you will know something about the teaching of Yeshua.  It doesn’t say anything about claiming to know what Yeshua teaches but not executing exactly what God asks.

But it does raise a question, doesn’t it?  If I make claims about the teaching of Yeshua, but I am not following the expressed will of YHVH, can I really know that what Yeshua says is from God?  Interestingly, the verb for “know” in this sentence is not what we might expect.  We might expect eido, a verb about intuitive insight, revealed knowledge, the kind of thing we might feel from the Spirit.  But that isn’t the verb here.  The verb is ginosko, the kind of knowledge you acquire from evidence, the perception of the senses, the conclusions drawn from examination of the facts.  This might imply that the knowledge you gain about Yeshua’s teaching must come from experiential involvement.  It isn’t theological theory.  It is found in practical application.  Do you want to know if Yeshua’s teaching comes from God?  Then do what God desires and see what results.  In other words, the proof really is in the pudding, not in the recipe.  If you keep God’s Torah, you will find that the outward expression of that Torah is the same as the lessons Yeshua gives.  The results are equivalent.  Of course, if you don’t keep Torah, then your results will be different.  You can claim that they are the real meaning of Yeshua’s lessons, but He might object.  After all, you wouldn’t expect the living Word to be in utter contradiction to the given Word, would you?  Thele and thelema are from the same source.

I hope you know Yeshua’s teachings are from God.  If you do, then you are seeing them before your eyes, in your ears, on your tongue, in your hands, in your nose.  If you don’t, then you will have to make “senses” of it all as you go along.
Topical Index: know, ginosko, will, thelo, thele, thelema, John 7:17
August 18  “I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you.”  John 13:15  ESV

Finger Pointing

Example – How many times have you searched all over to find something and then discovered that it was in plain slight?  My wife often points out that when I go to the refrigerator to look for something she needs for cooking, my eyes just don’t see what should be obvious.  I say, “I can’t find it.”  She responds, “It’s right in front of your face.  See!” and with one finger she directs my attention to the very thing I was trying to find.  Having the ability to see does not mean that we actually take in the image and understand it.  Sometimes seeing is blind.

Yeshua knew that it took deliberate, tangible expressions of love in order to communicate.  By washing the feet of the disciples, he pointed to something that they should have seen easily but they were not ready to understand.  God’s love is expressed in humility and service.  The Greek word here has the sense of setting something plainly in view.  But it also communicates something else.  Hupodeigma comes from hupo and deiknuo (the Greek group of deikymi).  Hupo means “under or beneath.”  Deiknuo means “to point out, to cause to see.”  The idea is to put something under scrutiny in a way that will cause understanding.  But isn’t it interesting that the very word used for “example” begins with the thought of “putting under” – humility.  

If we are going to be living pointers to God’s love, we will have to take actions in life that open the eyes of others.  These are not ambiguous or concealed behaviors.  They are deliberate, open expressions of humility and service.  They need to be the kind of actions that cause others to say,  “Did you see what he did?” or “Look at her!”  The kind of actions that caused the people of Yeshua’s day to glorify God.  Stop sign actions.

Followers who live according to Yeshua’s example put God in plain sight.  They point to His care and His character.  Seeing what they do means that the presence of God can’t be missed.  But it doesn’t mean, “See me!”  We must become the finger that points to something else.  No one looks at the finger pointing.  They look at what the finger points to.  The finger is just the indicator of something else.  That’s what it means to be an example.  Be a finger pointer.  Be the invisible direction signal toward Him.  Act in such a way that others look where you point, not at you at all.

And it all begins with “under.”

Topical Index:  pointing, hupodeigma, example, John 13:15
August 19   who through Him are believers in God, who raised Him from the dead and gave Him glory, so that your faith and hope are in God.  1 Peter 1:21  NASB

U-Haul
Believers in – While this phrase has a smoother sound in English, the Greek really says something a bit different.  That difference is critical, and worth having a translation that is a bit choppy.  The Greek text says “the ones through him faithful into God.”  Notice that our crucial phrase is an adjective and a preposition (in Greek pistous eis).  The English translation is unfortunate because it converts the adjective (faithful) into a noun and adds an implied verb (are), a change that might make us think that we can be a believer without living the activity of believing.  We must guard against this fallacy, especially in our culture, dominated by the Greek idea that knowledge (the collection of facts and principles) is all that is required to “believe.”  “Faithful” is a constant state of action, not a static collection of facts.

There is another bad translation in this phrase.  The word translated “in” is the preposition eis.  It really means “into.” This is an important difference.  If we translate the word as “in” then once again we might think that Peter is saying we need to have the proper “thoughts” about God.  In our culture, “to believe in” something can be as passive as “I believe in happy times and good vacations.”  This kind of belief requires nothing more than mental assent to some ideal.  But the preposition eis does not allow this kind of belief.  

The preposition eis is really about “place.”  It has the sense of “into,” like “he went into the house” or “I moved into a new position.”  Why is this so important?  Because the New Testament teaches us that believing is an activity that moves us from one place to another.  It is not about intellectual assent to certain facts.  That would be “I believe in God” – that is, I believe the facts about this person.  No, the New Testament says that faithfulness is an activity of the will, not just the mind.  It moves me from a world dominated by moral activity based on my self into a world where my moral activity is based on the character and demands of God.  Eis tells me that I must be taken out of one place and put into another place.  That is what faithful is – it is movement of my whole being out of myself and into God.

In our modern religious world, we are surrounded by claims that the only thing required to be Christian is to have a certain knowledge of Christ.  The New Testament never supports this.  Being faithful is an act of the will that transports us into a new world where all of our living is based on a new relationship.  There is no “faith” without activity just as there is no life without breathing.

If you are “faithful into God” you will breathe, move, grow, feel, think and change in this new place.  Get into the U-Haul of Scripture and move yourself.
Topical Index:  pistous eis, faithful into, 1 Peter 1:21
August 20  When I consider Your heavens, the work of Your fingers, the moon and the stars which You have ordained, what is man that You take thought of him and the son of man that You care for him?  Psalm 8:3-4  NASB

Wish Upon a Star

Take thought  - David spent many nights under the stars.  Without the disturbance of electric lights, air pollution and man-made distractions, he must have been overwhelmed at the sheer immensity of the heavens.  He looks into the depths of space, sprinkled liberally with the dust of angels, and asks the question that every man must ask:  “God, why do you even care about me?”  We are so insignificant.  A speck on a speck circulating around a speck in the unfathomable darkness.  God paints a canvas so large that by any scale we are nothing more than a single pixel of color in a multi-billion-bit collage.  

But David knows that God considers us.  More than that, He cares for us and for our children.  “To take thought” is the Hebrew word zakar.  It has a wide range of meanings. One group of meanings covers careful and deliberate mental activities.  Here zakar can mean, “to think about, to meditate upon, to pay attention to, to remember, to recall.”  Every one of these meanings has significance for us.

David is stunned by God’s careful consideration of human beings.  After all, God is responsible for some pretty big operations.  God has created some pretty big things.  And God is involved in some very big projects.  It hardly seems reasonable that God would have time for me.  It’s like expecting the President to call me up to see if I had a good breakfast this morning.  Except that God is the President of the Universe.  How likely is that?  

God not only thinks about us, He actually deliberately and carefully considers everything about us.  Did you notice that every one of the meanings implies an intimate interest in the matter?  God meditates upon us – He brings us to mind in order to contemplate our lives, carefully examining every facet of who we are, arranging His thoughts about us in order to completely understand us.  God pays attention to us – He doesn’t just give us a glance.  He doesn’t just nod our way.  He stops and focuses His attention on us.  He looks carefully to see who we are and to listen to what we say.  He settles down to meet us.  God remembers us – He brings us to mind as He looks over His favorite photos.  He thinks about the special moments He had with us.  He reflects on our history with Him.  He smiles over us.  God recalls us – He brings to mind the call He sends to us and recalls it again.  He contemplates the intimacy of His efforts to send us love messages.  He calls us back.  He re-dials because He wants to hear our voices again.  

These are actions of deep affection.  Saying that God “takes thought” about us is another way of expressing His love for us.  It’s quite amazing, isn’t it?  Imagine it.  God cares about you.

Topical Index:  zakar, take thought, care, Psalm 8:3-4
August 21  They were continually devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.  Acts 2:42  NASB

Character of the Assembly
Continually devoting - This is a mouthful of Greek–proskarterountes.  The word is derived from pros (toward) and kartereo (to be strong, steadfast and firm).  The picture we see from this word is a group of people totally committed.  They were strong and steadfast in their pursuit of understanding and cooperating.  They did not settle for mediocre.  They wanted all they could get.  We would describe these people as ones who hung on every word, zealous, hungry, perhaps even demanding.

It is quite interesting that the verb kartereo found in this word is also connected to bearing burdens and enduring severe hardship voluntarily.  Does this sound familiar?  A synonym of kartereo is meno, Greek word Yeshua used when He talked about “abiding” in him.  You can’t go very far in the book of Acts without finding the same themes over and over.  These people were characterized by Yeshua’s command, “Love one another as I have loved you.”

Today we see devotion as a kind of romantic icon.  “Devoted to you” often means that I’m head over heels in love with you.  It’s all about the Hollywood version of romance.  Unfortunately, devotion in our culture is about as solid as the latest craze.  It doesn’t last.  But the followers of the First Century knew a different kind of devotion.  These people understood that their lives were indissolubly intertwined.  They literally lived for each other.  Did you know that they actively cared for each other’s physical needs?  No one felt alone, unwanted, unnecessary or ignored.  It was the congregation of complete involvement.  If I hurt, someone helped.  If I faltered, someone fixed.  If I rejoiced, someone was rejuvenated.  If I was crushed, someone cared.  

Isn’t this what we seek today?  Are you tired of a church that is only a building or a weekly obligation?  Do you hunger and thirst for a community of belonging?  Do you want a community of acceptance under grace?  I do.  I long for the peace of being continually devoted to the community of God’s redeemed.  I am ready to give all I have to that community.  I need these people in my life.  I want a life that is continually devoted to them.  

Do you long for God’s version of the fellowship of believers?  Are you continually devoting yourself to that vision?  It will mean taking active steps away from religion.  It will mean openness and vulnerability.  But God is there, waiting for us to learn what love really is.  Don’t give up searching.  You are not alone.

Topical Index:  continually devoted, proskarterountes, assembly, church, Acts 2:42
August 22  Therefore He killed him and turned the kingdom to David the son of Jesse.  1 Chronicles 10:14b  NASB

Curtain Call
Killed – Saul died at his own hand, but YHVH killed him.  Does this bother you?  Are you ready to serve and worship a God who kills disobedient people?  Does that sound more like Allah than the God of Israel?  

Our cultural ideas about the character of God often interfere with an appreciation for the complexity of the real God of Israel.  We don’t like to think of God as the One who kills Saul (or quite a few others).  We like to think of God as that benevolent great grandfather handing out blessings and rewards.  We easily adopt the God of love.  We’re not so sure about the God of wrath.  But the Scriptures don’t lie.  In a rare peek behind the phenomenological curtain, we discover that even though Saul committed suicide, YHVH takes the responsibility for killing him.  What appeared to be death by deliberate choice turns out to be capital punishment for crimes against the Lord.  What you see is not always what you get.

Hebrew is an observer’s language.  It records the way things appear.  It’s not in-depth analysis or “behind the scenes” reporting.  It’s just the way things look to a bystander.  But once in awhile Hebrew pulls back the curtain and we get a glimpse of the inner workings of our world.  We see what God is doing invisibly through the hands of men.  In this case, we see that God is behind the suicide of Saul.  That might not sit easily with us because we are used to having the curtain closed.  When the curtain is closed, we see only what is before our eyes.  We see a man who disobeys.  We see a man who is trapped.  We see a man who thinks he has no way out.  We see a man who falls on his own sword.  What we don’t see is God’s orchestration of all these events.  Until Scripture pulls back the curtain, we are unaware of the divine design.  But perhaps we should be.

Saul’s death is not an accident, nor is it a voluntary choice.  Somehow God is involved in this tragedy, this execution.  We wouldn’t know this unless He told us, but that’s probably because we are so naïve about God’s involvement in our lives.  If we look behind the curtain, don’t you suppose we would find that God’s handiwork is everywhere?  Of course, we can’t guess.  Unless He tells us, we won’t know.  But we might suspect that if God is orchestrating Saul’s “suicide,” He just might be choreographing our little lives as well.  What do you think?  Is that possible?  Can you imagine it?  

A few weeks ago I was suddenly struck by the confluence of several different lives coming together at just the right moment.  Taken individually, not one of these people was aware of the greater plan.  Each followed his own agenda, doing what he thought was best.  But without knowing anything about the others, when it was all said and done, each person fell into place together so that precisely what was needed was accomplished.  Coincidence?  No, I don’t think so.  Behind the scenes was a plan, put into place months before anyone even realized the serendipity of the situation.   

Maybe you need to ask the Lord for a curtain call.  Just a brief glimpse at the plan that has been going on before you even thought about it.  Maybe you might be surprised.

Topical Index:  killed, Saul, plan, 1 Chronicles 10:14
August 23  You also took the fine jewelry I gave you, the jewelry made of my gold and silver, and you made for yourself male idols and engaged in prostitution with them.  Ezekiel 16:17 NIV

Too Explicit for Translation

Male idols – If you read this verse across a dozen translations, you will get everything from “male idols” to “images of men,” but none of these really capture Ezekiel’s frank address.  They have all been modified to remove the explicit imagery.  Look at the verse again.  Why would Ezekiel include the word zakar in this description unless it was specifically necessary to make sense of the accusation?  After all, if the prophet said, “You have made ‘tsalme,” any Hebrew reader would know he meant idols.  Why male idols?  The answer is found in the context of this accusation against Israel.  

Go back to verse 2.  Then read through verse 43.  Notice that God compares Jerusalem to a woman, once rejected, then restored, beautiful and desirable who opens herself to pagan lovers and spurns the God of Israel.  In fact, nearly the entire section speaks of Jerusalem’s prostitution, nakedness and immoral behavior.  Now we know why the text reads tsalme zakar.  These aren’t idols.  They are phallic symbols.  God accuses Jerusalem of being so infatuated with the lust of the pagan world that it created dildos to slake its sexual hunger.  No wonder the translators chose to modify the imagery.  But God didn’t.  He used as graphic an image as possible to make sure the audience didn’t miss the picture.  Sex is the subject.  Sexual debauchery is the accusation.  Guilty is the verdict.

Why shouldn’t we just quickly skip over all this as too embarrassing for Holy Writ?  Because if we avoid the real imagery we will also miss the crucial point.  The covenant relationship between God and Israel is a marriage; a marriage of exclusive, unbreakable, eternal commitment.  All the intimacy that belongs in a marriage is the backdrop to God’s interaction with Israel.  All the devotion.  All the care.  All the affection.  All the tenderness.  And all the rage at betrayal, the agony over adultery, the suffering over unfaithfulness.  

Now go back and read verses 2 to 43 again.  Do you see a rebuffed lover?  Do you discover a slighted suitor?  Can you appreciate the hurt God suffers when the only one He loves plays sexual games with another?  Perhaps we need to read TDNT again.  “Love in the OT is a spontaneous feeling which impels to self-giving, to grasping that which causes it, or to pleasurable activity. It involves the inner person. Since it has a sexual basis, it is directed supremely to persons.”
  God is more interested in sex than you thought.  Perhaps if we understood His perspective our intimacy with Him would change.

Topical Index:  tselem zakar, male idols, Ezekiel 16:17
August 24  But I acted for the sake of My name, that it should not be profaned in the sight of the nations among whom they lived, in whose sight I made Myself known to them by bringing them out of the land of Egypt.  Ezekiel 20:9  NASB

Giving Credit

For the sake of My name – Moses must have been miffed.  By the time the incident of golden bull was over (Exodus 32), Moses convinces the Lord to spare Israel because of His covenant with the patriarchs.  Specifically, Moses argues that God’s name will be diminished if He should destroy Israel.  On the basis of this argument, God relents.  Israel is spared.

But when God recalls this incident through Ezekiel, Moses gets none of the credit.  “I acted for the sake of My name” says nothing about Moses’ brilliant strategy and his successful argument.  Suddenly, Moses is left out of the story.  I suppose we could argue that God actually did act for His name’s sake, but doesn’t it seem a bit self-centered to imply that God made the decision without any outside influence?  Of course, who am I to suggest that God spoke inappropriately?  But just the same, I would have liked to see Moses get at least some of the credit.  And that raises an important issue.  Just how much credit do I think I should get for all those brilliant things I suggest to God?

Got a great plan?  A terrific program?  A brilliant argument?  Give it over to God.  It’s all for His glory anyway.  But watch out.  You might be feeling as though your great idea suddenly becomes God’s exclusive property.  Of course, you can console yourself that this is really what you intended, and after all, He is God.  There’s little to really get upset about.  But perhaps that brief stab of ego reveals more about you than God’s use of your great gift.  Perhaps there is something to be learned in that split second when you think, “Yeah, but that was my idea.”  Maybe we don’t truly understand the depth and depravity of the yetzer ha’ra until we find ourselves wanting credit for God’s actions.  

I remember Gordon MacDonald saying that if we look deep enough we will find some pretty wretched things even in the bottom of the purest human heart.  Most of us are too scared to look.  We prefer the surface spirituality where we don’t have any truly shattering questions and where, above all else, we don’t find something hideous that looks like us.  Once in a great while (maybe), we are allowed to smell, to see, to touch what defiles from within.  Then God comes (hopefully) and removes the “credit” we thought we deserved so that the outcome really is purified.  Thank Him for refusing to make you a footnote.

Topical Index:  for My name’s sake, Ezekiel 20:9, Exodus 32
August 25  And God saw all that He had made, and behold, it was very good.  And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day.  Genesis 1:31  NASB

Divine Saturation

It was very good – How much of God’s creation was good?  Before you give the correct theological answer (“All of it”), contemplate the implications for your heart.  How much of what God has done is good?  How much of what He has done in your life is good?  Are you able to recognize the divine saturation of your existence?

In his book Ancient Near Eastern Thought and the Old Testament, John Walton makes the following observations:

“Existence saturated with divinity.  There is no dichotomy between sacred and secular.  Everything is a function of the purpose of the gods.  Our world removes the gods and consequently removes divine purpose.  Divinity becomes one category of existence, not the intrinsic nature of the cosmos.  In Hebrew thought, the cosmos is a manifestation of God’s sovereignty.  All that exists are instruments of His purpose.  He is not only the originator but also the one who establishes the control and the control attributes.  He determines the destinies of all.”

Think about his observation that our culture removes the spiritual from the physical.  That little split (complements of Plato) changes everything.  Now it seems as though our world operates on two different levels; one that is run by men and science and the other that is the distant realm of the gods or God.  We compartmentalize our lives.  Church on Sunday, business of Monday, fun on Friday.  We do not live in the God-saturated existence of Genesis or of any of the ancient world.  We are sophisticated.  We control.  

Our delusions about the structure of the universe lead to all kinds of personal disasters.  We substitute planning sessions for prayer meetings.  We create committees instead of compassion.  We seek recognition rather than submission.  We act as if we must invite God to join our worship services.  No wonder!  We have constructed a world without Him and claimed His territory as our own.  We have made God a stranger in His creation.

Imagine how your life would change if you were saturated in divinity.  Imagine if you saw everything as the handiwork of God.  Imagine if God held you accountable for executing His purposes in every act.  Would you be more careful with your commitments?  Would you measure your responses differently?  Would all those compartments you constructed have to be torn down so that His presence would be felt everywhere you go?

If the Bible is an ancient Near Eastern text proclaiming divine saturation of the world, what book have you been reading?

Topical Index:  Near Eastern thought, saturation, John Walton, Genesis 1:31

August 26  "Do not fear, for I have redeemed you."  Isaiah 43:1b NASB
The Reason Why (1)

Redeemed – The world has no answer for fear.  It has lots of suggestions, but none of them is sufficient.  In fact, the world is actually based on fear.  The world does not make sense without fear.  And most of us buy into the tyranny of fear.  We live in a constant state of worry protection.

Need convincing?  Turn on the news.  Fear is splashed through every story.  The man next door who turns out to be a predator.  The terrorist in the tunnel.  The chemicals in the water.  The fumes in the air.  What you eat or don't eat.  What pill to take.  What stock to buy.  The greatest commandment of the world is:  Thou shalt fear.

But the world according to God is a very different place.  So different that the fear-laden consciousness of this world can’t even comprehend it.  From the world of “Thou shalt fear,” life with God doesn’t make any sense at all.  “How can I trust God when everything around me is so frightening?  What can God do about snipers on the freeway?”  Even the questions come from the wrong perspective.

Isaiah tells us why we do not need to be afraid.  It has nothing to do with security blankets, perpetual blessings, prosperity gospels or mental attitudes.  Isaiah says that we have absolutely nothing to do with removing fear from our lives.  It’s not some sort of self-help religion.  There is only one reason why we do not have to live in fear:  God has redeemed us.  

gealtika – I have redeemed you – is the most important, life altering word in Scripture.  It says that I was completely unable to buy myself out of the slavery that kept me in bondage.  Someone else acted on my behalf by becoming my redeemer.  Left alone, there was no escape for me.  I was lost in fear, a slave to its power.  No self-assistance, no human effort, no mental shift, no government program or new technology would ever free me.  But God did.  He intervened and released me from the world of fear.  Suddenly, I can sing the song of the redeemed.

How did He do that?  Oh, I’m not sure.  I don’t really know.  But does it matter?  What I know is that He cares for me and He is the absolute sovereign of the whole universe.  Do I need to be afraid any longer?  I can’t imagine why.  The Hebrew verb ga’al sets the tone of my life now.  A kinsman has come.  I am rescued.  
Are you free from fear today?

Topical Index:  fear, ga’al, redeem, Isaiah 43:1

August 27  "Do not fear, for I have redeemed you."  Isaiah 43:1b NASB
The Reason Why (2)

Redeemed – gealtika.  “I have redeemed you,” says God.  The only reason that I am free of the “thou shalt fear” world is that God rescued me.  I need this fact to sink deeply into my soul.  Whenever my thoughts and behavior begin to push me back toward the world of fear, I need to shout, “God has redeemed me!  Who can overturn the work of the Lord?”

Does this mean that I will not go through trials?  Does it mean that I will never suffer?  Does it mean that all my efforts will succeed or that I will always be healthy and happy?  Absolutely not!  To entertain such a view of life is to still reside in the world of fear.  Why?  Because aspiring for these results is to assume that life is defined by the opposite of fearful consequences.  I fear trials so I want a life without them.  I fear suffering so I look for a life of ease.  I fear failure so I hope for constant success.  I fear illness so I project a life of health.  I fear unhappiness so I dream of constant ecstasy.  When I measure my life by these things, I tacitly endorse the fear-based view of existence.  I still define life in terms of fear.  I just want to be on the other side of all my fearful projections.  I am a fear-contrarian.  But the baseline of my existence is still defined by my fears.

When I am redeemed, life may come at me as it wills.  God is always in control.  When I am redeemed, my existence is no longer determined by the condition of my finances, my body, my neighborhood, my work or my external situation.  When I am redeemed, I belong exclusively to God.  His will for me becomes the source of my joy, my jubilance, my fulfillment and my victory.  What happens to me does not matter.  I have been freed from it all because He acted as my kinsman redeemer.  To be free of fear is to be free of the consequences of life’s choices.  I follow Him.  What happens is not my concern.
What is the basis of your living?  Are you free from the real bondage of fear?  Can you stand up and say, “Not my will but yours be done,” knowing that everything is in His hands?  Do you measure success in your life by obedience or are you trying to manage the possible consequences of fear through your own efforts?

Look at that face in the mirror again.  What do you see?  Do those eyes reflect confident submission or is there still a shadow of “what will happened tomorrow?” in the corners?

Topical Index:  fear, redeem, ga’al, kinsman, Isaiah 43:1
August 28  They wandered in the wilderness in a desert region  Psalm 107:4  NASB

Wasteland
Desert Region – For most of us, the idea of wilderness recalls pictures of the Arizona desert or the Sahara or the Northern Territories.  We think of wilderness as a place where men cannot live.  But what we really mean is that men cannot live in these places the way that we would like to live.  This reveals something important about the wilderness, so important that the Biblical wilderness is an essential part of God’s message.    The wilderness is the place where men encounter God and, at the same time, it is a place inhabited by demons.  It is the place of God’s revelation of the Torah and it is the place of great temptation.  It is the place of His call and the place of our rejection.  In one facet of wilderness theology, it is a place where every one of us lives, right now.

In this verse, the word translated “wilderness” is not the same as the word for “desert region.”  The difference may be important.  “Wilderness” is midbar but “desert region” is yeshimon.  Midbar describes particular places but yeshimon has the nuance of devastation and desolation, sometimes associated with the destruction caused by God’s punishment.  Being in deserted places does not always mean desolation and devastation.  But in this verse, David captures the full range.  Israel was not wandering simply because they lacked a good map.  They were wandering because they were experiencing God’s punishment.  They are in the wasteland.

You and I often follow the same trek across the empty places of life.  It is not the lack of companionship or communication that causes us to agonize in our wilderness.  In the wilderness we may still encounter the God of Torah.  We may still find the direction we need to walk out.  The terror comes from the desolation and devastation that we experience yeshimon.  Faces to the ground, tears without comfort, we begin to see the futility of our lives in our efforts to survive the desert region.  When God withdraws, demons certainly abound.

Men today do everything possible to avoid these places.  We fill our lives with the clutter of the city, the pace of exhaustion, the demands of the demons of work and money and sex.  We avoid silence and solitude, those fearful glimpses at our frail existence.  We would rather leave the television on.  But God has a purpose for yeshimon.  Personal desolation violates our mythical self-sufficiency.  The truth is that we are alone, completely alone, without God.  Community is not the fabrication of human communication skills.  It is the gift of grace.  Without Him, yeshimon is terrifyingly true.  Terrifying and Truthful.  

Let go of your false protection.  You will find the wasteland is but one step away.  And there you will discover who you really are—and Who keeps you.  As frightening as it is, this is the first step toward freedom.

Topical Index:  midbar, yeshimon, desert region, fear, Psalm 107:4
August 29  Then they spoke against God; they said, “Can God prepare a table in the wilderness?”  Psalm 78:19  NASB
At God’s Table
Wilderness -  Can He? Can God prepare a table in a place where no one can live?  Life as it comes to us says, “No!  God is not able to provide in the midst of our empty places.”  And we go on wandering.  Looking for the answer to our need.  Living with the pain of our desolation.  Struggling with the demons.  We leave midbar and venture to yeshimon.  We trade doubt for despair.
If God is good, why is there wilderness?  Why must I experience it?  Why do I have to struggle so hard to survive?  The world says, “No, God can’t prepare a table.  I have to do it myself.”  Years later I realize how wrong I have been.  But years later my skin is parched, my feet blistered and my hands crippled.  Unless God prepares the table in the wilderness, nothing that I do will satisfy my hunger.  I will go deeper and deeper into yeshimon, the place of waste.
“Oh, I know that God can provide for the man who is willing to live on nothing.  But I have a family.  I have a business.  I have responsibilities.  I can’t bury my head in the Bible and pretend that God will pay the bills.  I have to go to work.  I have to earn a living.  After all, people are depending on me.”  Yes, it’s all true.  So?

Is that how you look at God's provision?  God takes care of the spiritual and then pushes you out the door to take care of the physical.  If you believe that God is not intimately involved in every single aspect of your life, you are living in yeshimon and shouting to the creator, “You can’t prepare a table for me.  After all, there is nothing in this place to work with.”  You’re right.  God calls you back to midbar, His home in the wilderness, in order for you to see that yeshimon was a place of your own making.  In the wilderness, God prepares a table for you.  It’s waiting—in the wilderness, not in the waste places.
Do you know why we don’t see God providing?  Because we won’t let Him.  We see that we are in waste places and we immediately start importing resources, building protection and providing for ourselves.  We refuse to vacate.  God provides for those who are willing to be emptied of waste places.  That’s the purpose of wilderness.  Emptying us of self-reliance.  But we resist.  Emptying is scary and painful.  Emptying means confronting weakness, confusion and limitation.  But emptying is essential if we want God to be the chef.  There is no room for waste places at the table in the wilderness.

What are you doing with the waste places of your life?  Are you trying to construct a city for protection or are you letting God drain you of self so that He can be the chef at your table?

Topical Index:  midbar, yeshimon, waste places, table, Psalm 78:19

August 30  Thus says the LORD, “The people who survived the sword found grace in the wilderness”  Jeremiah 31:2  NASB
At Home in the Wilderness
Wilderness – Not everyone finds grace in the wilderness.  God says that His people, the ones who have survived the sword, the ones He calls Israel, find something unexpected in the wilderness.  They find grace.

Imagine the joy of finding what your soul longs for in a place where no man can survive!  The wilderness, where we know we will die on our own, is God’s playground of grace.  Why?  Because grace is for those who know they cannot survive without it.  Grace does not arrive in the midst of affluence.  It is not found in the air-conditioned, video-enhanced, amplified and opulent monuments to what we can do without the Spirit.  Grace comes to us, powerfully, personally, in the desolation of our lives.  Grace is a lover of desperation.

The amazing fact of life is that we are all desperate.  We are all desolate.  We all are in need of the sustaining Spirit.  But we will not all find grace in our wilderness.  Grace is for those who survive the sword.  Who are these people?  They are the ones to whom God says, “You shall be my people, and I will be your God.”  They are the people who have been cut.  They are the ones who bled.  Surviving the sword means putting your life in the hands of your God as the world slices away at you.  It means cutting loose from the patterns that block your way into the wilderness.  It means standing unafraid in the face of hardship, pain and death.  It means that God is the Lord of my life no matter what circumstances I may encounter.  It means worshipping Him even if He doesn’t save us from the furnace or restore us from disaster because He is worthy of my allegiance.

Some will flee the wilderness.  They will seek remedies for self-protection.  They will turn from the call to cut away the patterns of a world in rebellion.  They will say, “I wish I could live by faith, but I have to be practical.”  They do not know that grace resides in inhospitable circumstances.  Mercy comes unexpectedly, not by religious incantations or magical name formulae.  Mercy is unmerited surprise.  But you can’t be surprised by something that you plan and control.  You have to bleed in order to live mercifully.

Where are you today?  In the wilderness, feeling the pain of the sword?  Or are you comfortable in the city made by men?  Where will grace encounter you if you have walled out emptiness?

Topical Index:  wilderness, midbar, grace, sword, Jeremiah 31:2

August 31  “I am the Lord, that is My name; I will not give My glory to another, Nor My praise to graven images.”  Isaiah 42:8  NASB
The Test of Glory
Will not give – In the famous Servant Song of Isaiah, YHVH declares that He will not give (hand over, set, place, allow or surrender) His glory to another.  On the basis of this declaration, those who embrace the standard formulation of the Trinity declare that Yeshua is YHVH.  The reasoning goes like this:  

1. YHVH is God

2. Only God can have glory (Hebrew kavod)

3. Yeshua is glorified, i.e. receives kavod
4. Therefore, Yeshua must be God

The argument might stand if it were always the case that glory is only given to God.  But when we investigate, we discover something else.  First, we notice that when YHVH speaks about not sharing His glory, He is addressing glory shared with idols.  That will never be the case.  But when He addresses those who fear Him as the only God of creation, then He Himself gives His glory to the nations (Ezekiel 39:21), the whole earth (Psalm 72:19), to all men in the Messianic age (Isaiah 60:2) and to the experience of a visual reality for all nations (Isaiah 52:10).  Obviously, none of these qualify as “God.”  Therefore, the argument that glory cannot be given to anything other than God is not sustained.  It follows that if Yeshua receives glory from the Father this does not mean that Yeshua must be God any more than glory given to all nations means that the nations must be God.  God shares His glory with whomever He pleases, but He never shares it with idols.

TWOT notes that kavod is applied to the reputation of an individual.  “Thus the person of high social position and accompanying wealth was automatically an honored, or weighty, person in the society (Num 22:15, etc.). Such a position, its riches, and long life were commonly assumed to be the just rewards of a righteous life (I Chr 29:28, etc.). While one would be honored automatically if one attained this stature, it is also clear that one was expected to merit the honor and the glory. The book of Prov makes it clear that the trappings of glory without an accompanying weightiness of character was an offense to life (21:21; 22:4; 26:1; etc.).  Likewise persons in positions of responsibility and authority were deserving of honor (Ex 20:12; Mal 1:6). It is significant to remind oneself that giving honor or glory is to say that someone is deserving of respect, attention and obedience.”

John’s remark, “We beheld his glory, the glory as of the only son of the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14) must be set in the context of the Hebrew use of kavod.  As such, it implies that the glory of Yeshua is in respect to its uniqueness as the only son quite extraordinary, but that alone does not mean it is incommensurable with the kavod due someone of highest rank, special authority and God-ordained purpose.  The text does not demand that Yeshua be understood as God Himself.  But it does demand that Yeshua hold a place no other human being has ever or will ever hold—as the Messiah and the Son.

Topical Index:  Trinity, glory, kavod, John 1:14, Isaiah 42:8
September 1 “What therefore God has joined together, let no man separate.” Matthew 19:6 NASB

Joined at the Shoulder

Joined together - Every translation I checked has the same wording, “joined together.”  But that doesn’t quite capture the overtones of this very unusual Greek verb (syzeugnymi).  The verb literally means, “yoked together.”  It is found only twice in the LXX (Ezekiel 1:11 and 23).  Both are translations of the Hebrew verb havar.  When Yeshua spoke about the purpose of marriage, he must have used this Hebrew verb.  It isn’t just about “joining.”  It’s about pulling the load together.  Joining is what we do with lumber, pipes and committees.  But yoking implies work to be done.  No one hitches two animals with a yoke without having an objective in mind.  The point of yoking is pulling in the same direction in order to accomplish the same purpose.
Two people who are joined together in an agreement for mutual pleasure, protection and provision are not necessarily yoked.  To be yoked is to share the same task.  This is the purpose of marriage as God sees it.  My spouse and I must share in the same God-given objective.  Without this, we may be joined but we are not yoked.  Of course, that doesn’t mean we do the same job.  We may both have different tasks in the world but we have the same objective.  What is that?  It is to live in yoked harmony, recapturing what it means to be one again in a display of perfect redemption.  Our objective is reuniting.  We two are to become one.  This language should remind us of Yeshua’s prayer in John 17.  To become one is the highest of divine objectives.  That is the purpose of marriage.
In case the imagery wasn’t clear enough, we might look at the homophones of havar.  The consonants are Chet-Bet-Resh.  Changing the vowels from a to e produces a word that means a company, a band (of brothers) and a magic spell.  The concept behind all three is “binding,” whether by association or incantation.  Altering the vowels again produces haver, the Hebrew word for friendship.  Obviously, being yoked means more than a tandem work team.  It is closely associated with the deepest kind of community.
Finally, let’s take a glance at the pictograph.  Chet-Bet-Resh is the picture “a fence around a person in a house.”  Marriage is the fence around the house.  It binds husband and wife so that nothing and no one can interfere in the exercise of God’s prime directive for “one-flesh” union.  That doesn’t mean sex.  The prime directive is to act as image-bearers of the heavenly kingdom here on earth so that His name may be glorified in the unity of being one.
Yoked means pulling together, not pulling apart.  Yoked means deep friendship, anchored in common commitment.  Yoked means not being alone.  Yoked means holding hands while we travel the path of God’s purpose in a broken world.  Yoked means not letting go.  Lots of couples are married, inside and outside the church.  Few are yoked.  Those who aren’t, know they aren’t.  Those who are can’t imagine what it would be like not to be.
[An except from Guardian Angel, p. 119-120.]
Topical Index:  yoked, syzeugnymi, Matthew 19:6, marriage, Guardian Angel
September 2  When I remember God, I moan; when I meditate, my spirit faints.  Selah.  Psalm 77:3  ESV

God of Sorrow

Moan – What do you feel when you remember God?  Does a radiant joy spread across your face?  Or are you one with Asaph, discovering that remembering the Lord causes you great pain?  Were you taught that God likes only positive feelings?  Are you hiding your groans for fear that they are not really acceptable in the court of the King?  Maybe Asaph has something very important to teach us in his vulnerable transparency.

The Hebrew text reads v-‘ehemaya’.  It might be translated, “I make noise,” or “I mourn,” or “I roar,” but no matter what verb you choose to use, the idea is all about penetrating disturbance and deep turmoil.  I can imagine that this verb expresses something like the feelings Yeshua had when he viewed resistant Jerusalem.  It must be a mixture of weeping and outrage, grief and indignation.  The verb captures those moments when our prayers are shouts and tears at the same time.  

Is that how you remember God?  Of course, the verb translated remember is zakar.  It too has a wide range of meanings, so perhaps we can lessen the dissonance by translating it as “profess” or even “praise.”  But linguistic alterations won’t heal the emotional onslaught, will they?  There really are times when remembering God causes intense emotional anguish.  In fact, if you haven’t had a few moments like this, I wonder if you have ever truly been in His presence.  Even the Son knew moaning.  The sounds in the Garden were filled with anguish on that particular night.

In the end Asaph’s agony helps me.  I discover that the deep distress of my heart doesn’t mean I am a stranger in God’s house.  I find that I am not rejected because I can’t reach a state of sacred bliss today.  I am a brash but broken cymbal, a noisy disturbance in the harmony of the universe.  I cannot be quiet.  The sorrow of my soul will not be quenched with theological platitudes.  I remember God—and I groan.

Perhaps we are too quick to think of God as the calm, benevolent, untroubled Ruler of the universe.  The prophets certainly paint a picture of God that is anything but passive and composed.  Perhaps remembering God must include a strong dose of sorrow, a shot of agony, a cup of ferocity.  Of course we are to remember His great deeds of mercy, but is that all?  Are we not also to remember His broken heart, His plea to return, His sorrow over our waywardness?  Are we not also to stagger from the memory of the golden calf, the marriage of Hosea, the despair of Babylon?

When you remember your God, have you limited yourself to only those thoughts that bring you joy or do you know the full counsel of the Lord?

Topical Index:  remember, zakar, moan, hama, Psalm 77:3
September 3  They tested God in their heart by demanding the food they craved.  Psalm 78:18  ESV

Desire

They craved – Have you tested God?  Oh, I don’t mean, “Have you expectantly anticipated the fulfillment of His promises?”  Nor do I mean, “Have you asked according to His will?”  I mean, “Have you put God to the test?”  “Have you demanded something of God according to your desires?”  Asaph’s poem forces us to take a very serious accounting of our expectations about God because the word he chooses is not a word we would expect.  The word is naphsha, from nephesh, the word about life itself.  Waltke provides a significant insight into the connection between life and breath in the usage of Asaph.

About twenty times, however, nepeš is the subject of ʾāwâ “to desire,” “to crave.” Here it is not the hunger/appetite/desire itself but that which possesses the appetite, “the soul.” A person, a soul, may crave physical food: “and you say, ‘I will eat meat,’ because you desire [tĕʾawweh] to eat meat, then you may eat meat, according to the desire of your soul [bĕkol-ʾawwat napšĕkā]” (Deut 12:20; cf. 14:26; I Sam 2:16). The compound can also speak of the sexual drive: “a wild donkey accustomed to the wilderness, that sniffs the wind has passion [bĕʾawwat napšāh] [Qere and LXX], in the time of her heat who can turn her away” (Jer 2:24). So also it may denote one’s spiritual/volitional desire for something. Abner said to David: “that you may be king over all that your soul desires” (II Sam 3:21; I Kgs 11:37). “The desire of the wicked soul is evil” (Prov 21:10). “[what] his soul desires [wĕnapšô ʾiwwĕtâ] that he does” (Job 23:13).

Perhaps the rabbis were right.  We are the crossroads of yetzer ha’ra (the desire for life as we wish it) and yetzer ha’tov (the inclination to bring God’s desire to fruition).  If this is so, then Asaph’s indictment is universal.  It isn’t just the children of Israel who put God to the test.  It’s me!  It’s you!  When we demand that God bring about life as we wish it, we challenge His sovereignty.  We mock His goodness.  We insult His intention.  We are the ones who employ naphsha and we nasa (test) the Lord.  It doesn’t take complaining for meat in the desert.  All it takes is expecting God to give me the life I want!

“Lord, forgive my arrogance.  Forgive those times when I thought of You as my servant.  Forgive me for expecting, desiring, even demanding that You should provide for me as I wish.  Not my will but Yours be done.”

Topical Index:  naphsha, breath, desire, crave, test, Psalm 78:18
September 4  “As for me, I know that my Redeemer lives, And at the last He will take His stand on the earth. Job 19:25  NASB

Row Boat Theology

At the last – When H. W. Wolff suggested that ‘aharit, the Hebrew word for “after part” or “back part” or “behind,” is like the view of a man in a row boat, he changed most of our conceptions about God and time.  In Greek thought, the future lies ahead of us.  We strain to peer over the visible horizon.  We predict.  We prognosticate.  But if the future is truly behind us, then it is patently obvious that no man can see what is behind his head.  And there is little point in trying if we are going to row a straight path.

Job recognizes this reality.  He knows his go’el, his kinsman redeemer, is alive.  Interestingly, the text says, “I know my living go’el.”  The hay is an adjective, not a verb.  Job knows there is a redeemer, a living one who will one day rescue him.  “At the last” is ‘aharon, literally, “at the back” but metaphorically, “in the future.”  We could also translate this as, “I know my living redeemer is coming after.”  How would we understand such a translation?  Is he coming after this date or is he coming after me?

Perhaps the end of the verse helps us decide.  In the NASB it reads, “on the earth.”  But the word is not ‘erets.  It is ‘apar, a word that means “dust, soil, rubble” and even “the grave, the world of the dead.”  “On the earth” suggests this redeemer will stand on our planet, make himself known in the land or have a place to abide.  But what do we do with ‘apar?  

The word first appears in Genesis 2:7 in the formation of Man from the dust.  We often think of the connection between Adam and adamah, but the Genesis passage informs us that Man was made from dust.  Perhaps this is the connection we need to understand Job.  Perhaps Job is saying that his redeemer is coming to stand on the side of the dust, an idiomatic expression for the action of the redeemer to save Man from the grave.  Perhaps Job is not envisioning the Redeemer standing on the planet but rather taking a stand for those who come from the dust and for whom the grave is a certainty.

Handel made this verse famous in his music.  But Job may have had more insight than we typically understand.  Yes, we can read the verse as a Messianic expression, but Job seems to point us toward the universal human issue of the grave and the confidence that a kinsman redeemer lives who will somehow remove the inevitability of being dust.  We might not see him now because we are rowing backwards into our future, but he is there nevertheless—on this side of the grave.  If Job can know that there is a redeemer for Man, certainly we can.  We have the historical record he never had.  His is a spiritual apprehension.  Ours is event evidence.  

God made me more than dust.  He breathed His breath into dust and I was manifested a living being.  He will not abandon me.

Topical Index:  dust, ‘apar, redeemer, go’el, at the last, ‘aharon, future, Job 19:25
September 5  But for David’s sake the Lord his God gave him a lamp in Jerusalem, to raise up his son after him and to establish Jerusalem; because David did what was right in the sight of the Lord, and had not turned aside from anything that He commanded him all the days of his life, except in the case of Uriah the Hittite.  1 Kings 15:4-5 NASB

Just One Little Flaw?

Except – Wouldn’t you like to be like David?  Israel’s greatest king.  Poet laureate.  Victorious warrior.  And recognized by God as a man with God’s own heart.  Sounds pretty good, doesn’t it.  Oh, except for that one little flaw (only one?).  That little mistake with Bathsheba.  That one tiny indiscretion that resulted in adultery, betrayal, murder, infanticide, sibling hatred, family collapse and untold grief and agony, personal and corporate.  Ah, yes.  All good except for one little error.  Still want to be David?

Amazingly, this verse in 1 Kings doesn’t even recall the death of 70,000 because David listened to the accuser and counted the army.  Perhaps the historian who missed that one worked for CNN on the Palestinian front.  But what are a few thousand deaths in the great scheme of things.  David is a man after God’s own heart.  We can excuse 70,000 graves, can’t we?  

Still want to be David?

It’s true that David’s faithfulness over the course of a lifetime resulted in God’s delay of punishment to others.  Time and again we hear the chronicler saying that God did not strike down a wicked king “for David’s sake.”  Perhaps in the long run David’s faithfulness had positive effect, but trying telling that to the 70,00 who died or to Uriah (or even Bathsheba).  History records the lives of the winners, but winning often involves the death of losers and sometimes those losers had nothing to do with the consequences that befell them.

“Except” is the Hebrew word raq.  The pictograph is “person behind (or least),” which is another way of painting the image of a person who is either less than he is or who is different than his future.  Maybe that’s the key to understanding why God seems to overlook David’s sins.  Maybe God sees David as he is in the future.  And maybe that’s the way God sees you and me.  

We all have “except” clauses in our lives.  Some of them are pretty awful.  But maybe God sees us as we will be someday when He is done with His work.  Maybe the “except” isn’t about the past but rather about the future.  Maybe what we learn from the chronicler’s omission is that we are exceptions too.

Topical Index:  except, raq, 1 Kings 15:4-5

September 6  Behold, the rulers of Israel, each according to his power, have been in you for the purpose of shedding blood.  They have treated father and mother lightly within you. The alien they have oppressed in your midst; the fatherless and the widow they have wronged in you.  You have despised My holy things and profaned My sabbaths.  Slanderous men have been in you for the purpose of shedding blood, and in you they have eaten at the mountain shrines. In your midst they have committed acts of lewdness.  In you they have uncovered their fathers’ nakedness; in you they have humbled her who was unclean in her menstrual impurity.  Ezekiel 22:6-10  NASB

Sins of the City (1)
Despised – It’s hard not to draw a comparison between God’s indictment of Jerusalem and just about any modern city in the world.  But before we rant about the abominations in our culture, we should take a close look at those things God considers obvious indicators of profanity.  Verse 6 tells us that the shedding of blood (i.e., murder) results from the abuse of power and that rulers will be held accountable.  Verse 7 tells us that this city has violated the fifth commandment.  Moreover, they oppress and abuse those who have no political or economic standing.  Then we come to verse 8.  Notice how God describes the actions toward His holy things and His Sabbaths.  They have despised them.  The word is bazah, “to hold in contempt, to count as little worth.”  David’s adultery was considered an act of despising the Lord.  Someone who acts without regard for the community despises the fear of the Lord.  Esau despised his birthright.  Michal despised David’s religious enthusiasm.  But Ezekiel proclaims that the city has despised two absolutely clear indicators of belonging to God.  First, they have considered the holy things of no worth.  The festivals, the implements of the Temple, the rituals, even the Levitical order—these things that God ordained for Himself—have been pushed aside as worthless.  And secondly, God’s Sabbaths.  

Did you catch that?  Not “the Sabbath for Man.”  God’s Sabbaths.  The people of this city have ignored and disregarded God’s sanctified day of rest.  Those days belong to God, not us.  He has given us direct commandments concerning them.  But what have we done?  Oh, just changed the day, refused to stop working, added our own holidays, rejected His requirements and basically excused ourselves with religious gobbledygook.  According to God’s indictment, Jerusalem profaned God’s sanctified day.  They treated it as if it were just another day.  The Sabbath was God’s gift to Israel.  It was a sign of her covenant relationship with YHVH.  It was a weekly reminder of God’s great love and care for all the earth and particularly for His chosen people.  It was a test of faith.  All life in Israel revolved around the Sabbath.  To despise the Sabbath is to spit at God.  Are we not even more guilty?  We have tried to convince ourselves that God changed His mind (as a result of a declaration of the Pope) so that we honor (with at least token acknowledgment) another day in its place.  Do we expect God to overlook this profanity because we have the right intentions?  What do you think?  

The list goes on.  We will look at some of these other indicators of a truly idolatrous civilization.  But it seems to me that the center of all this disaster is the fourth commandment.  When men determine for themselves what it means to sanctify time, they invent their own clocks and calendars.  They disengage from the Creator and claim a right to make their own world.  They proudly display their pagan extrapolations as if God had intended men to worship as they please.  

And God will not forget such profanity.  From this arrogance spews out all the other pagan evils of the civilization.  Without Sabbath, the world is just another version of hell.

Topical Index: Sabbath, despise, bazah, profane, Ezekiel 22:8
September 7   You have despised My holy things and profaned My sabbaths.  Slanderous men have been in you for the purpose of shedding blood, and in you they have eaten at the mountain shrines. In your midst they have committed acts of lewdness.  In you they have uncovered their fathers’ nakedness; in you they have humbled her who was unclean in her menstrual impurity.  Ezekiel 22:8-10  NASB

Sins of the City (2)  

Menstrual impurity – How do you know that a civilization has reached the nadir of its existence?  You observe its sexual mores.  At least that’s what the Bible suggests.  It doesn’t matter if great public works are accomplished.  It matters not how prosperous or how powerful.  Education and health turn out to be unimportant.  Political prowess means nothing.  In the end, it’s about sex.  Sexual conduct is the primary indicator of a covenant relationship or a lack thereof.  In Ezekiel’s prophetic word, God accuses Jerusalem of violating very specific sexual taboos.  First, males commit incest with mothers.  “Uncovering your father’s nakedness” is not about exposing a man’s genitals.  It is an idiomatic euphemism for sexual relations with the wife of the father.  This is a capital offense (Leviticus 20:11).  Second, men have sexual intercourse with women during their menstrual period.  In fact, the verb (“humbled”) is ‘ana.  It is not a word for consensual sex.  It is a euphemism for rape.  It means forced affliction.  It is reasonable to assume that these women knew the sexual mores of Israel and the prohibition against intercourse during menstruation, but the men didn’t care.  They acted with sexual aggression.  

Our chosen word is niddah.  In Torah, sexual contact is forbidden during niddah (menstruation).  Why?  The Bible does not explain.  Does God really have to give us explanations in order for us to decide to obey?  Certain normal bodily functions make a person ritually unclean.  There are consequences.  They are not punitive.  They are merely consequences.  But they are important because God asks for obedience.  No sex during menstruation is simply another form of a fast.  It’s not such a big deal unless you are addicted to this “food.”
The third offense is adultery with the neighbor’s wife.  The fourth, they defile the land with sexual lewdness toward their daughters-in-law.  And fifth, they demand incest with their sisters.  The one constant theme is violence.  Sexual aggression characterizes this population.  Honor, respect and love have been replaced by the demand for orgasm.

Of course, our world isn’t like this, is it?  We respect the institution of marriage.  We honor our spouses.  We maintain exclusivity.  We are shocked at even the suggestion of incest.  And we are comfortably blind!  

In America there is a sexual assault of some type every two minutes.  44% of the victims are under the age of 18.  29% of these victims were under 11.  27% of these victims were raped by a family member.  One out of six women in America has been the victim of rape or attempted rape.  If Torah were enforced in America, capital executions for sexual crime would result in approximately 200,000 lethal injections a year.  And you go blissfully on your way.

But that is only the tip of the iceberg.  Internet pornography allows fantasy sexual aggression without criminal repercussions.  The statistics are hard to pin down, but this much seems clear.  One porn site had 100 million page views per day.  Another site reported 4.46 billion page views from 350 million unique visitors.  And there are no limits on sexual behavior via the internet.  Ezekiel’s indictment of Jerusalem pales in comparison.  

Has my nation despised God?  I can’t imagine how anyone could argue otherwise.  Getting clean while living in a sewer is very difficult.  Do you suppose there won’t be collateral damage when it is all washed away?

Topical Index:  niddah, menstruation, rape, ‘ana, sex, Ezekiel 22:8-10
September 8  “My beloved extended his hand through the opening, and my feelings were aroused for him.”  Songs of Songs 5:4  NASB
Not Quite

Through the opening – There’s a reason why Song of Songs is treated as allegory by both the Christian and Jewish worlds.  That reason could be summarized in this verse; a verse that quite literally defies any attempt at allegorizing because of its powerful sexual innuendo.  

The Hebrew text reads min-hahor.  Debate over the proper translation of the preposition min has been intense.  Min usually means “from,” but many translations change the word on the basis of context.  Observe how translations alter the text in order to avoid sexual implications.

NKJV adds “by the latch of the door.”  NIV reads “through the latch-opening.”  NLT changes the entire passage, reading “tried to unlatch the door.”  NASB is a bit better with “extended his hand through the opening.”  ESV reads, “put his hand to the latch.”  NRSV renders “thrust his hand into the opening.”  The Orthodox Jewish Bible changes the text to “thrust his hand through the latch opening.”  Young’s Literal comes up with “sent his hand from the net-work.”  I have no idea how they arrived at this.  

No one wants to translate the verse as its actually reads, “stretched out his hand from the hole.”  Read as a sexual act, the rest of the verse makes perfect sense.  Often translated something about her heart being excited, the actual Hebrew does not use the word leb.  It uses me’ay, a word that means “belly or inner parts or organ of generation.”  It is frequently associated with betsen (womb) when it is connected to a female.  It seems to me that the picture here is obvious.  The man is interested in sexual union.  She is not.  The man is sexually aroused.  She has removed her special garment (see the discussion of the previous verse, Song of Songs 5:3) but does not want full sexual union.  He is playing with her genitals and is becoming aroused.  He “stretches out” (the meaning of the verb salah) his penis from her opening.  If this is the real picture provided with double entendre you can see why translators take so much liberty to stress the completely non-sexual reading of the text.  But even the word yad (hand) is sometimes used as a euphemism for penis.  The fact that she expresses strong movement in her inner parts suggests the immediate possibility of intercourse.  And no one wants to think that this poem is really about sexual intimacy, especially since there is no indication that the two are married.

The liberties taken to rework the eroticism of Hebrew double entendre is quite revealing.  Why is it that sex is such a powerful motif in the Bible (covenant, bride, adultery, idolatry, etc.) and we are so careful to remove sexual language?  Do you suppose that our cultural attitudes shape the choices of translators and theologians?  What do you think an uncensored Bible might look like?

Topical Index:  min-hahor, opening, latch, yad, hand, sex, Song of Songs 5:4
 September 9  Declare the things that are going to come afterward, that we may know that you are gods; Indeed, do good or evil, that we may anxiously look about us and fear together.  Isaiah 41:23  NASB

Who Is God?

Going to come afterward – God challenges pretenders to His throne.  “Tell us what is going to come afterward.”  If the opponents can do this, then they qualify as gods.  The phrase employs the Hebrew idiom, ‘ahor.  Literally it means what is behind.  Pictographically it would reveal a representation of what is behind your head, namely, the future.  To tell what is to come afterward is the Hebrew idea of predicting the future.  The verse implies that only God can do such a thing.  Anyone claiming to have this predictive power is not only deluded but also idolatrous.  

Perhaps we should tuck that away for a rainy day.  The next time someone starts claiming to be able to predict what is “going to come afterward,” it might be useful to point to this text in Isaiah.  The determined future belongs to God and to God alone.  No man is able to predict with determined certainty what is going to happen “behind the head.”

But there is another challenge in this verse that isn’t so easily absorbed.  Notice the words, “do good or evil.”  How do I know who is God?  Well, not only is God the only one who can offer predictive certainty about what will come, He is also the only one who can do both good and evil.  Ah, we don’t like the implications of that statement (even if it comes from God Himself).  So the ESV changes the words to “do good or do harm.”  But the Hebrew is tareu, from ra’a, “to be bad, evil.”  This is a lot more than simple calamity.  This is the opposite of “good.”  While its semantic range does include harm, misfortune and even wickedness, when opposed to tov (good) it should be taken in its abstract form, i.e., evil.  So how do I know that some being is a god?  Because that being can do good or evil.  By implication, how do I know that YHVH is God?  Because He can do both good and evil.  He is the direct cause of both.  Any being that makes a claim like this, and proves it to be true, must be God.

Most theology struggles with the idea that God can be the author of evil.  Aquinas went so far in his attempts to deal with concepts like this that he proposed that evil really has no ontological existence on its own.  It is merely the absence of good.  But the theology just won’t stand in the face of claims in Isaiah (and this is not the only one) that YHVH is the author of everything.  The emphasis is on sovereignty, the unique and unchallenged sovereignty of the one true God, YHVH.  And if you stop to think about it, if God is truly absolutely sovereign, then nothing occurs without His interaction.

We might be able to live with the idea that only God can offer predictive certainty, but how do we do when it comes to evil?  Are you ready to see the hand of God in every event?  Or does the presence of evil cause you theological apoplexy?  What would you think differently about life if you started with God’s total sovereignty?

Topical Index:  evil, ra’a, future, ‘ahor, Isaiah 41:23  
September 10   “You shall not hate your brother in your heart, but you shall reason frankly with your neighbor, lest you incur sin because of him.  You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against the sons of your own people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord.”  Leviticus 19:17-18  ESV
Seeing God

Love – So you read the little sub title and you said to yourself, “Oh, he’s going to tell us about caring for each other again.  I already know all this stuff.  I can just skip this one.”

Really?  Perhaps God’s directive about loving your neighbor isn’t an ethical principle at all.  Perhaps it isn’t even a moral rule.  Perhaps loving your neighbor is a window for viewing God.  Let me explain.  Rabbi Sacks comments:

“The truths of religion are exalted, but its duties are close at hand.  We know God less by contemplation than by emulation.  The choice is not between ‘faith’ and ‘deeds’, for it is by our deeds that we express our faith and make it real in the life of others and the world.”
 

Sacks writes that we are called to “imitate God,” not merely to contemplate Him.  What this means is that if we are going to see God in our lives and in the lives of others, we must act as He would act.  God remains hidden precisely in order that we might discover Him in our decisions and actions.  We can see His glory, contrary to the warning to Moses—in reflection through our behavior.  This is exactly what Yeshua meant when He commented, “If you have seen me, you have seen the Father.”  While we may feel a moral obligation to love our neighbor, fulfilling that obligation carries an amazing benefit.  God is revealed in the act.

But this means that seeing God is a matter of personal responsibility.  God is not visible when I choose compassion by proxy, when I let someone else do the deed, some agency or system or government perform the act.  Until my hands reach out with the cup of water, God stays hidden from me.  To see God’s glory is to touch, smell, hear, taste and see the tears of another.

All of this is counter-cultural.  We are taught antiseptic disengagement.  “Let the government take care of them,” we say.  “We’ve paid our taxes.”  “Let the church do it.  We paid our tithes.”  Once I heard a story about a famous Christian missionary who asked a very wealthy man for help.  The man responded, “Just tell me how much to write on the check, but don’t ask me to get involved.  Money is not a problem.  I just don’t have the time.”  Of course not.  Time is the great equalizer.  We all have exactly the same amount in which to see God’s glory.  But when life is finished, few of us will have any glimpses of Him.  We were too busy keeping clean.

Topical Index:  glory, love, ahav, neighbor, Leviticus 19:18
September 11   “I do not ask You to take them out of the world, but to keep them from the evil one.”  John 17:15  NASB
The World Is Not Enough (1)
Take them out – Hedonism, cynicism and stoicism: the lethal combination of worldviews that defines our culture.  

Hedonism—the pursuit of personal pleasure coupled with the belief that happiness is the key to life found in sensual self-indulgence.  Eat, drink and be merry.  The highest good is feeling great.

Cynicism—a worldview that sees self-interest as the only true basis of personal motivation, questioning the value of doing any act other than those that contribute to personal gain.  The highest good is taking care of me—first!

Stoicism—the ancient Greek philosophy that virtue is found in knowledge alone and that hardship and pain are inevitable tests of one’s resolve to accept life as it is without complaint.  Stoicism becomes the excuse that things can’t be changed, that fate has cast her lot and that those who suffer somehow deserved it.  “S__t happens.”

What kind of world results from combining these three?  A world that we know all too well.  A world where “What’s in it for me?” is closely connected to “What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas” and “Love the one you’re with.”  In this world, the greatest sin is not taking it while you can.  The combination is the epitome of selfishness justified by appeal to a morality without God.  In the end, it is a world where might makes right and everyone serves the master.  Convert or die.

Why didn’t Yeshua pray for his disciples to be removed from this kind of world?  Didn’t he know that it’s a living hell here?  Didn’t he understand that history is a nightmare, not a lullaby?  Why didn’t he want us to have some relief?  Even the Christian Church offers an escape plan (get saved and go to heaven after you suffer appropriately).  Why did he want us to endure all this?

The reason is shocking, disturbing and revolutionary.  Yeshua wants us to be here because God didn’t finish the job!  We are called to complete what God began.  Creation isn’t over until righteousness is restored on earth—until the Kingdom arrives here.  It is useless of us to be in heaven when the creation of the Kingdom is on earth.  We must stay in order to “walk ahead of [God] and be blameless” (Genesis 17:1).  God gave us the responsibility and the authority to complete His creation outside the walls of the Garden.  He gave us the model and the instructions and told us to build.  Now He waits while we work.  It is our job to overcome hedonism with compassion, to destroy cynicism with self-sacrifice, and to abolish stoicism with relationship and hope.

Time to get to work.  

Does that sound burdensome?  Just more work when we are already inundated with obligations and commitments?  Now God has to load us down with the weight of Kingdom completion?  Ah, but this work—overcoming the subtle self-destructiveness of the world—ushers in the glory of the King.  And that means it is not toil He is asking us to perform.  It is fulfillment of who we really are.  “For the joy set before me, I did what He asked.”
Topical Index:  stoicism, cynicism, hedonism, take them out, John 17:15, Genesis 17:1
September 12  “I do not ask You to take them out of the world, but to keep them from the evil one.”  John 17:15  NASB
The World Is Not Enough (2)

Take them out – “Judaism is God’s perennial question-mark against the condition of the world.”
  God has invited us to be His partners in redeeming the world.  That means we must question those assumptions that form the basis of the world’s view of itself.  No assumption is immune from this project.  We are the sponges of our societies.  We have absorbed their views simply because we grew up in them.  We breathed them.  We ate them.  We walked in them.  They seem to us to be so obvious that there is no need to scrutinize them at all.  They are what does not need to be said.

In a recent book, Misreading Scripture with Western Eyes, authors Richards and O’Brien do an excellent job of uncovering the presuppositions of Western world exegesis of Middle Eastern biblical texts.  As an example, the chapter entitled “Captain of My Soul” demonstrates how our Western view distorts the essentially communal and collective biblical texts so that they appear to endorse individualism foundational to the Western mind.  The authors do a great deal to “remove cultural blinders” in order that we might appreciate the real meaning of the biblical writers.  But it comes as a shock to discover that these authors might be victims of presuppositions that color all of their otherwise excellent work.  They assume that the Bible is a Christian document.  They presuppose that the texts support the Christian theology of the Church.  They never once question they idea that there are no biblical Jewish “Christians.”  Their work is what Thomas Kuhn calls “normal science.”  It corrects some of the misfits by shaping exegesis into the right forms, but it still uses the Christian box to store the results.  “What doesn’t need to be said” in this book is the biggest problem of all.

One example demonstrates the theme.  Discussing the misreading of Jeremiah 29:11, Richards and O’Brien dismiss the idea that God’s plans our about us today because it ignores the context and the culture of Jeremiah.  They conclude, “A more likely application of Jeremiah 29:11, then, is that God is working to prosper his church. . . He has promised the total consummation of his church.  But until that day, we labor faithfully, knowing that God is working his purposes for his church, . . .”
  Randolph and O’Brien are right that Jeremiah 29:11 isn’t a personal promise of success, but they missed the point that it is not about the Church.  It is about Israel, the only corporate entity of God’s unfailing concern.  They see only the anomalies that their paradigm allows them to see and they are victims of the same disease.
Yeshua prayed that his disciples would be left behind.  That means they were intended to be the contenders.  They were to be the misfits, the questioners, the debaters, the non-conformists—in word and deed!  Biblical truth is sandpaper.  It grinds against the world and all of its assumptions, even religious ones.

The Christian Church, founded in the mid-second century, powered by Rome after Constantine, is not a biblical idea.  No author of the biblical text was a Christian.  The God of the Bible is the God of Israel, not the God of Rome or Geneva.  The Messiah is Jewish and will still be Jewish on His return.  There are no cathedrals in heaven and when He returns there will be none on earth.  The assumption that this Jewish text, this God of Israel, is the same text and the same God as the ones of Augustine, Theodosius, Aquinas, Luther and Calvin is a fundamental assumption that must be challenged with everything we’ve got.  We are here to challenge that cultural assimilation, that osmotic religion.  The world is not enough to prevent our voices from crying, “Torah will pour forth from Zion.”

Topical Index:  take them out, assumptions, Church, Christian, John 17:15
September 13  Now when Abram was ninety-nine years old, the Lord appeared to Abram and said to him, “I am God Almighty; Walk before Me, and be blameless.”  Genesis 17:1 NASB

Who’s Following?

Before – El Shaddai speaks to Abram.  Let’s think about this opening phrase for a moment.  First there is the issue with the meaning of “El Shaddai.” Early suggestions that it meant “All powerful” or something equivalent have been overturned.
  If Abram, a Mesopotamian, speaks with this god, not one of the Mesopotamian pantheon, then Abram must know who is asking him to be blameless.  Given the tribal, local and geographic associations with gods in the ancient Near East, Hamilton’s analysis that “El Shaddai” is most likely an indication of God’s dwelling place rather than God as pantokrator seems reasonable.  Abram encounters a different god.  

Now we must notice something else.  It is Abram, not Abraham, who is confronted by this deity.  It is not the man whose name incorporates God’s name.  It is not the man who demonstrates faithfulness.  It is not the man whose constitution has been changed.  It is Abram, the Mesopotamian.  Certainly he has left behind his former connections, but he is still a wanderer following a god he did not know at home.  

This makes God’s command even more amazing.  Abram is expected to be blameless.  But how?  How will he know what to do to live perfectly?  How can he be fully complete, tamam, unless he is given instructions to follow?  God’s statement presupposes 
commandments.  The man who is not yet the father of the faithful is expected to live according to God’s ways before the Torah is revealed to his children.  What can this mean?  Torah must already exist.  In some form, God must have given Abram the code of conduct.  

The preposition tells us how God gives Abram his instructions.  “Walk before Me.”  The Hebrew construction, lepanay, suggests something like “in full view of” or “at my face.”  The idea is that Abram should live with nothing hidden, no other agenda, no diversion.  He is to be completely open to God.  But lepanay also implies that Abram takes the first step.  He is not following.  He is leading.  He ventures out—with God at his side.  He does not wait for God’s footprint to follow.  He goes with God.  They step together.  The relationship is mutual action.  In other words, yoked!

Are you Abram?  Someone who no longer belongs “at home.”  Someone who is still a stranger from another place.  Someone whose code comes from full-face exposure.  Someone who must step forward in order to see God alongside.  

Or are you waiting to follow, hoping that somehow God will put down a path before you are required to move?

Topical Index:  before, pana, Genesis 17:1, El Shaddai
September 14  “For this commandment which I command you today is not too difficult for you, nor is it out of reach. It is not in heaven, that you should say, ‘Who will go up to heaven for us to get it for us and make us hear it, that we may observe it?’ Nor is it beyond the sea, that you should say, ‘Who will cross the sea for us to get it for us and make us hear it, that we may observe it?’”  Deuteronomy 30:11-13  NASB
Tribal Thinking

The sea – The difficulty with understanding Scripture is encapsulated in the amount of effort it takes to reconstruct the environment of the author and the original audience.  Unless we know what the author intended his audience to understand, we will not know what the text says.  And we cannot know what the author intended unless we know as much as possible about the circumstances, thought patterns, assumptions, culture and language of the author.  This is just as true for Shakespeare and Dickens as it is for Moses.  The only real difference is that Moses speaks for God so his words are far more important than the words of Othello or Madame Defarge.  

Let’s take a simple example.  In Moses’ final address to the children of Israel, he claims that the commandments of God (the Torah way of life) are not impossible to achieve.  Contrary to Augustine, Luther and Calvin, men are not mortally flawed so that obedience is impossible.  It is actually possible to keep God’s word in deeds.  This idea alone undercuts all sinful nature philosophy.  But that’s not the end of Moses’ claims.  He mentions that these commandments are not distant.  Contemporary Judaism emphasizes the present-world active nature of restoration rather than other-worldly mystical contemplation.  The commandments are “not in heaven,” an astounding claim that the Torah is clothed in human garb.  It is not intended for angels but rather for humans.  It has immediate practical application, manifested here on this earth.  A Torah in heaven is useless to men who walk dusty paths.  

Finally, Moses says that it is not “beyond the sea.”  Why would he say this?  The children of Israel stand on the edge of the Jordan River.  The sea is nowhere to be seen.  In fact, they haven’t seen the sea in forty years.  Most of the people standing before him have never seen the sea.  But that isn’t Moses’ point.  His comment has little to do with the salty water of the Mediterranean, somewhere behind the mountains.  The “sea” is an Egyptian concept for primal chaos.  God’s Torah is not to be found in the sphere of the celestial “gods” above the earth nor does it reside in the chthonic belly of creation, both places where no man may go.  It isn’t the sea of water that Moses recalls.  It is the sea of chaos, the sacred element of Egyptian thinking about the structure of the world.  Egypt lay between the forces of the deep and the limit of the sky.  The gods of those spheres provided no instruction about life on this earth.  YHVH does, contrary to all prior cultic experience.  Therefore, says Moses, do not look to the past—the figures of Nut or Nun (you can look up this Egyptian goddess and god)—look to YHVH, the God who gives instruction here where you must live.  Water, water, everywhere, and not a drop in Moses’ thought.

Topical Index:  Egyptian gods, sea, Deuteronomy 30:13, commandments

September 15  Jesus said to him, “If you wish to be complete, go and sell your possessions and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me.”  Matthew 19:21  NASB

Investment Advice

Complete – Yeshua was no financial planner.  His advice would probably have caused a federal investigation and charges of deceptive practices.  Who in the world would ever believe that we could be fulfilled in life by giving it all away to the poor?  No one—in the world, because the world does not see the reality that is the basis of Yeshua’s insight.  In this world, such behavior is insane.  But this world is not the end of the story.  Eternal investment requires a different strategy.

The Greek translated “complete” is teleios.  The word has many possible meanings which is why some translations read “perfect.”  It can mean “complete,” “conclude,” “execute,” “fulfill,” “mature,” “perfect (as in finished).”  What it does not mean is “100% correct,” an idea that is communicated by the choice of “perfect.”  Yeshua is not saying that as a result of giving away everything to the poor you will be totally righteous, sinless and pure.  What he is saying is that this young man needed to mature and the proper step in that maturity was to realize that he only owns what he gives away.

Just think about it for a moment.  Do you own your house?  No, actually the bank and the government own it since they can take it from you if you fail to meet their requirements.  Do you own your car?  “Yes, it’s paid for.”  No, it isn’t.  Every year you pay the government for the right to drive it.  Stop paying and they will prevent you from using it.  So now who owns it?  How about all those things you’ve collected over the years.  All that stuff, as George Carlin would say.  Well, you really don’t own this either.  It can be taken from you.  Fire, bankruptcy, theft—name a few more ways.  Gone.  Your ownership is removed.  What then do you truly own?  That is the brilliance of Yeshua’s remark.  You own what you give away.  Once you have passed it on to someone else, nothing and no one can ever take it from you again.  And in Yeshua’s financial world, you have stored up your action for eternity.  Now you own it forever.

It takes great maturity to see something other than the world’s view of possession.  That’s what this young man lacked.  He was still part of the deeded society.  He still held on to possessions as if life depended on them.  He did not yet realize that this fiction prevented him from finding fulfillment in the Kingdom.  God owns and loans.  How we treat His gifts to us determines whether His ownership ever truly passes to us.  And in God’s world, ownership is a result of giving it away.

Do you suppose that the rich young ruler lives in your house today?

Topical Index:  complete, teleios, charity, ownership, Matthew 19:21
September 16  I have been young and now I am old, Yet I have not seen the righteous forsaken Or his descendants begging bread.  Psalm 37:25  NASB

Bystander

Not seen – Perhaps David was senile or maybe he suffered from Alzheimer’s disease.  No matter what the excuse, his claim is preposterous.  Is there any person alive who hasn’t seen the righteous forsaken?  Just open the paper.  Turn on the news.  Look around you.  Righteousness is not a welcomed commodity in the world.  

Jonathan Sacks helps us clear up this apparent contradiction.  It’s true that the Hebrew verb is ra’a.  It does mean, “to see.”  But its metaphorical sense extends to regard, perceive, feel, understand, enjoy” and “learn.”  It is used to describe the act of the prophet receiving God’s message.  For our purposes, this verb also can describe the act of acceptance.  And this is the aspect that Sacks elucidates.  “‘To see’ here means ‘to stand still and watch’.  The verse should thus be translated, ‘I was young and now am old, but I never merely stood still and watched while the righteous was forsaken or his children begged from bread.’”
  

Ah, this changes things.  The insight of the verse is moved from merely passive observation to active involvement.  Yes, the righteous are abused, neglected, persecuted and forsaken, but not on my watch.  I never just stood by and did nothing!  When I saw God’s people in trouble, I did something about it.  

People often come to me with troubles.  Health concerns, loss of job, grief in the family, loneliness, misunderstandings, despair—the righteous are forsaken and they feel it.  But they shouldn’t.  You and I are our brothers’ keepers.  We are called to action.  James tells us not to wait until we are asked.  If you see the need, get going!  Do what you can.  Now!  Don’t let the mistranslation of this verse become an excuse for pushing the burden back on God.  He put you here to take charge.  He counts on you to express His compassion.  There is no one else capable of doing the job He has assigned to you in the opportunities he has arranged for you.  If you do not put your hand forward, then the translators will be right and the verses will be a contradiction of great magnitude.  Men will read what David claims and laugh in the face of the Lord.  The world will not be restored.

There are no bystanders in the Kingdom.  Someone needs your help right now.

So why are you sitting?

Topical Index:  see, ra’a, righteous, bystander, Psalm 37:25
September 17  Michael, Raphael, Gabriel, Phanuel, and many (other) holy angels, without number, go out of that house.  With them was the Beginning of Days; his head was like white and pure wool, and his garment was indescribable . . . .  That Beginning of Days came with Michael, Raphael, Gabriel, Phanuel, and thousands of myriads of angels, without number.  That angel came to me, greeted me with his voice and said to me: “You are the Son of Man who is born for righteousness; righteousness dwells upon you and the righteousness of the Beginning of Days will not forsake you.  1 Enoch 71:9-14
Who Is the Son of Man?

Beginning of Days – The scholarly collection of articles edited by Gabriele Boccaccini
 deals with the relationship between the Parables of Enoch and the idea of the Son of Man.  It is a fascinating dialogue.  While controversy still surrounds dating of Enoch, it seems clear that Enoch had a significant effect on several New Testament writers, especially Matthew.  In fact, Matthew’s description of the Son of Man seems not to be drawn from Daniel but rather from Enoch’s Book of Parables.  It is Enoch that draws from Daniel, reinterpreting the Daniel text in specific ways that end up in Matthew’s account.  

Without summarizing the 500 pages of articles, some points still need to be made.  First, it appears likely that the concept of the Son of Man developed by Enoch describes a human figure who is elevated to a position of glory.  Secondly, the Son of Man found in the gospels seems to be drawn from various sources and is not a “unified, comprehensive concept.”  This idea is a construct from Enoch, Daniel, the Wisdom of Solomon, 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch.  In other words, non-canonical material provides significant input in the gospel development.  Thirdly, while there are aspects that lead to Trinitarian formulations of the Son of Man, there are also elements that treat the Son of Man as completely human, in fact, in some cases as Enoch himself.  These elements are also found in canonical prophetic books other than Daniel.  And finally, the Son of Man seems to be constructed along the same lines as the personification of Wisdom in Proverbs, a construction that in no way requires the hypothesis of a person existing alongside YHVH.

Now you’ve endured this very brief look into some heavy-duty scholarship.  Aside from the theological question, what we discover is that the usual view of divine inspiration may be too simple.  It seems obvious that the authors of the canonical books borrowed from material available to them in their culture, material which most of us have no idea even existed.  Should we have expected anything else?  When God moves men to write His words, would we expect Him not to use materials they were familiar with?  Would we expect them not to borrow, change, construct and fit what they already knew into their message?  Or did you think they were nothing but secretaries taking dictation?

We won’t settle the Son of Man question here, but we should notice that a much more sophisticated and complicated explanation of the development of the gospels might be needed.  And if it is, would that upset your faith so much you just have to turn away and pretend none of this is real?  Would it be a disaster to your trust in the Lord if you discovered that the idea of the Son of Man didn’t come only from Daniel, might not be a substitute for YHVH, and was probably viewed in more than one way when Matthew wrote his story?

Topical Index: inspiration, Son of Man, 1 Enoch 71:9-14
September 18  “but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit never has forgiveness, but is guilty of an eternal sin”  Mark 3:29  NASB

Sin of a Lifetime

Never – What a lot of grief this verse has caused!  Scary.  Condemning.  Hopelessness.  Just some of the reactions to Yeshua’s warning.  But maybe we are reading these words through our own cultural glasses.  Maybe we need to think about the culture and context of his statement before we feel as though we are truly lost.  Rabbi Sacks’ discussion of sanctifying the name of God implies an alternative to the usual fearful conclusion.  He notes that desecrating the name of YHVH is not the act itself but rather the aspersion cast on God’s reputation.  Quoting the Mishneh Torah Teshuvah:  “There are transgressions that are forgiven immediately, and others pardoned only after a time . . . All this applies only if at the time of the transgression one did not desecrate God’s name.  If he did, then even though he repents, and the Day of Atonement comes and he is still penitent, and he suffers afflictions, his atonement is not completely until he dies,” he concludes “‘Profaning God’s name’ is a wrong that cannot be righted in one’s lifetime, because what has been harmed is not just the victim, not the perpetrator, but the very standing of God in that eyes of the world.”

This rabbinic comment was circulating during the time of Yeshua.  Isn’t it possible that Yeshua’s remark is a reflection of this view?  While the Mishneh Torah Teshuvah deals with the upholding the sanctity of the divine name, is that any different than a comment about the Rauch Hakodesh?  Isn’t the Spirit of God (referred to as the Holy Spirit) just as sacred as the name of God?  If this Torah commentary offers any insight into the meaning of Yeshua’s warning, perhaps it is that our behaviors are never truly private.  They have public consequences and communal implications.  What God sees, others feel.  Therefore, if my actions do not uphold the holiness of God, if they diminish His public reputation by direct or indirect means, then the sin that I commit is not something that I can undo by confession.  By the time repentance occurs, the poison to God’s name has already spread far and wide.  It cannot be retrieved or erased.  Atonement becomes impossible because God Himself has been slighted in the eyes of others.

The Mishneh Torah Teshuvah allows the possibility of atonement by the death of the perpetrator.  Yeshua’s remark seems even more severe.  Can such guilt truly be an eternal sin?  The Greek text uses the word aion, often translated “eternal.”  But the word actually means a long duration of time or the time of this world, i.e., the present “age.”  It is translated “eternal” only because it is often associated with God’s existence, but in other uses it does not necessarily mean what we think of as eternal.  It can mean precisely what Mishneh Torah Teshuvah suggests; that is, that this sin lasts until death.  Of course, this does not make the warning any less severe.  It only removes the mistaken idea that such a sin will never find atonement.  It shifts the meaning to an essentially Hebraic view that this sin lasts a lifetime.

Topical Index:  blasphemy, Holy Spirit, eternal, aion, Mark 3:29
September 19  “but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit never has forgiveness, but is guilty of an eternal sin”  Mark 3:29  NASB

Atoning Death

Never – Yeshua seems to employ a rabbinic idea in this warning.  As we discovered, it could be translated, “but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit does not have forgiveness but is guilty of sin in this age.”  The translation of ouk (“never”) amplifies the Greek usual meaning (“not”), and if the passage is rabbinic, the amplification doesn’t seem warranted.  The rabbis taught that defaming God’s name was a sin that lasted until death.  Why wouldn’t Yeshua employ the same rabbinic idea?  If we blaspheme the Holy Spirit, the guilt of that sin stays with us until we die.  Repentance, confession and death provide atonement.

All of this begs the question, “What does it mean to blaspheme against the Holy Spirit?”  Does it mean that there is something I can speak that will result in no forgiveness in this age?  Or is it something that I do, some act that condemns me for the rest of my life?  To what may it be compared?

In a small village, one of the members of the synagogue disliked the rabbi.  He started a rumor defaming the rabbi’s reputation.  He encouraged the rumor by spreading gossip in the village.  After awhile people in the village believed that what this man said was actually true and the rabbi’s reputation was severely damaged.  One day the man was convicted of his lie.  He went to the rabbi and confessed that he was the one who perpetrated the rumor.  He asked what he could do to atone for his action.  The rabbi told him to go home, open the window, tear apart a feather pillow and let the feathers fly to the wind.  Then come back to the rabbi.  The man thought that this seemed unusual but easily done, so he followed the rabbi’s instructions.  The next day he returned to the rabbi.  “I have done as you asked,” he said.  “Does this atone for my lie?”  “Just one more thing and atonement will be yours,” said the rabbi.  “Now go and collect all the feathers.”

If I insult the name of God, if I cast aspersions on His reputation and His works so that His name is diminished in the eyes of the world, I will be a feather collector for the rest of my life.  In the Hebraic world where public reputation is a matter of personal honor, causing God’s name to be harmed is a sin impossible to undo.  To blaspheme the Holy Spirit is to mock God with wicked speech or human arrogance.  Interestingly, the TDNT suggests, “For Christians blasphemy includes doubting the claim of Jesus or deriding him.”
  If blasphemy is doubt, then we are all in trouble.  That shifts the context to cognition rather than action.  It seems unlikely that Yeshua would agree.  Blasphemy is attitude and action that results in loss of glory and reputation.  It is spreading the feathers.  And it takes more than a lifetime to undo.

Topical Index: blasphemy, never, ouk, Mark 3:29
September 20  Balaam replied to the servants of Balak, “Though Balak were to give me his house full of silver and gold, I could not do anything, either small or great, contrary to the command of the Lord my God.  Numbers 22:18  NASB
Fence Lines

Contrary to – How far are you willing to go?  Where are the boundaries, the fence lines, in your life?  Balaam, a prophet who was not exactly the best role model, understood the limits.  He uses a Hebrew word that tells us a bit more about these limits than we get in the translation.  That word is ‘abar.  It is really a word about passing over, going through or passing by something.  It is used for physical movement like winds that blow through or waters that overflow.  But in its metaphorical sense, it is about crossing the lines that God establishes with His Word.  Perhaps we would have caught this meaning if the text were translated more literally.  “I could not do anything  . . . that would go beyond the mouth (the spoken words) of YHVH my God.”

Jonathan Sacks provides us with a telling insight.  “God creates order; man creates chaos.  That is the message of the early chapters of Genesis.  Each element of creation has its proper place.  The Hebrew word averah, like its English equivalent ‘transgression’, signifies that sin involves crossing a boundary, entering forbidden territory, failing to respect the separation between different spaces and times.  Adam and Eve transgress the boundary between permitted and forbidden foods; Cain transgresses the boundary of human life itself.  The punishment or consequence of sin is exile.  The measure-for-measure result of an act in the wrong place is that the agent finds him- or herself in the wrong place, in exile, not at home in the world.”

Fence lines are not restrictions.  They are protection.  To cross the fence line, to transgress (averah), is to end up in exile, in a place where we are no longer at home.  When we sin, we exile ourselves not only from God but from ourselves.  Adam discovered that he was no longer at home in the Garden.  That’s why he said, “I am afraid.”  He knew now that he didn’t belong.  He was changed.  He was aware of his lack of transparency in a place where everything could be clearly seen.

What happens when you and I step over the boundaries set by the mouth of YHVH?  At first we feel the euphoria of personal choice, the false sense of throwing off what we perceived to be limits on our lives.  But soon we discover that outside the fence line life takes a strange twist.  My “freedom” enslaves me.  The feeling fades.  Endorphin withdrawal demands more.  I discover I am not who I thought I would be.  I must move further into exile in order to keep the feeling fresh, but the further I move, the more I am not at home with myself.  I learn too late that the thing I sought led me into a dysfunctional prison cell.  I don’t work any more.  I am alien to myself and home is a long, long ways away.  

Have you gone beyond the word of YHVH?  Now we aren’t speaking just of morality.  I am confident that each of us knows where we have crossed those fence lines.  Now we are including the whole Word of the Lord.  Have you and I stepped over His boundaries with regard to worship, nutrition, ritual purity, treatment of others, rest?  Have we pushed our theological speculations beyond His revelation?  Are we making our own borders according to our cultural and religious expectations?  

God put boundary markers in the ground for a reason.  When was the last time you noticed where they are?  Perhaps you can answer that question if you ask when you last felt at home in this world.

Topical Index:  sin, exile, home, averah, ‘abar, transgress, boundaries, Numbers 22:18
September 21  And if it is with difficulty that the righteous is saved, what will become of the godless man and the sinner?   1 Peter 4:18  NASB

A Man Without Worship

Godless man – Peter calls these people “godless” and “sinners.”  “Godless man” is the Greek word asebes.  It literally means, “without worship,” but the general sense of the word is “contempt for established orders.”  This is a person who does not honor God’s authority or majesty and who actively pursues life without acknowledging the order that God brings to the world.  In this regard, Peter can only mean a man who resists and rejects Torah.  Suddenly Peter’s comment is far broader than our usual definition of “not saved.”  This word has nothing to do with going to church.  Worship is not a place.  It is a state of mind.  I can go to church every week and never worship even though I sing the hymns and say the prayers and pay my tithe.  Unless worship is an attitude of life, I will be a godless man.  And Peter’s use of asebes tells me that I am not a worshipping man if I do not accept the Lord’s instructions about life’s order.
What is an attitude of worship?  It is the attitude that life does not belong to me, it belongs to God.  He is the One Who is in charge of my existence.  So, I need to fit into His program instead of trying to get God to fit into my plans.  How many times have we approached situations by praying, “God, help me make my plans come to pass”?  Do you see that this is an attitude that begins with me at the center?  How different it is to pray, “God, help me act in ways that advance your purpose.”  There is no better example of an attitude of worship than the prayer of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane – “Nevertheless, not my will but Your will be done.”

The godless man is the man who thinks that God helps those who help themselves, and therefore he helps himself to all that lies before him.  The godless man is the man who thinks that being good is good enough.  The godless man is the man who thinks that love is expressed toward those you like.  The godless man is that man who worries first about himself and his plans.  He might appear to be religious.  He might say the right words.  He might even claim to love God.  But the truth is in the behavior.  A man of God lives life with an attitude of awe, reverence and respect for God and the instructions God gives for his life.  Everything becomes a reminder of God’s grace.  It is the life of humility, practice and surrender.

Much of our world is godless even in its religious proclamation.  The world preaches a religion of power to the people, power to the church, power to the project or the cause.  Wherever God is not the focus of our power, we brush against godless men.  

“Father, forgive us for abusing the life you have given us by thinking it is our right to do what we please.  Show us how to be godly in our attitudes toward life and all that life has to offer.  Bring us into conformity with Your Word that by great effort we might be delivered.”

Topical Index:  godless, asebes, worship, Torah, 1 Peter 4:18
September 22  For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith; as it is written, “But the righteous man shall live by faith.”   Romans 1:17  NASB

Pulling Back the Covers

Revealed - The Greek verb translated “is revealed” is apokaluptetai.  This is present tense – an on-going process.  Notice that “is revealed” implies something new.  This is not simply a repetition of the Tanakh.  There is something new here – a new way of understanding how God is making the world right.  This is not something that Man finds out by his own investigation.  God has to “uncover” it (the meaning of apokaluptetai).  

Paul cites a prophet in the Tanakh to talk about the righteousness of God.  The quotation shows that Paul argues for a continuous and identical righteousness.  It is the process of uncovering that has changed, not the message.  The message is: “the man who by faith is just will live.”  The “new” revelation is that Yeshua is the summation of all that God has been uncovering.  

So often we have heard that the Old Testament God is a God of anger and vengeance while the New Testament God is a God of love and light.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  God is God.  He has not changed.  He declares Himself to be abundant in mercy and showing lovingkindness (Exodus 34:6).  And He declares Himself to be a God of holy wrath (Romans 1:18).  In our modern world, we tend to downplay the judgment of God.  We want a God who is just a good guy, who forgives everything and is a giant Santa Claus.  We have deliberately overlooked the fact that mercy is the flip-side of judgment.  We don't like to face up to our unworthiness and sin.  But the same God who judged rebellious and sinful nations in the past is looking over our nation today.  What He sees must be very disturbing indeed.  

God is patient (1 Cor. 13:4) but His patience will not last forever.  He postpones His wrath against sin.  He does not erase it.  

Paul wants us to see that this new revelation in Yeshua is the continuation of the same plan of salvation.   It includes both mercy and judgment.  The plan doesn’t change at all.  The only thing that changes is how clearly we can see it.

 “Father, forgive us for ignoring Your desire for complete obedience.  Forgive us for our tendency to excuse our actions because you are a God of love.  Thank you for postponing your wrath so that we might come to repentance.  Remind us of your unfailing call to holiness.  Without You, Lord, we cannot survive.”

Topical Index: reveal, apokalypto, wrath, mercy, Romans 1:17, Habakkuk 2:4
September 23  For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith; as it is written, “But the righteous man shall live by faith.”   Romans 1:17  NASB

Small Additions (1)
The/man – The NASB adds just a few small words to the Greek translation.  Perhaps these two tiny additions don’t make any difference.  Perhaps.  But we should know that they are additions, nevertheless.  Fortunately, the NASB puts the words in italics to indicate that there is no Greek original behind them.  But then we might ask, “Why add them if the Greek text does not include them?”  The answer might be more revealing than we wished.

First let’s notice the added “the” in the beginning of the verse.  In Greek the text reads, “Righteousness for of God in it is revealed.”  Paul puts the word dikaiosyne first in the sentence because he wishes to emphasize it.  The point of the thought is not “God” but “righteousness.”  That causes us to rethink the translation of gar, the adverbial conjunction found in second position in the verse.  Gar covers a wide range of possible English words such as “and, as, because, even, for, then, therefore, what, why,” etc.  Paul uses it constantly in Romans as a bridge between points in his argument.  Perhaps in English we need to put it first in the sentence, but we cannot diminish the primacy of dikaiosyne as a result.  

What follows is the genitive noun theou, translated “of God.”  Now we see why the NASB adds “the.”  Paul’s text reconstructed for English syntax should read, “Because righteousness of God,” but the translators want us to note that this righteousness belongs to God alone.  It is unique to Him.  Therefore, it can support the addition of the definite article, “the.”  But the genitive theou might just as legitimately be translated, “God’s righteousness,” or “righteousness belonging to God.”  Is there a subtle difference?  I don’t need to add the definite article with either of these options, do I?  Now the text implies that this is not righteousness uniquely possessed by God but rather righteousness displayed in God’s action.  Which thought is more likely Hebraic?  We might need to remember that there is no verb for possession in Hebrew.  The basic construct in Hebrew is relationship, not ownership.  If Paul thinks like a rabbi (and he does!), wouldn’t he suggest that this righteousness is the result of relationship rather than ownership?  And if that is the case, then we too can share in this righteousness when we enter into the same relationship.  

What relationship is that?  Ah, Paul implies the relationship with the pronoun auto, translated “it.”  That means we have to go back to the previous points of his argument in order to understand what “it” is.  We discover that “it” is the good news (to euangelion, this time with the definite article).  That begs the question, “What is the good news?”  If I am completely Hebraic in my answer, I would say that the good news is that the Jewish Messiah, Yeshua, has been revealed in these days and his death and resurrection are the guarantee that the Kingdom, God’s Kingdom, will reign on earth as it does in Heaven.  The good news is not that “Jesus saves.”  It is that the final victory of the Kingdom is assured and Torah will pour forth from Zion.  The good news is that God’s purposes for and with His people are assured.  It is now only a matter of time.  That’s why this “good news” is the power of salvation for everyone who believes.  It is precisely what the angels announced at the birth.  “Good news on earth and peace among men.”  The King has been born and He will bring in the Kingdom, no matter what the odds.  This news is salvation (deliverance) because it rescues us from the power of pagan idolatrous empires that currently inhabit the earth.  

Back to our added article, “the.”  Because of the good news of the Kingdom (that the Kingdom is established), righteousness demonstrated by God is revealed.  How so?  The basis of dikaiosyne is the Greek dike that means “justice.”  There is an unmistakable direct connection between dike and Torah.  From a Hebraic perspective, justice is Torah!  God’s righteousness is the revelation of His Law, the Torah, as the basis of His interaction with men and the foundation of His Kingdom on earth.  And you and I can participate in that righteousness when we practice Torah.  It is not righteousness that God alone possesses.  Rather, it is the relationship we share when we live according to faith.  And, of course, faith is not a noun either.  In Hebrew thought, faith is a verb.  It is a way of life.  It is the way of life revealed to us by God.

Just a few thoughts about “the.”  Now maybe you can add some of your own.

Topical Index:  the, dike, dikaiosyne, righteousness, gospel, Romans 1:17

September 24  For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith; as it is written, “But the righteous man shall live by faith.”   Romans 1:17  NASB

Small Additions (2)
The/man – Now that we’ve taken a longer look at the addition of the definite article, we need to pay attention to the addition of the word “man” in the citation from Habakkuk.  Some time ago we examined the alternative translations of the verse from the prophet. (http://skipmoen.com/2012/12/09/grammatical-theology/)  The Hebrew text suggests that the appropriate translation of Habakkuk is “But the righteous will live because of acting on the basis of trust [in God].”  In other words, the verse doesn’t say that faith will save us from some spiritual eternal damnation.  It doesn’t say that if you believe certain claims and creeds, you won’t go to hell.  It says that the righteous continue to exist because they trust God and act accordingly.  

Once we clear this up, we can see that the addition of “man” to the citation from Habakkuk in Paul’s Greek text shifts the focus from the collective to the individual.  That is a very non-Hebraic move.  Hebraic thought is not focused on the individual but rather on the collective, the communal.  And frankly, shifting the thought to the individual forces us into a second move.  You see, if Paul is really saying that the good news supports the prophet’s claim that each and every person who is righteous will live by faith, then it would appear that the person’s righteousness didn’t come by the way he or she lived.  It was present before living by faith.  Righteousness results in living by faith.  This is the opposite of the claim that living by trust (faith) is righteousness.  In this view, Paul would be aligned with Luther.  God supplies alien righteousness.  He imputes it to us since we are incapable of any spiritually worthy act in our natural, sinful state.  And after we have been made righteous, then we can live by faith.

But if we read Habakkuk according to the Hebraic context, we find a different view.  Our choices to trust God and live accordingly are our righteousness.  We participate in the relationship of faith because of what we do.  It is up to us to act in accordance with God’s instructions.  God does not compel us nor does He alter our yetzer ha’ra so that we somehow become instantly acceptable.  He forgives in order that we might shed the burden of guilt and live according to His desires.  

Just one more thing.  If Paul were speaking about each individual, then his claim is patently false in this world for the righteous do not always live.  In fact, in most examples from the nightmare of history, righteous men and women die.  To claim otherwise forces us to view Paul’s assertion as if it were not about existence here and now on this earth but rather about a heavenly realm free from the pain of earthly existence.  In other words, Paul’s claim becomes a statement about getting to heaven.  But if Hebraic thought is collective, then “the righteous” doesn’t mean you or me.  It means the entire remnant seen as a single entity.  And it does survive on earth even if you and I die.

What is the lesson here?  A few small additions, perhaps even unnoticed by most, have subtle far-reaching implications.  “Study to show yourself approved” might require a bit more care.

Topical Index:  man, righteousness, Habakkuk 2:4, Romans 1:17, faith
September 25  “I will winnow them with a winnowing fork at the gates of the land; I will bereave them of children, I will destroy My people; they did not repent of their ways.  Jeremiah 15:7 NASB

Chaos Clarity
Winnow – How much chaos do you find in your life?  Do you think that it might be chaos on purpose?  Do you think that maybe the upheaval and disorder might just be God’s way of separating you from the chaff?

The Hebrew word is zara.  This metaphor captures a daily event in the life of the people.  Just as they threw grain into the air to separate the good from the bad, God throws His people into turmoil in order to scatter them and separate the good from the bad.  In the Tanakh, there are two purposes for this scattering.  The first is for purification.  The second, as in this verse, is for punishment.  Both of these purposes come from God.  Whether we are being scattered for purification or for punishment, God’s hand does the winnowing.  

It is the natural inclination of human beings to resist scattering.  We want to cling together with the ones who share our common beliefs and interests and passions.  But God often has other purposes in mind.  So He separates us.  We are deliberately pushed apart because God wants us to depend on Him above all.  And He has purposes that reach beyond our human need to stick together.  He winnows in order to bring about His goals.  Sometimes we need to get unstuck for God to use us.

How many times in your life have you resisted separation from your own background and culture and city and comfort zone?  We serve the same God as Abraham.  He was called “out” to a place God would show him.  We have the same calling.  “Leave that place of comfort behind and follow Me and I will show you a land that I have chosen for you.”  God is taking us to new places because He knows that His plans call for scattering.  Keeping ourselves in the safe place of our comfort zone will not accomplish His purposes.

Sometimes God needs to scatter us for correction and sometimes He scatters for punishment.  He breaks apart the bonds that keep us locked in sinful patterns.  He destroys our old habits.  He strips us of our human dependencies.  All for good reason.  He wants to bring us to the point of obedience and sometimes that means crisis and catastrophe in our lives.  God’s punishment always has a purpose.

Are you open to His scattering, or do you try to tell God that you will only do what you think you should do or go where you want to go?  God’s ways are not our ways.  He has plans far greater than those we can imagine.  But if we are going to fly on the wind of the Holy Spirit, we dare not be anchored to the earth.  

Topical Index:  winnow, zara, scatter, punishment, purpose, Jeremiah 15:7
September 26  “Shall not the Judge of all the earth deal justly?”  Genesis 18:25  NASB

Tolerance
Judge – The word translated “judge” is from the root shapat.  It means, “to act out the functions of government.”  The Hebrew concept of governing is not like the idea of justice in the Western world.  It is not the application of a separate set of laws that exist above the morality of the culture, subject to change by a majority vote.  The Hebrew view is that the ruler of the tribe is the embodiment of the law of the culture.  The ruler is prosecutor, jury, judge and executioner.  Hebrew people never thought of themselves as ruled by laws.  They were ruled by a person – God.  We see the same concept today in the tribes of the Middle East and Africa.  The chief of the tribe is the final authority of law and action.  

Abraham understands this concept.  But he knows that God is not just the chief of the tribe of Israel.  God is the Judge of all the earth.  This is an incredibly powerful statement.  It implies that God is the final authority and the last appeal of all rules and actions.  He is the Judge of all the earth because He owns it all – everything.  The Creator has the right to rule as He sees fit because the creation follows His purposes.  But the Creator made a decision that affects the progress of those purposes. He decided to create other beings who could choose independently of Him.  He risked the creation and His own plans in order to bring into existence others who could disrupt those plans.  This is the biblical view of tolerance.
Today the current politically correct fad is another form of tolerance.  From talk shows to newspapers, we are told that the key to multicultural harmony is tolerance.  I am afraid that the history of mankind does not support such an appeal.  God is the Judge of all the earth.  When I look at God's policy of tolerance, I don't find much room for altering the final design.  God’s purposes do not vary.  They are His expectations for living in His world.  We are not given the option of deciding that we don't like these rules.  The truth is that God really doesn't care if we don't like the rules for living in His world.  He is not about to tolerate diversity when it comes to holiness.  If we want to live in His world, we need to put ourselves under His justice.  We can disobey but we cannot erase.

God is also extremely patient.  He allows ample time for repentance.  But this delay is not the same as today’s tolerance.  God’s patience is a delay of judgment, not a change in the rules.  There is ultimately no tolerance for sin.  

Today’s proponents of tolerance are really attempting to change God’s call to holiness.  Paul tells us not to conform to this change.  We are to stand for what is right – according to the Judge of all the earth.  There is no tolerance for sin and disobedience.  There is only patience—so far.

Topical Index: tolerance, judge, shapat, Genesis 18:25
September 27  “How is it that you, being a Jew, ask me for a drink since I am a Samaritan woman?”  John 4:9  NASB

The Why of How

How? -  The Greek is the pos, a word that introduces a question.  This is a particularly interesting question.  It contains many of the implications about spiritual truths that we face today.  

It is a question of surprise.  What this woman at the well expresses is shock that Yeshua would even speak to her.  Why is she surprised?  There are several reasons:

1) This is a gender issue.  She is a woman.  He is a man.  Men who are strangers do not speak to women in this culture.  Especially foreign men.   This is a violation of protocol.  Yeshua stepped over gender boundaries.

2) This is a nationalism issue.  Jews and Samaritans hated each other.  They had a long-standing blood feud.  Centuries of animosity.  Perhaps no one even remembered why they hated each other, but they knew that they did.  Yeshua stepped over these nationalism boundaries.

3) This is an ethnic issue.  There were significant cultural differences between Jews and Samaritans.  They were from the same stock but different lines.  It was a case of group sibling rivalry.  Yeshua put aside all these ethnic issues.

4) This is a religious issue. Jews and Samaritans argued about how to worship, where to worship and why to worship.  There were divisions about Scripture and morality.  But Yeshua ignored all these boundaries too.

5) This is sin issue.  A sinful and humiliated Samaritan woman was not worthy to be conversing with the holy Messiah.  Some would say it was wrong to be in His presence.  But Yeshua removed these boundaries because He came for exactly those who are wrong, who don’t fit, who think differently, who worship another way, who are not the right gender or from the right place with the right heritage at the right time.  

If we are going to follow in His footsteps, we will have to step over a lot of boundaries.  “How is it that you ask me?” she said.  The answer must be, “I was sent to be asked.”

If someone is not asking you the question of your life, what boundary haven’t you crossed?

Topical Index:  how, pos, questions, boundaries, John 4:9
September 28  But some time later, Abimelech, king of the Philistines, looked out a window and saw Isaac fondling Rebekah,   Genesis 26:8  NLT

Word Plays
Fondling - Did you know that the Tanakh has a great sense of humor?  We think that it is all serious commands and requirements or stories about wars and disobedience interspersed with tedious genealogies.  Think again!  Here is an example.  The word "fondling" is metsaheq.  It has the same root as the name Isaac (the root is shq).  Here is a funny little word play in the middle of this story.  Isaac was “isaacing” Rebekah.  By the way, most English translations attempt to remove some or all of the sexual connotations in this verse.  Is this another case of cultural modification?
I think that sometimes God just has a good laugh about us.  We are so predictable, and so childish.  We run around as if our agendas are the most important things in the world.  We hurry here and there.  God just watches and smiles.  He knows that everything takes time.  He knows that what we think is so important today may mean very little tomorrow.  It reminds me of those times when I watch my own children make such big deals out of problems that I know are really insignificant in the long run.  God must really laugh about us.

Sometimes He just slips one of those little bits of humor about us into the Bible stories, maybe just to remind us how truly human biblical characters really are.  In the stories about Abraham, God made quite a few jokes about how misdirected people are.  There was Sarah.  Then Hagar.  Then Abraham.  And now Isaac.  All thinking that they could pull the wool over the eyes of God.  It turns out to be a good belly laugh from a Father who knows what’s best.

Next time you think your problems are so big and so important that they have to take first priority—for you and for God—remember this little word play.  God likes a sense of humor.  Life is not so serious when you enjoy it from God’s perspective.  It is joyful and comforting and wonderful—and funny. 

Isaac thought he had tricked the king of the Philistines.  But he got caught being himself – isaacing around.  God thought the whole thing was a bit funny.  After all, God knows us completely.  We might as well be ourselves in His presence.  If we think too seriously about our tricky control of life, we will probably discover we are caught in the joke of just being ourselves.

Laugh a little with God.  You will have a much better time in life.

Topical Index:  metsaheq, fondling, playing, Isaac, Genesis 26:8
September 29  “In the world you have tribulation, but take courage; I have overcome the world.”   John 16:33  NASB

Just Do It!

Overcome – Here is the Greek word nenikeka.  This is a form of the verb nike (you can see it in the middle of the word).  It means, “to be victorious over.”  Now you know why a shoe company has a Greek name.  The most important thing about this verb is that it is in the perfect tense.  This tells us that the verb describes a completed action in the past that has continuing impact in the present.  

Yeshua is telling us something incredibly important.  What he accomplished in his death and resurrection (the event in the past) has continuing impact for us today.  Because of him, we have overcome the world too.  Yeshua says that we can take courage.  We don’t have to win the victory by ourselves.  We don’t carry the weight of the world on our shoulders alone.  We have been rescued from the terror of being.  No matter what we face in this life, Yeshua has overcome the final enemy. 

We might be inclined to think this statement is about sin.  We may have been taught that overcoming the world is the same as offering forgiveness so that we can get to heaven.  But that hardly makes any sense in the context of this verse.  Yeshua is not telling his disciples that they are now exempt from the world’s trials and tribulations.  In fact, he will soon pray about keeping them in the world.  Overcoming the world is not escape.  It is the fact that the worst threat of the world’s systems is no longer applicable.  Death has lost its sting.  Life is guaranteed in spite of death.  Yeshua has overcome the greatest fear of every person—that life means nothing because everyone dies. 

I really needed to read this verse today.  In spite of my belief that God’s faithfulness never fails, life has handed me a series of disappointments recently.  Issues that I hoped would be resolved remain.  Directions I thought would become clear stayed hidden.  I prayed, “God, I know that you love me and I know that you care for me.  You have told me that you want good gifts for your children and that you won’t withhold what we need.  And I believe you.  I am being obedient to you.  But I really need some help here.  Things are just not getting any better.”  The question I face is a question of timing.  I see bad things on the horizon.  But they are still on the horizon.  God is asking me to trust Him.  

I need to pay attention to the words in this verse.  He has overcome the world.  The answer to my trials and tribulations are in His hands.  He doesn’t say, “Don’t worry.  You have overcome the world.”  He says, “Take courage.  Rest in what I have already done.  The victory is assured.”

The pattern of my world tells me to panic, to worry, to hurry, to get out there and make everything happen.  But God gently pushes me to trust His Son and lean on the meaning of life that He provides.  So, I have only one direction to go.  “Father, I believe that Your Son has overcome my world and all of its mess.  Help me to stay faithful to that belief.”

Topical Index:  overcome, nike, worry, meaning, death, John 16:33
September 30  “You only have I chosen among all the families of the earth; Therefore I will punish you for all your iniquities.” Amos 3:2  NASB
The Consequences of Election

Will punish – OK, so tell me honestly.  If I offered you membership in a great club but the condition of membership was punishment every time you violated the agreement even in the slightest way, would you sign up?  If someone came to you and told you that you had been chosen for greatness but the choice meant that you would be subject to meticulous discipline, penalties, sanctions and thrashings, would you ask to opt out?  What if this person told you that everyone not chosen got to live by a completely different code, one that delayed judgment until the very end, but you would have to pay as you go.  Would you still want to be conscripted for duty? 

Amos tells us that the consequence of being chosen by God is the real possibility of terrifying punishment.  Just think about the blessings and curses at the end of Deuteronomy.  Aren’t we lucky?  God decides to punish us because we are chosen.  Otherwise He might just ignore our disobedience for a good long time.  

Most of the world operates on two mistaken assumptions.  The first is that, in general,  God doesn’t really care what people do.  Sure He might get upset over real injustice like beheading innocent children, but for the most part He leaves us alone.  Our “little” indiscretions are equally of little consequence.  All that is necessary to confirm this assumption is to observe the wealthy and powerful.  Even the Bible recognizes that their lives are more or less immune from disaster.  Even if they are morally corrupt.  God seems to just let them go about their business.  Sure, in the end He will (maybe) punish them, but they don’t seem to suffer too much in this world.  God must not care.

The second mistaken assumption is entirely religious.  It is the assumption that God automatically blesses those who profess to follow Him.  In other words, as a counterpoint to the first assumption as evidenced by the general corruption of the world but its apparent lack of judgment, this assumption suggests that God really wants His chosen to replace the good life of those who are now enjoying the world’s delights.  After all, a good God wouldn’t want His children to suffer, would He?  Therefore, the presumption is that God will give me (because I am good, of course) all those things that the wicked now seem to enjoy.  He will bring justice.  They will be punished and I will be rewarded.

But Amos throws all of this out the window.  God punishes those who love Him because He loves them!  What kind of nonsense is this?  Ah, it is fatherly nonsense.  A good parent punishes a child in order to develop in the child a sense of character, responsibility and identity.  The parent who does not punish inherits a child who does not grow up.  And God wants His children to grow up into full stature and full measure—to become like Him.  He loves us so much that He punishes us.

When we see those whose lives appear to be silver-spoon blessings, we often envy what they have.  But it just might be that God knows they are not capable of chastising growth.  They have to be coddled so that they won’t fall apart.  Maybe a “blessing” is really God’s way of withholding growth opportunity for those too weak to make it.  But not you, right?  You want to grow so you welcome punishment.  Right?

Oh, just one more thing.  The Hebrew word here is paqad.  The translation “punish” is by no means as clear as you might imagine.  Take a look at this. http://skipmoen.com/2013/09/30/original-dissent/
Topical Index:  punishment, growth, blessings, paqad
October 1  Then Moses assembled all the congregation of the sons of Israel, and said to them, “These are the things that the Lord has commanded you to do:”   Exodus 35:1  NASB

A Personal Savior?
Congregation – In this verse, Moses uses both Hebrew words associated with the Apostolic Writings’ use of the Greek ekklesia.  In other words, Moses employs qahal (to assemble) and ‘edah (congregation) in order to call together the entire group of YHVH’s chosen.  But Moses is not gathering a church, in spite of the fact that the Greek ekklesia is usually translated that way.  Why is the assembly called by Moses not an Old Testament version of the “Church”?  Because the philosophical basis of the Greek idea of “church” is radically different than the Hebrew idea of ‘edah.

In Hebrew thought, ‘edah and qahal are collective.  The words describe the whole group of the people as one unified community.  “Judaism is a collective faith.  Despite its principled attachment to the dignity of the individual, its central experiences are not private but communal.  We pray together . . . we mourn together . . . we confess together.  There are moments when the fate of the individual is expressly separated from the group but they are rare. . . But for the most part the assumption of biblical thought is that the people prosper together and suffer together, because ‘All Israel are responsible for one another.’”

The Church, especially Evangelical Protestants, is precisely the opposite.  Faith is personal, individual and private.  “Jesus saves me,” and unless I make a personal confession, I am not one of His own.  The philosophy behind this change is thoroughly Greek.  “Man is the measure of all things” is not a communal statement.  It is a declaration of the supremacy of the unique individual.  God’s word is all about me, to save and bless me.  In Hebrew thought, I exist in the relationships I share with others.  I am you (plural).  In Greek thought, I exist apart from others.  I am me (singular).  This also affects the way I think about God.  In Hebrew, God is the God of the collective.  He is for Israel on behalf of Israel committed to Israel.  In Hebrew thought, it is God and His ‘edah.  In Greek thought, the reason God exists is to help me.  In a nutshell, evangelical Protestant Christianity is religiously rationalized selfishness.
The idea of a “personal” Savior was invented in the early 20th century by famous evangelists.  They caused a shift in perspective that has affected the Church in dramatic ways.  But they didn’t arrive at this invention without historical precedent.  They merely articulated in practice what was present in theory as soon as the early Church abandoned its Jewish collective consciousness.  And we won’t recover what was lost without deconstructing the theology and the philosophy behind it.  When we stop being about me entirely, we just might be able to return to the experience of the fist century followers.  That won’t happen as long as we serve a “personal” God. 

Sacks offers a crucial insight.  “World Jewry is small, painfully so.  But the invisible strands of mutual responsibility mean that even the smallest Jewish community can turn to the Jewish people worldwide for help and achieve things that would be exceptional for a nation many times its size.  When a people join hands, becoming even momentarily ‘like one body with one soul’, they are a formidable force for good.”

That is the point of it all, isn’t it?  We are thousands of fractured souls in denominational caves and theological cells.  Every one of us alone.  What must happen is holding hands, across the divide we have created, so that we are no longer by ourselves.  “It is not good for man to be alone,” means you and I must refuse the philosophy of individualism and accept divine responsibility for the other person.  There is no “me” in ‘edah.
Topical Index:  ‘edah, assembly, qahal, Exodus 35:1, personal, collective

October 2  for just as the sufferings of Christ are ours in abundance, so also our comfort is abundant through Christ. 2 Corinthians 1:5  NASB

Count Your Blessings

So also - Are your sufferings in abundance?  Are you pressed by a world of troubles?  Do things in life seem to be at the breaking point?  That’s exactly how I’m feeling these days.  Life is getting very heavy for me.  But notice the perspective Paul offers in this verse.  God balances our sufferings with comfort.  

The Greek words here are houto and kai.  Actually, in Greek the phrase reads, “so through Christ abounds also the comfort.”   What matters most in this thought is Christ, so Paul puts that word first.  “So through the Messiah” – that’s how everything that matters happens.  

“So” (houto) is an adverb that tells us that this thought refers to the preceding thought.  Paul writes to the Corinthians to inform them that the comfort through the Messiah has a direct correspondence to the sufferings they face in life.  Houto is coupled with kai.  Kai is used to continue the thought.  Paul is saying something like this: 

“Today you are having plenty of trouble.  You are experiencing suffering because you are being faithful in your life in Messiah Yeshua.  But just as much as you are suffering, this situation is directly connected with the comfort that Yeshua the Messiah is giving you.  This is the ‘holy balance’ of a faithful life.  The Messiah always provides as much comfort as your suffering demands.”

Often life presents us with circumstances that seem to defy resolution.  We are forced to confront our finitude, dependence and inadequacy.  This really goes against the grain of our natural lives.  We all want to grasp the destiny we envision.  But I believe that God engineers life so that we must place life in His hands.  It is really an illusion to think that I am capable of running the show.  When I put my life completely in His hands, I have to fight against the current.  Everything tries to push me the other way.  Sometimes swimming upstream is easy.  Sometimes it is very difficult.  Paul reminds me that the difficulty of my struggle to move against the current of the world is compensated by the amazing comfort in the Messiah.  He really cares!  I never lose hope because of what He has done and what He promises.  Despair is not a biblical idea.  

I am quite sure that the small assembly of Messianic believers in Corinth faced enormous difficulties.  Residing in one of the ancient world’s greatest cities of idolatry could not have been easy.  There was simply no way to avoid confrontation, abuse and rejection by those who worshipped the panoply of Roman gods.  Life was closer to a nightmare than a daydream.  But hope does not fail those who know Yeshua.  He has overcome the world in order that we might experience the presence of the King.  This was true in Corinth and it is true today no matter where you happen to live.

Topical Index: kai, houto, so that, comfort, trials, suffering, 2 Corinthians 1:5
October 3  “Why have we fasted and You do not see? Why have we humbled ourselves and You do not notice?” Behold, on the day of your fast you find your desire, and drive hard all your workers.  Isaiah 58:3  NASB
Playing the Game

Find your desire – This evening we begin Yom Kippur.  Fasting is appropriate on the day of corporate repentance.  But there should be no doubt that fasting by itself means nothing.  Ritual without restitution is empty.  Isaiah’s words from God indicate that these people fasted.  They played the ritual game.  But they did so timtseu hefets (seeking pleasure).  In other words, the real motivation behind this fast was not humility before God or sincere desire to honor Him and do His will.  It was personal gain.  They supposed that as a result of ritual practice God would do something for them.  

What evidence does the prophet produce to justify this claim?  Certainly God knows.  He can examine men’s hearts and determine their motives.  But we who do not have this capability are often deluded by outward actions.  So the prophet provides observable evidence that reveals true motivation.  The bosses fast.  They practice the ritual.  But they drive their workers hard on the same day.  The compassion, mercy, humility and submission necessary for true repentance is not present because they do not extend it to those under them.  The test of true devotion to the Lord is the way we treat other people.  “Love the Lord your God” cannot be separated from “your neighbor as yourself.”

The verb here (matsa) is unusual in that it means both “to find” and “to come upon, reach, attain.”  It is not the verb of Deuteronomy 4:29 translated “seek” (baqash) but it is the second verb in that famous passage.  Biblical thought often suggests that seeking results in finding.  But here in Isaiah, there is no “seeking.”  The ones who perform the ritual are not seeking God.  They are in it in order to find without seeking.  Their goal is to attain hefets, a word meaning “delight.”  They wish to find the emotional state of satisfaction that accompanies completion of a task.  In other words, they practice their religion in order to feel good.  That’s why the prophet excoriates them.  Their goal is not righteousness or restitution or repentance.  Their goal is feeling better about themselves because they have done their religious duty.  The proof is that none of their actions change the rest of their expectations or demands on others.  There has been no transformation of the heart.  All they got was a good feeling.

This passage makes us pay much more attention to the purposes of assembling together.  Do we seek the Lord or do we want to have our spirits lifted?  Are we gathering before Him in order to pay Him homage or are we joining together so that we might experience the emotional high of communal involvement?  Do we practice religion for Him or for us?

Topical Index:  fast, find, matsa, desire, delight, hefets, Isaiah 58:3
October 4  One who gives a sum to charity in order to gain a share in the world to come or save a life his child is regarded as perfectly righteous.  Babylonia Talmud, Pesahim 8a
Motivation

Gain – If you accept God’s forgiveness in order to get to heaven, is your choice righteous?  Haven’t you really made that choice on the basis of your own motives, your desire for protection, blessing and eternal life?  Can a righteous act be motivated by selfish gain?

We tend to believe that righteous behavior requires both action and motivation.  When we worship God, it is not enough to simply go through the motions.  Unless our hearts are also properly motivated, such acts of worship are hollow at best.  But what about acts that are aimed not at God but at other people?  Do we have to have proper motivation in order for those acts to be righteous?   The Talmud recognizes this problem.  It addresses the issue with an important distinction.  
The sages write that if the act is between man and God, then both act and motive come into play.  Intention is crucial.  Since God is the object of the action, I cannot produce a holy act unless my heart is also in alignment with God.  “For an act to be holy, it must be designated and dedicated as holy.”
  Praying without holy dedication is fruitless.  Offering sacrifices without heartfelt repentance is nothing more than the stink of burning flesh.  The prophets are quite clear.  Heart and hand must be as one when I interact with God.

But this is not the case when I act toward others.  In these circumstances, the object of my action is benefit to another.  The result determines the character of the deed.  My motivation is irrelevant.  If the poor are helped, if the sick are visited, if the oppressed are defended, if the hopeless are renewed, then the act is righteous even if it is motivated by selfish desires.  What matters here is what is accomplished for another.  In other words, while the first great commandment (“Love the LORD your God”) cannot be accomplished without heart and hand, the second great commandment (“Love your neighbor”) can be accomplished without a proper heart attitude.  What matters in the second commandment is what I do, not what motivated me to do it.

Ah, now there is absolutely no excuse for not fulfilling the commandment to love my neighbor.  In the past I might have argued, “But I don’t have the proper attitude toward him so why bother.  It won’t count anyway.”  Now this selfish excuse for inaction is dismissed.  It doesn’t matter why I do it.  I just do it.  And righteousness advances.

Topical Index: love your neighbor, righteous, gain, motivation, Pesahim 8a
October 5  You shall not hate your fellow countryman in your heart; you may surely reprove your neighbor, but shall not incur sin because of him.  Leviticus 19:17  NASB
Center for Disease Control

Incur – The most infectious disease the world has ever known is sin.  To this day there is no cure for the spread of the virus.  In fact, everyone catches it.  And it is lethal one-hundred percent of the time.  With these facts in mind, you would think human beings would do whatever is necessary to find a cure, but the record is abysmally poor.  Nothing anyone has done so far has even made a dent in the infection.  Apparently only God can remedy this.

Unfortunately, when we live in a Greek-oriented culture two dysfunctional assumptions cloud our vision.  The first is that since sin doesn’t produce immediate sickness it can be successfully ignored.  We can always deal with it later.  Today it is not a problem.  Just like the national debt, we will only deal with it when we face imminent disaster.  The second assumption is just as absurd but even less pressing.  In biblical terms, sin is communal.  Even if my life is in order, the godlessness of others around me drags me into communal guilt.  In biblical terms, I can be guilty for someone else’s disobedience.  The Western world rejects this idea on the basis of its commitment to the primacy of the individual.  But the Bible and history tell us otherwise.  We are all connected.  Consequently, we share in each other’s condemnation.
We don’t like this.  We want to shout, “No!  That isn’t fair.  I didn’t do anything.”  Ah, but that’s the point.  You didn’t do anything.  You didn’t step up to prevent your neighbor’s sin.  You didn’t protest.  You didn’t counsel.  You didn’t intercede.  You didn’t rescue.  In fact, even if you maintained your perfect, scrupulous life, but you made no objection to the godless laws of the country and the godless acts of your neighbor, you are guilty.  You failed to guard God’s reputation.  You gave tacit approval by your silence and your isolation.  You did not lift away the stain.  Therefore, you incurred guilt.

The Hebrew word here is nasa’.  It is precisely the same word that God uses in Exodus 34:7 for His act of forgiveness.  It means, “to lift off, to carry away, to take, to lift up.”  But here, in this context, what was an act of forgiveness becomes the vehicle of the burden of guilt.  By not lifting, you and I share in the crushing weight of the neighbor.  The men on the ship who cast lots to see who brought wrath upon them understood this idea.  Jonah’s sin imperiled their lives.  They might have been innocent in the courts of the West, but in the East they were guilty simply because a sinner was in their midst.  In order to be saved, they had to throw Jonah overboard.  None of this would have been necessary had they simply asked, “Jonah, why are you so anxious to travel with us?”  Their detachment nearly cost them their lives.

So what are you doing?  Are you sailing along with sinners hoping that you will not suffer consequences just because you didn’t do anything?  

Topical Index:  sin, infection, guilt, nasa’, Jonah, Leviticus 19:17
October 6  Then I saw thrones, and they sat on them, and judgment was given to them And I saw the souls of those who had been beheaded because of their testimony of Jesus and because of the word of God, and those who had not worshiped the beast or his image, and had not received the mark on their forehead and on their hand; and they came to life and reigned with Christ for a thousand years.   Revelation 20:4  NASB

Satan’s Own

Beheaded – The news is grim.  The world is filled with violence.  Os Guinness gave us just a glimpse in his book Unspeakable.  There has been more genocide, more sadistic atrocities, more expression of evil in our lifetimes than all the rest of human history combined.  Man is not progressing toward the utopia of liberal dreams.  He is racing toward the mouth of the pit at breakneck speed.  

“All the different forms of sadism which we can observe go back to one essential impulse, namely, to have complete mastery over another person, to make of him a hopeless object of our will, to become the absolute ruler over him, to become his God, to do with him as one pleases.  To humiliate him, to enslave him are means to this end and the most radical aim is to make him suffer, since there is no greater power over another person than that of inflicting pain on him, to force him to undergo suffering without his being able to defend himself.  The pleasure in the complete domination over another person . . . is the very essence of the sadistic drive.”

Abraham Heschel observed that history is a nightmare.  These days it seems that the nightmare finds its way into every aspect of our daily lives.  If fact, if you simply took one step back from the culture and observed its actions, you might conclude that we love sadism.  We just can’t get enough.  The media bleeds violence.  Hollywood is on a feeding frenzy over cruelty and inhuman behaviors.  HBO is notorious for relishing the worst of human degradation.  And we tune in.  We watch.  We stare.  We are fascinated by what animals we have become.  We are being nurtured on a steady diet of evil so that we become desensitized to any atrocity.  We live in a world of unreality.  We pretend it makes no difference.

Pepelekismenon.  That’s the word.  “Who had been beheaded” as martyrs because they witnessed of the Messiah.  Here the verb is in the perfect tense.  An action that occurred in the past but has continuing consequences for the present and future.  God does not forget.  The world will pay—dearly.  The martyrs will be avenged.  Justice will come.  After the nightmare.  

You and I may not be able to bring justice today, but we can starve the beast.  We can refuse to watch.  This is not head-in-the-sand rejection.  It is protest.  It is demonstration.  It is vigorous dissent.  It is willing to be beheaded to defeat the grip of evil on a culture in collapse.  Composer John Corigliano noted:

“The Circus Maximus of ancient Rome was a real place. The largest arena in the world, it entertained over 300,000 spectators daily for nearly a thousand years. Chariot races, hunts and battles satisfied the Roman public’s need for grander and wilder amusements as the Empire declined. The parallels between the high decadence of Rome and our present time are obvious. Entertainment dominates our culture, and ever-more-extreme ‘reality’ shows dominate our entertainment. Many of us have become as bemused by the violence and humiliation that flood the 500-plus channels of our television screens as those mobs of imperial Rome who considered the devouring of human beings by starving lions just another Sunday show.”
  

Who are you?  A spectator of the Circus in the comfort of your living room?  A victim in the arena?  Or a witness for the Messiah?

Topical Index:  beheaded, sadism, evil, Circus Maximus, Revelation 20:4

October 7  But Noah found favor in the eyes of the Lord.  Genesis 6:8  NASB
The Backwards Man

Favor – It comes as no surprise that the Hebrew noun translated “favor” is hen.  Usually understood as grace, the word is crucial for recognizing that God’s actions toward men are not motivated by Man’s essential goodness but rather by the nature and character of God Himself.  Favor (grace) is the demonstration of blessing toward another simply on the basis of the need of the other.  Favor exhibits a heart willing to act with benevolence toward someone else regardless of the actual spiritual or moral condition of the other person.  It is help motivated by compassion alone.

Noah has a need.  He needs rescue.  Noah was a righteous man, walking in God’s ways, but this does not mean God chose Noah because of his righteousness.  God chose Noah for God’s own purposes.  In fact, there is some reason to imagine that Noah failed in the task God expected him to perform.  That hint comes in Noah’s name.  It is spelled Nun-Chet.  The reverse of this name is Chet-Nun, the spelling of the word hen.  Noah is the reverse of grace.  Perhaps God wished Noah to pour himself out for the needs of those around him.  Without the witness of Noah, they were condemned to die.  Was Noah’s task simply to build the ark and rescue only animals or was this righteous man commissioned to spread the message of repentance as well?  Did Noah reach out to the lost and implore them to come to the Lord and come to the ark?  Or did Noah “go about his business,” focusing on his own rescue while ignoring the impending doom of the rest of mankind?

The rabbis argue that Noah’s life is a reversal, a lapse in the effective distribution of grace.  Noah is the backwards man, the man whose name changes the direction of hen so that it looks inwardly rather than outwardly.  In the face of the death of Man, Noah minds his own business.  According to the rabbis, Noah walked with God, but Abraham walked ahead of God.  The difference is concern for others.
Perhaps we, the righteous, have a bit of Noah’s myopia.  Perhaps our righteous standing before God blinds us to the overwhelming need of the lost world.  Perhaps we practice a statute of limitation on compassion.  We are rescued because we build arks.  But we aren’t willing to die with or for the lost.  We are backwards men and women.  

Maybe we do find favor in God’s eyes.  But at what price?

Topical Index:  Noah, hen, favor, grace, Genesis 6:8
October 8   Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves loin coverings.  Genesis 3:7  NASB
Blinded by the Light

Opened – Your eyes are opened!  What do you see?  If you were in the Garden, you would see that when your eyes were opened the world changed.  It was no longer “home.”  Suddenly you would realize that you were the alien in Paradise.  Why?  Because in Paradise everything works according to the purpose of the Lord’s design, and now you don’t.  Now you are working according to a substitute operations manual, a manual of your own design.  Once you had a straightforward purpose given to you by God Himself.  Now you are conflicted because there is another way of doing, a way you created for yourself.  Once you were blind to that alternative reality because of the light of His glory.  Then something happened and your eyes were opened.  

Notice that the verb is passive.  You didn’t deliberately decide to open them.  Someone else or something else opened them for you.  The idea is backwards, upside-down, wrong-headed.  Before sin our eyes were not opened.  But that doesn’t make any sense.  Before sin we saw only the glory of the Creator unsullied by disobedience.  Before sin we were whole, pure, radiant, responsible and transparent.  This is what we think of when we describe “seeing.”  But according to the text, this former state was our condition when our eyes were closed.  How can it be that opening our eyes makes us blind to God’s grace?

Pey-Qof-Chet, the Hebrew word for “open the eyes,” is the pictograph, “Word (speak) behind fence (separation).”  Perhaps the idea behind “opening the eyes” is really connected with listening to a word from the other side of the fence.  There is a rare occasion in the text where paqah means, “opening the ears” (see Isaiah 42:20).  It reminds us of the way Yeshua used the word in his teaching.  If obedience is listening and obeying the external word of YHVH, perhaps sin is listening to the word of someone on the other side of the barrier YHVH’s erects for our protection.  Perhaps opening the eyes in the Genesis story is really about hearing and following another voice.  And when our eyes are opened to words from beyond the fence, we suddenly become aware that we are out of place, no longer transparent, no longer at home in the Garden.  We “see” differently because the light of clear conscience is no longer present to us.

I don’t think this is simply a matter of loss of innocence.  Being naked and knowing it doesn’t imply sinful collapse of relationship.  After all, people can still be naked today, know that they are naked, and have healthy relationships.  These metaphors convey much more serious identity shifts.  It isn’t loss of innocence that matters but rather the loss of untainted trust.  Now we must exert ourselves in order to stay in alignment with the word from this side of the fence.  Now we are painfully aware that there is another voice speaking to us, a voice from “behind” us, from a place we cannot “see,” that finds collaboration within ourselves.  Now we are susceptible to designing our own future.  We have had our eyes opened to the possibility of taking charge of the blind spot of tomorrow, and in so doing we become blind to the God we need to trust today.

Rabbi Sacks suggests that sin is crossing a forbidden boundary, straying outside the fence.  It is “an act in the wrong place, a failure to honour the boundaries and constraints that form the deep structures of the universe.”
  Sin isn’t just making the wrong choice.  It is also being in the wrong place.  It is attempting to live in the blind spot of tomorrow by my own efforts.  Havvah “saw that the fruit was good.”  But, of course, that wasn’t possible in the world of today.  Today the fruit is forbidden.  Only in the projection of a future under my own control does the fruit become good.  Only when my eyes are opened to what no man can really see do I choose to listen to a word from elsewhere.

Topical Index:  open the eyes, paqah, innocent, sin, boundary, Genesis 3:7
October 9   “Is this not the fast which I choose, to loosen the bonds of wickedness, to undo the bands of the yoke, and to let the oppressed go free and break every yoke?”  Isaiah 58:6  NASB

Sticks and Stones

Every yoke – Do you want to be yoked with the Lord?  Ah, that’s a sign of pleasant comfort—the confidence of knowing you aren’t alone pulling the load.  But there are other yokes, aren’t there?  Yokes that oppress.  Yokes that constrict.  Yokes that hold us captive to destructive patterns.  They are not the pleasant yoke of Yeshua and they are not the yokes YHVH wishes us to experience.  In fact, breaking every one of them is the purpose of fasting according to YHVH’s words in Isaiah.  What good is a fast that does not release those who are oppressed under the bonds of wickedness?  What kind of extraordinary spiritual exercise pleases the Lord?  The “fast” of dividing your bread with the hungry, bringing the homeless poor into the house, seeing the naked and covering them and not to hiding yourself from your own flesh (see Isaiah 58:7).  A fast for personal religious gain, a fast of superficial obedience, is pointless.  The real fast of the Lord is found in the care of others.  And first among those caring acts is breaking all the yokes of bondage.

Kal motsah reads the Hebrew text.  Motsa is a pole placed over the shoulders of animals so that they pull together.  It is a pole of restraint, something that forces the animals to follow the owner’s direction.  Yokes of wickedness have the same consequence.  We are forced to follow.  We are constrained, powerless to break free of the path before us.  Try as we might, the yoke holds us.  We see where we really want to go, but we can’t turn aside from the wickedness that holds us.  Someone else must break the yoke or we will live out our lives circling the gristmill of sin.  The true fast of the Lord breaks us free.

Did you know that once you have trained an animal to work under a yoke, you can make that animal perform even without the yoke?  Once the pattern is ingrained, it takes only the slightest reminder of the previous yoke for the animal to respond accordingly.  You can remove the heavy collar and get the same results with the lightest pole.  Why?  Because the animal thinks no other way.  Once the pattern is put in place, the steps are ordered by expectation, not the actual situation.  The yoke of bondage stays in place without physical restraint.  The mind has been altered.

Are we not the same?  Practice the pattern long enough and it will become routine expectation.  The yoke is invisibly in place.  Who can break such a thing?  Not you.  Not I.  We can tell the victim that the restraint is gone.  There is nothing there.  But it won’t matter.  The mind is captive to the yoke of wickedness and only God can break its power.  Only God.  Until we cry out from our oppression and turn toward the true fast of the Lord, the yoke remains.

Topical Index:  yoke, fast, motsa, Isaiah 58:6
October 10  He only is my rock and my salvation, My stronghold; I shall not be greatly shaken.  Psalm 62:2  NASB

Shake, Rattle and Roll

Shaken – In Hebrew, the word for “shaken” is ‘emmots.  It is from the same root as the word for yoke (motsa’).  Both of these words carry the imagery of a pole used as a walking stick that shakes when it strikes the ground.  We can visualize this situation quite easily.  Hebrew is such a practical language!

But notice how David uses the word here.  YHVH is my Rock and my salvation.  I will not be shaken (or at least I will not be greatly shaken).  This is a promise that God will remain faithful no matter what the circumstances.  Read what Walter Kaiser says about mots.


Righteous men are unmovable and secure, for they have the Lord as their Rock and Salvation (Ps 62:2 [H 3], 6 [H 7]; 112:6; 15:5; 16:8; 21:7 [H 8]; 30:6 [H 7]). God gives them a hand on the pathway of life so that their footing does not slip (Ps 17:5). The enemy of the righteous will have no cause to rejoice in his being moved (Ps 13:4 [H 5)), for he trusts in the salvation of God.

Such assurance is strengthened even more by the everlastingly secure covenant which God made with Abraham and David. The promise is unconditionally maintained in perpetuity for all who will participate by faith. While the mountains may move (mûš) and the hills shake, God’s loyal love will never move (mûš) and his covenant of peace (the new covenant, the Ab-rahamic and Davidic covenant) will never shake (Isa 54:10). 

Did you catch this comment: “The promise is unconditionally maintained in perpetuity for all who will participate by faith”?  That is a clear statement that the Church does not and cannot replace Israel made by a man who is a leader in Christian theology.  As a scholar of Semitic languages, Kaiser recognizes that God’s promise to Abraham is unconditional and eternal.  And Kaiser was one of my professors.  But I can assure you that I never heard anyone at that school teach that the Church usurped Israel’s God in order to justify its own identity.  Somehow the unconditional and eternal promise was rearranged to fit the Christian paradigm.  If that can happen in spite of the work of scholars like Kaiser, what chance do ordinary believers have of breaking free of the yoke of Christian replacement thinking?

In Isaiah YHVH asks for a fast that breaks every yoke.  We think of this passage in terms of addictions, sinful behavior and selfishness.  And we should.  But can you see that there are other yokes, so invisibly attached that we may not even be aware of their influence?  Those need breaking too.  How can that be accomplished without wrenching pain?  How can the mind be readjusted unless we are willing to go through theological electro-shock therapy?

Topical Index:  yoke, pole, stick, mots, to shake, motsa’, Psalm 62:2

October 11  Who understands the power of Your anger and Your fury, according to the fear that is due You? Psalm 90:11  NASB
Justice as Antidote (Rewind)
Power – Read the first verse of this psalm.  No, not the first English verse.  Read the first verse in the Hebrew text.  Let me help you:  tefillah le-Moshe ish ha-Elohim (A prayer of Moses, the man of God).  We are intended to realize that this psalm, this praise to YHVH, has been handed down from Moses, the greatest prophet of Israel.  Why do we need to read this first verse?  Because it sets the context for the entire prayer.  If any man knew the power of YHVH, it was Moshe.  And if Moshe warns us not to underestimate God’s power, we had better listen.
We are inclined to think of God’s power only in terms of His goodness.  We want God to act with benevolence toward us, to exercise His sovereignty on our behalf and to be El Shaddai for our good.  But that is only half the story.  Moses directs us to the other half, a half which we ignore at great peril.  “It is a terrifying thing to fall into the hands of the living God” (Hebrews 10:31).  Pharaoh knew.  Far too often we read the story of Moses and the exodus from Egypt as if we were the protected ones, the rescued children.  Of course, we are the delivered ones, but that does not mean we serve an anemic God.  His wrath would scorch the entire earth if it were not mollified by mercy.  Perhaps we should tremble at our deliverance along with our rejoicing.
Can anyone truly imagine what it would be like to experience God’s terrible power unabated?  The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.  It is also the beginning of face-to-the-floor submission and humility.  No man can come face-to-face with His holiness and live.  And no man can come before the righteous anger of God’s power and survive.  Holiness and wrath come together.  The God who swallows up death in victory is also the God who casts into utter darkness and unquenchable fire.  If we aren’t just a little bit scared of His power, then we are spiritual sociopaths.  God invites me to walk hand-in-hand, but when I feel the grasp of His fingers, I am aware that He is touching me ever so lightly lest I be crushed.  I am the butterfly in His palm.  I depend entirely on His grace.
This is all the more reason to rejoice over the constant admonition “Fear not.”  “The power (‘oz) of the King loves justice” (Psalm 99:4).  We are rescued from the other side of the coin because God’s power is harnessed to love justice.
Topical Index:  power, ‘oz, wrath, justice, Psalm 90:11, Psalm 99:4, Moses
October 12  watching diligently that not any lack from the grace of God, that no root of bitterness growing up may disturb you, and through this many be defiled; Hebrews 12:15 (translation J. Green)
Cancer in the Body (Rewind)
Defiled – Does it seem like sometimes it’s just too much to continue on this path?  Are you wearing down in your quest to serve the Messiah, to speak the truth to your possibly hostile community, to go against the grain?  One of the themes of the letter to the Hebrews is the possibility of discouragement, the “certain weariness in pursuing the Christian goal, or making progress along the road of Christian discipleship.”
 
Ellingworth notes the number of passive expressions found in Hebrews that characterize this dangerous condition:  “drift away, neglect, fail to reach, not lose hold, become dull, sluggish, unproductive, grow weary, lose heart, have weak knees, be carried away.”  If the letter to the Hebrews is anything at all, it is an exhortation against the signs of spiritual fatigue for spiritual fatigue is not only a tumor on the life of the believer, it is a cancer that spreads quickly through the rest of the Body.
What is the end result of this weariness?  Defilement.  The Greek is the verb miaino, used in John 18:28  and Leviticus 5:3 (LXX) to speak about ritual conditions, and used is Jude 1:8 and Titus 1:15 to describe a moral condition.  The Hebrew verb is tame’, “to defile, to make impure, to be unclean, to desecrate.”  But what does this mean?  Two crucial factors must be recognized.  The first is that being defiled meant being unacceptable to God.  Defilement caused ritual impurity.  It was simply impossible to come before the Holy One of Israel, the King of the Universe, and be unclean.  Such an insult to the Lord of Hosts could not be tolerated.  The second factor, clearly recognized in this passage in Hebrews, is that defilement spreads.  There is a threat to the community when even a single member is impure.  We have a common saying, “One bad apple spoils the whole barrel.”  The same is true in the Body.  Ritual impurity and sin (deliberate disobedience) cause cancer in the whole and it must be removed.
Most believers realize that the presence of a member who is actively disobedient is a threat to everyone, but few believers are willing to stand against this situation and plead for purity.  However, even fewer believers realize that ritual impurity is also a threat to the Body.  While we clearly see that lying, stealing, adultery and dishonoring are threats, we aren’t so quick to acknowledge that violating the dietary instructions, rejecting the economic laws or ignoring the requirements for worship are just as threatening.  We have no problem rejecting moral impurity but we seem to have a great deal of difficulty rejecting ritual impurity.  One might ask why that is the case.  If we learn anything from Hebrews, perhaps it is this:  our weariness is connected to both moral and ritual defilement.  Perhaps if we lived in ritual purity we would find we weren’t so tired.  What do you think?
Topical Index:  defiled, miaino, tame’, purity, Hebrew 12:15

October 13   In those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes.  Judges 21:25  NASB

The Prescription for Anarchy

In his own eyes – “Do the right thing!”  That’s our usual ethical position.  But the problem is obvious.  What is the right thing?  We often decry Israel’s decision to demand a king.  We see that Israel opted for a system of government from the pagan world.  But perhaps we are too critical too soon.  If you lived in a land where everyone did what was right in his own eyes, you might cry out to a king too.  The truth is that unfettered ethical self-determination is anarchy.  With but a moment’s reflection, we can imagine a world where each person does whatever he or she thinks is right.  I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to live in that kind of world (although it seems that every day we are getting closer and closer to it).  A world where individualism reigns supreme is a world without hope.  It is the nightmare of history that Heschel so often mentions.  A world where any man can do anything isn’t utopia.  It is hell on earth.  It is tragic hopelessness.

“The Hebrew Bible could be turned into Greek tragedy without changing a single word,” writes Jonathan Sacks.  “All it would take would be to end its first book, not after Genesis 50, but after Exodus 1 . . . Hope and tragedy do not differ about facts but about interpretation and expectation.  But they make a moral difference.  Those who hope, strive.  Those who are disillusioned, accept.”
  

Two crucial lessons may be learned from Israel’s experience under the judges (chieftains).  The first is that society depends on order and order is never a function of unrestrained individual freedom.  Our penchant for personal liberty collapses into chaos when we project complete self-determination to the masses.  For anyone other than Robinson Crusoe, social life requires ethical rules.  Insisting that personal freedom is the sine qua non of life on earth is naïve and dangerous.

The second lesson is that biblical ethical behavior demands resistance.  Accepting chaos in any form is ungodly.  Resigning ourselves to poverty, abuse, calamity, pain or death, even if it appears to come from the hand of God, is sin.  We are expected to strive for righteousness and righteousness entails justice.  The Father’s will must prevail and sometimes that means fighting with the stranger who appears in the middle of the night at the brook Jabbok.  Hope requires struggle.  Perhaps that’s why we seem to have so much to contend with.  

The Bible is not about my personal freedom.  It is about fighting for the right thing even if that means relinquishing my freedom.  Ah, so what then is the right thing to do?  “And God said” is the key to all ethical behavior.  The word must come from outside the box because in my own eyes is always a trap of despair.

Topical Index:  in his own eyes, Judges 21:25, anarchy, ethical, hope, tragedy
October 14   “Wash yourselves, make yourselves clean; Remove the evil of your deeds from My sight. Cease to do evil,  Learn to do good; Seek justice, Reprove the ruthless, Defend the orphan, Plead for the widow.”  Isaiah 1:16-17  NASB

Detours
Remove – What worries you?  Job security?  Taxes?  Politics?  Terrorism?  Your children?  Perhaps those worries need to be removed by concentrating on what God describes as justice?  Perhaps if we paid attention to His directions, all these other things would be taken care of.  When Yeshua told us not to be anxious, He didn’t mean that we should sit back and do nothing.  He meant that we should not be anxious over things that aren’t priorities of YHVH.  Take care of His agenda and He will take care of the rest.

Notice that every one of these directives in Isaiah is completely within your control.  Hey, you might not have the last word about your job, your taxes, your politics or the evil acts of some terrorist, but you can do something directly about removing evil in your sphere of influence, learning what God says is good, reproving the ruthless, defending those without parents and pleading the case of the widow.  And, by the way, if you don’t do anything about these near-at-hand circumstances, then maybe all that worry about jobs and taxes, politicians and terrorists is just what you deserve.

“Remove the evil of your deeds,” says YHVH.  The Hebrew verb is sur.  Generally it is not about spiritual matters.  It’s just about turning aside, avoiding or altering direction.  It’s pretty practical.  You’re walking along a path toward someplace you wish to go when you get distracted and take a detour.  That’s what sur is all about.  But in this context, taking a detour means changing your direction back to God.  You didn’t know it but all along you have been on the wrong course.  In this case, the detour is the correct way.  You just thought that where you intended to go was perfectly fine until God called you to stop traveling that way and take His detour toward righteousness.

Remarkably, the thought assumes you knew you were heading in an evil direction.  It assumes that God sees all those evil intents.  It assumes that you can change direction. As a consequence of taking God’s detour, you remove evil from His sight.  You learn another way; a way that seeks justice.  You remove sin from the presence of YHVH.  

How this is possible?  How do we get to that heightened spiritual state where we are acceptable in the presence of God?  Well, He gives us the answer, and it isn’t that far away.  Learn to do good.  Obviously, it is a process.  Keep reading.  Pursue justice.  Again, an action over time.  Admonish and chastise those who are without mercy.  Not easy, but clearly possible.  Defend orphans and widows.  Yes, I am sure you can do that too.  Everything God requires in order to cease doing evil is directly connected with actions toward others.  There is not a single mention of repentance, penitence or personal humiliation.  It’s all focused away from self.  And not a word about motive.  Interesting.

Topical Index:  remove, sur, evil, Isaiah 1:16-17
October 15  For God knew his people in advance, and he chose them to become like his Son, so that his Son would be the firstborn among many brothers and sisters. Romans 8:29 New Living Translation

Foreknowledge

In advance – Read it carefully.  The NLT is the only contemporary translation that I know that clearly implies God knows beforehand each of the ones who will be chosen by Him.  All the other translations use the word “foreknew,” a word that is ambiguous with regard to the actual individuals.  The Greek is equally ambiguous.  Proginosko literally means “to know beforehand,” but it allows the subject of what is known to remain obscure.  Does God know each and every one before they come to the Kingdom or does He know that each one who comes to the Kingdom will be conformed?  The question may not be answered from this text alone, but it seems to me that the Bible is quite clear about the answer.  And the answer is not theologically comfortable.

“The Hebrew Bible  . . .  represents a radically different type of narrative.  The human characters, all the more so God himself, are complex.  There is nothing predicable about their responses to situations. . .  The unfolding of events has become suddenly uncertain, dependent as it is not on the blind clash of opposed forces but on emotion, attitude, choice, will. . . time as the arena of free agents responding to one another in freedom [means] you do not know, cannot know, how it will end.”

Pagan thinking sees the world as a sequence of the “iron chain of causality.”  Pagan worlds view Man as the victim of opposing good and evil forces.  In pagan theology, it is all known beforehand.  All that is left is to play out the parts on the predetermined stage.  “God knows” becomes the worst kind of fatalism for if God knows it all, then what occurs is the inevitable consequence of divine determination and we are nothing more than puppets in a hideous parody.  When translators of the Bible imply this kind of divine foreknowledge, they are spouting pagan idolatry.  The whole course of biblical history says otherwise.  All agents are free—and culpable.  What I do matters—and it changes the direction of the universe.  The end cannot be known because the free will of moral agents is not perfectly predicable.

When Paul writes about proginosko he is not Plato or Parmenides.  When he uses the Greek verb  proorizo (predestine), he is not Aquinas, Luther or Calvin.  God’s knowing does not entail my doing because my doing cannot be known before it is done.  I am free.  God made me that way in spite of the complexity and confusion that creates.  Oh, we long to think it is all planned ahead of time.  But we long so because we do not want to carry the weight of responsibility.  We want a cosmic excuse for our actions.  God will not give it to us.  Choose!  And live with it.

“In [Greek] tragedy nothing is in doubt and everyone’s destiny is known.  That makes for tranquility.  There is a sort of fellow-feeling among characters in a tragedy: he who kills is as innocent as he who gets killed: it’s all a matter of what part you are playing.  Tragedy is restful; and the reason is that hope, that foul, deceitful thing, has no part in it.”

Topical Index: time, foreknowledge, predestination, proginosko, Romans 8:29

If you are interested in a full analysis of the issue of foreknowledge, time and choice, please see my book, God, Time and the Limits of Omniscience.
October 16   However, because by this deed you have given occasion to the enemies of the Lord to blaspheme, the child also that is born to you shall surely die.  2 Samuel 12:14  NASB  

What Kind of Justice?

Die – Tell me how this can be fair?  David deliberately sins with Bathsheba.  In fact, King David commits several crimes worthy of the death penalty.  There is no doubt whatsoever about his guilt.  He admits it.  What is the punishment?  An innocent newborn dies.  How can this satisfy any concept of justice?

Imagine a contemporary courtroom scenario.  The perpetrator pleads “Guilty” to charges of treason, adultery, conspiracy and murder for hire.  The judge peers at the defendant and says, “Your crimes demand the death penalty.  So I will execute the child born from your adulterous relationship.”  Would you be shocked?  Would the world be concerned?  What kind of judge could do such a thing?  And if that Judge is God, then what kind of God is this?  How can I trust in God’s justice if sentences are carried out on the innocent in order to spare the guilty?  Not only does this appear to be unfair, it looks totally capricious.  Would you put your trust in a God who would do such a thing?

The story presents us with a serious theological and ethical issue.  Don’t excuse the impact by saying, “Well, God knew the child was innocent so it went to heaven.”  How does that take away any of the morally repugnant act?  No, the key to even attempting to understand this decision must come from another direction.  It must be about purpose, not consequence.

When Yeshua commented on the tower that fell killing eighteen, do you suppose he considered it an accident?  Is not God also in charge of this execution?  Ah, but they were sinners, so they deserved it, right?  We can theologically excuse the tragedy because sin requires death.  So what about David?  Back to the same dilemma.  Was he any less sinful than the eighteen who died?  Why is he spared?

Why, indeed?  Think about the ultimate purpose of God’s decision.  Who will have to live with the guilt of this death?  David.  Who will have to face the community exposure of shame?  David.  Whose reputation and legacy will be forever stained?  David’s.  Who will suffer violence in the household for a lifetime?  David.  What punishment is more severe; to be put to death or to live with guilt, remorse, shame and the destruction of the dynasty for the rest of your life?  Which punishment speaks louder to the nation?  Which punishment demonstrates the true nature of forgiveness?  The one that summarily executes the guilty or the one that reveals that the innocent must die in the place of the guilty?  Which one is Messianic?

Look, I can’t tell you if this bit of reasoning is the correct interpretation of God’s outrageous decision, but it is the only one that I can think of that even hints at understanding why God would do such a thing.  All I know is that God is not capricious, that He is just, that He is good.  Therefore, something is happening here that I can’t quite wrap my head around if I only pay attention to the guilt-punishment issue.  Perhaps God takes an opportunity to show us all, including David, that sin has enormous consequences stretching far beyond us and the forgiveness is incredibly expensive.  For the guilty to live the innocent must pay.  How does that make you feel?

Topical Index:  die, guilt, innocent, justice, 2 Samuel 12:14
October 17  “Truly, truly, I say to you, he who receives whomever I send receives Me; and he who receives Me receives Him who sent Me.”  John 13:20  NASB

Chain of Command

Receives – Have you received the Father through the authorized chain of command?  If you receive one sent by the Messiah then you have effectively welcomed the Messiah and if you welcome the Messiah then you have effectively received the One who sent the Messiah.

That seems pretty clear, doesn't it?  But what does it mean “to receive” someone sent?  And how do we know that this one has been sent by the Messiah?  Without answers to these two questions, the verse remains opaque.

“To Receive” is the translation of the Greek verb lambano.  Originally the verb meant something like “to take,” but over time its meaning changed.  In the first century, this Greek verb would have meant, “to take for oneself, to receive, to collect” or “to seize.”  In its passive voice, it would mean “to acquire” or “to grasp something or someone.”  It’s a bit stronger than our usual idea of receiving something.  After all, I don’t have to do anything at all for UPS to deliver a package to my door.  I just wait and eventually I will receive it.  But the Greek lambano suggests that I am actively involved.  I “take up” my cross (Luke 9:23).  I accept someone’s witness (John 3:11).  I receive the Holy Spirit (Acts 10:47).  I pray and ask in order to receive (John 16:24).  In this verse, I welcome the one sent.  I act with hospitality.  I make room for the visitor.  I am more than the hotel receptionist.  I am the personal concierge.

Now that I know what to do, I must be able to identify who warrants such treatment.  How will I know that the Messiah sends this one?  Some clear indicators (there may be ones that are not so clear) seem to be the following:

1. Anyone who comes as representative of the Messiah must act like the Messiah.  This is a direct inference from Yeshua’s claim that if we have seen him we have seen the Father.  Obviously, we can’t see the Father in Yeshua unless he acts like the Father, so anyone who comes in the name of the Messiah must act as the Messiah acts.  From the biblical perspective, that means the messenger does what the Master does.  Torah obedience seems appropriate here.  Someone who claims to be a representative of the Messiah but does not follow the same code of practice certainly cannot demonstrate the character of the Father.

2. Anyone who claims relationship with the Messiah must also have the heart of the Messiah.  That must at least include compassion, mercy, faithfulness, hesed, oversight in corrective action, watchfulness of the Word.  A messenger from the Messiah is a person in pursuit of righteousness, devoted to YHVH and open-hearted toward others.  Zeal for God seems essential.  Commitment to the Kingdom is irreplaceable.

Are there other factors?  Probably.  God has a way of working with unusual circumstances and odd people.  But anyone who comes and does not embrace these two must certainly be carefully examined.  

And that raises an interesting question for the rest of us, the ones who are on the receiving end.  Who are you accepting as a messenger of the Messiah right now?  How closely do they meet these basic criteria?

Topical Index:  receive, lambano, messenger, John 13:20
October 18   but at the proper time manifested, even His word, in the proclamation with which I was entrusted according to the commandment of God our Savior, Titus 1:3  NASB
Authorization

God our Savior – When Paul defines his authority with regard to the proclamation of the good news of the Kingdom and the role of the Messiah, he uses the phrase soteros theou.  It is properly translated as two genitive nouns.  The first is our Savior.  The second, even though it is in the final position in the Greek sentence, is also a genitive (possessive) modifying the noun soteros.  Therefore, it is “of God,” and the whole phrase is “of God our Savior.”  In other words, Paul’s authority comes from a command (epitagen) of “God our Savior.”  No problem at all.  This is what the text clearly says.

But the text leads to a rather perplexing theological problem.  I thought Paul was under the command of Yeshua the Messiah.  I thought his authority came from the Anointed One.  And I certainly was taught that it was “Jesus” who saves.  What can Paul mean when he clearly says that our God (that is, YHVH) is the Savior?  He certainly makes a distinction between “our God” and the Messiah.  He does not say that the Messiah saves us or that the Messiah is our God.  He uses the Greek theos, a word almost never attributed to Yeshua.  In fact, there can be no doubt whatsoever that theos is the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew El and Elohim, the One true God of Israel, used hundreds of times in the apostolic writings and the LXX.

Strange, wouldn’t you say?  If Paul’s preaching is all about the news of the Messiah, if all he wishes to know is the power of the resurrection, wouldn’t you expect him to claim that his authority rests on the salvific work of Yeshua?  Why would Paul of all people defer to an authority fully contained in the Tanakh, absolutely in concert with the one God proclaimed by Moses?  As I recall, Paul was given his commission by Yeshua following his blindness on the Damascus road.  Then why would Paul suggest that it was YHVH who commanded him?

Ah, some interpreters will draw the conclusion that Yeshua must be YHVH and that’s why Paul can use the two interchangeably.  But this isn’t the case.  Paul never uses theos of Yeshua nor christos of YHVH.  Paul does not interchange the Greek terms.  But he certainly recognizes two different roles, doesn’t he?  How in the world can he do this if he really thinks that Yeshua and YHVH are the same being in essence and existence?

I must be confused.  I thought I had Paul’s Trinitarian theology all worked out.  Now I am not sure what he means.  Maybe I should ask a rabbi.  At any rate, Paul clearly views his authority originating with the God of Israel.  We should not have expected less.  This means that we should find what we need to know about the God who saves in the Tanakh, the same Scriptures Paul had.  We should find what we need to know about Yeshua the Messiah in the same Scriptures.  That was the point of the conversation on the road to Emmaus.

So what about you?  Could you find what you need to know about the Messiah and the God who saves in the Tanakh?  Or does your faith depend on things Paul wrote?  Are you instructed by the God of Israel or do you need the commentary of the rabbi He commissioned?

Topical Index:  God our Savior, theos, soteros, Trinity, Titus 1:3
October 19  Because of the surpassing greatness of the revelations, for this reason, to keep me from exalting myself, there was given me a thorn in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to torment me—to keep me from exalting myself!  2 Corinthians 12:7  NASB
Puncture Wound

Thorn in the flesh - I started writing Today’s Word more than ten years ago.  Now there are nearly 5000 editions.  With thousands of studies about the Hebrew and Greek vocabulary of Scripture, you might imagine that I would have found some enduring answers.  But I can tell you straight from the heart that I am no “Bible answer-man.”  I am less sure today about what I believe to be true and what I used to believe was true than at any time in my life.  I have reached the point of a genuine and deep crisis of faith.  I don’t mean that any of my confidence in God as Creator or Yeshua as Messiah is suspect.  In fact, those two propositions are probably more firmly embedded in my thinking than ever.  What I mean is that I have serious doubts about me, about my commitment, my obedience, my trust in YHVH.  I am no longer confident that YHVH intends what I most want out of life.  I don’t know if I trust Him to care for me.  In a sentence, I am afraid of God.  I am afraid of what He might do, what He might ask.  But most of all, I am afraid He is finished with me, that I am no longer worthy of Him, that my life is a triumph of unfinished intentions.  These days He seems much less like a Father and much more like the Sovereign Ruler of the Universe whose claim on my life is absolute but whose demands are overwhelming.

Is God gracious?  You’ve probably settled this issue.  I used to think I had.  Then I began to discover that the Scriptures I grew up with have been significantly modified to justify theological commitments and reject Jewish interpretations.  Then I realized that the material of the apostolic writings reflects cultural influences of non-canonical documents that call into question the assumed continuity between the Tanakh and the words of the writers.  Then I found that there is a vast body of literature familiar to Jewish orthodoxy that has never even been mentioned in my Christian circles.  Finally, I learned that the Christian Church is intentionally anti-Semitic in origin and practice.  I felt as if the ground of all my previous understanding of God, sin, grace and heaven had been opened by an earthquake chasm of information—all contrary to decades of religious training.

But more than that, more than the realization that I just did not know the truth, was the awareness that I was no longer safe.  The promise of salvation by proclamation evaporated in the heat of real exegesis.  The idea that obedience is the principle and perhaps unique determination of relationship left me shattered, knowing that my life is riddled with disobedience.  The battle between yetzer ha’ra and yetzer ha’tov, once hidden under a pile of religious platitudes about forgiveness, was exposed as a raging force in my every day existence.  Habit overcame conscience.  I was confronted with the sheer arrogance of my life and the deepest fear that God would punish, in fact, was required  to punish me for my sins.   As much as I wanted to please Him, I found that I did not have the willpower to do so, and that led me to the edge of despair, a bleeding line between consciousness of my sin and brokenness over my deficiency.  Most of all I discovered the terrifying fact that I don’t trust God.

Of course, in the sanctified chamber of intellectual pursuit, I could still write about all these issues.  I could articulate the nuances, demonstrate the applications, even help others see how the power of God’s words changed lives.  But every page brought more condemnation.  At the end of each paragraph I heard the Accuser whispering, “You hypocrite!”  The gap between what I knew and what I do just got bigger and bigger until I couldn’t write anymore.  I could force the words on to the page, but they didn’t flow like they once did.  I was acutely aware of the absence of the Spirit.  

Some days were better.  I played John Wayne’s role in True Grit.  Forcing myself to not step over any lines.  But there was hardly any joy in the practice and that, of course, brought back the accusation.  “Isn’t serving the Lord supposed to bring you peace?  Aren’t you supposed to love Him?  Do you really think He is pleased with the stink of your sacrifices?”  There was no avoiding the outcome—despair.

It didn’t make much difference that the rabbis taught me that serving others even for the wrong motives was still a righteous act.  The catalog of my sins tipped the scales anyway.  I was not comforted to find Jewish sages telling me that despair isn’t a word in Hebrew vocabulary.  From the bottom of the pit, it certainly felt like despair even if I didn’t have a word for it.  I wanted to just give up, let whatever hopes I used to have of peace and fulfillment float away and stop the pain.  But there is no medication for spiritual crisis.  Sleep, perhaps.  But only if you don’t dream.

So many people expect me to be something more than I know myself to be.  I am just a traveler, often very much alone, afraid of what I might find but unable to turn back.  I do the best I can with what I have but I know it is not enough.  I am good friends with guilt.  We spend a lot of time together, sharing our common life by picking each other apart.  I no longer remember what it must have been like to feel clean.  “Maybe,” I tell myself, “I can find the way out with another hard look at His Word.”  I believe what He says, but without those comfortable artificial glasses the words seem much too harsh for me now.  I feel His disappointment.  I want to cry, to weep over me and the failure I am, but I can’t manufacture the tears.  That too would be hypocrisy.  

There are anesthetics.  They all cause greater pain after they wear off.  I am too tired to use them.  Too worn out to pretend they will help.  I know the truth.  They are false diversions.  There is no help except in Him and He is silent these days.

If faith is tenacity, then Jacob and I fight side by side at the brook.  But unlike Jacob, I know in advance I will be defeated.  I long for the touch that cripples me for then I would at least know He still cares enough to hurt but not kill.  I want to hold on until He pries away my bloody fingers, but there is nothing to grip.  He is already gone.  Jacob and I sit in the dark, waiting.

Some days all that I have to sustain me is the obligation of Today’s Word.  The 1 AM deadline.  One more page of pain.  But it keeps me alive, all this confusion and sorrow and regret.  It keeps me alive to know that someone else out there needs to hear what I write today.  And if I can stay alive long enough, maybe He will hear my cries and come back to find me in the dark.

Now that I reflect on the words written here, I realize that my focus is in the wrong place.  I have been complaining (perhaps obliquely) that I don’t feel adequate, that I feel lost and alone.  But now I see that the focus is on me.  When I look at the evidence, I see that God has used me to enrich others.  It was never about me.  He doesn’t need me to be the best at this or to feel as if I am the apple of His eye or to even worry about being alone.  He needs me to keep going because others are blessed through me.  What He is doing with me results in changes in lives other than mine.  Because I act, feel, think, write what I discover, others are nourished, encouraged, uplifted and cared for.  That is the sign of His involvement with me.  In my efforts and failures to satisfy my expectations for Him, He uses my emotional instability to touch others.  This is a deep spiritual principle.  God uses what we give Him and if all I can give Him is my discouragement and inadequacy, that is completely sufficient for Him to accomplish His purposes.  There are no circumstances God can’t use.  The question is whether or not we can see how He uses them.

Today a woman wrote to me about the community’s recent action in support of Amanda.  She said that she had never seen anything like this, that in all the years she had been going to church nothing in her religious community had ever exhibited the kind of unselfish care and concern for a woman and her family like what we did for Amanda.  The significant support for Amanda is all the more powerful because nearly all of those who contributed never met Amanda.  They were moved by true compassion.  I realized that I was blessed because Amanda revealed her heartache.  God blessed me, showed His care for me, because I see that if this can happen for Amanda, it means that God loves me too.  He just has me in a different place at the moment.

Now I feel sadness for those who did not glimpse what God was doing for us through the difficulties of followers like Amanda.  Now I realize that I have been selfish in my expectation that God needed to care for me in ways that I thought He should.  He merely had to remind me that my life is about making it possible for Him to be seen in the lives of others.

Today I am grateful.  The injury suffered in the night at the brook brought joy to us all.
Topical Index:  thorn, 2 Corinthians 12:7
October 20 “Is it not to divide your bread with the hungry and bring the homeless poor into the house; When you see the naked, to cover him; and not to hide yourself from your own flesh?”  Isaiah 58:7  NASB

The Naked Truth

Hide yourself – So you want to love the Lord with all your heart, mind and strength?  So you want to please Him, serve Him and delight Him?  So you want your life to be a living sacrifice, a pleasant aroma, an offering of gratitude?  Mazel tov!  Now let’s see if all of these good intentions become a reality that God recognizes.  Now let’s examine the naked truth.

YHVH says, “If you want to show yourselves observant of My fasts.”  This is a challenge to all of our religious practices.  The fast is an expression of deliberate attention to the Lord.  It is a commitment to set aside my needs in favor of His.  It is the height of ritual obedience since it deliberately denies the body in favor of the spirit.  The fast measures our commitment in ways no other action can.  Now, says the Lord, let’s see if your idea of a fast (of a serious religious commitment) is the same as Mine.

Here are signs of a serious religious commitment (a fast) from God’s perspective.

1.  You divide what God has given you with those who are in need, particularly those who are hungry.  Oh, by the way, this word is only used twice to describe breaking bread.  All the rest of the uses are about clean animals.  Do you suppose there is another message here?  How are you doing on serving kosher to those who depend on you?

2.  You shelter the homeless.  You bring them into the house that Lord has provided for you.  You do not withdraw from the poor.  By the way, the word in this verse is aniyyim, those who are poor due to oppression, forced submission or affliction.  This includes, but is not limited to, those who have experienced emotional and physical abuse, who have been raped, whose livelihood has been forcibly taken away, who have been mistreated by enemies or government, who have been punished without cause.  “Homeless” is a much broader category than the ones with signs you see along the road.

3. You clothe the naked.  And not by proxy!  Again the word is much broader than “without clothes.”  ‘arom is found in Genesis 2 and 3.  It is about the acute awareness of guilt!  It is about exposure, vulnerability and embarrassment.  You can contribute used clothing to Good Will, but are you willing to “clothe” the ones whose guilt has driven them to despair?  No wonder God says we are not to hide from our own flesh.  We too are guilty under our coverings.

How did you score?  God’s point is harsh.  What good are your religious rituals if they are not His fast?!  If you think you love Him, but these personal involvements do not characterize your life, who are you kidding?

Topical Index:  hide yourself, fast, ‘anaw, ‘arom, hungry, naked, abused, Isaiah 58:7
October 21  Strength and dignity are her clothing, And she smiles at the future.  Proverbs 31:25  NASB

Birthday Girl

Smiles at the future – The valiant woman (not “virtuous” or “excellent,” although these characteristics are included) is rare and precious.  A man who finds one is blessed indeed for she is a hidden gem in a world of diversions.  One of the attributes of this ‘eshet hayil is her attitude and actions about what is to come.  The NASB translation isn’t quite strong enough.  The Hebrew is attishaq leyom ‘ahron, literally, “she laughs at a day behind.”  Several idioms are in play here.  First, of course, is the interesting verb tsahaq (to laugh, to mock, to play), a verb that is the basis of the name yitshaq (Isaac) and reminds us of the word play involving his name in the story about the king’s observation of Yitzhak’s “playing” with Rebecca.  So “smiles” isn’t enough.  This action is intimate, personal and purposeful.  The warrior woman of the poem doesn’t “smile” at what is to come.  She laughs at it.  She plays with it.  It brings her no anxiety or angst.  She knows the God of her life and trusts Him.  She knows her capabilities and trusts them.  While others worry about the future, she exhibits confidence and reliance.  The future is her personal toy.

Of course, the “future” isn’t quite right either.  The root is ‘ahar from which Hebrew derives ‘aharit and ‘aharon.  The picture is “what is behind, what tarries, what is delayed.”  In Hebrew thought, human beings do not face “ahead” toward the future but rather “behind” toward what has already occurred, and because the orientation is toward what is clearly known from past experience, the future (what cannot be seen) is of little concern.  God knows where we are going.  The fact that we do not know doesn't matter since we have a clear and unambiguous record of His care in the past.  The warrior woman laughs at the threat of tomorrow because she knows the God of yesterday and today.  Her confidence faces backwards, looking at all that God delayed and deferred on behalf of His people.  She trusts history and therefore, she need not fear what is as yet only supposition.  Time will tell.  It’s an adventure, not fate.

The poem points us to a woman who knows who she is, where she belongs and who she belongs to.  The poem is found on the lips of Ruth.  Your people, your place, your God—will be mine.  Find a woman like that and you have treasure indeed.

Ask any woman where she comes from and where she is going.  The angel of the Lord asked these questions to Hagar.  The warrior woman will point to her birth, the day she started the journey from Moab to Bethlehem.  The warrior woman will call her birth day the beginning of discovery—the day the God of Israel began instructing her in His ways and His deeds.  She was born to “laugh behind,” a great sign of God’s delight in her.
Topical Index:  laugh, tsahaq, ahar, future, ‘eshet hayil, Proverbs 31:25
October 22  Do you indeed speak righteousness, O gods? Do you judge uprightly, O sons of men? Psalm 58:1 [English] NASB

The Burden of Leadership

O gods – So you’re a leader?  You have authority over others.  You guide them.  They look to you for direction.  Whether officially or unofficially, you have been thrust to the front.  You might not even want that role, but it’s yours.  Now what does God expect of you?

First, we must notice that the Tanakh uses the word ‘elem for those in charge.  This is a very strange word to use here since it usually means “silence.”  You can see by the translation that scholars believe it should be translated as if it were elohim, the same word used to describe God’s unique classification among sentient beings.  This should give us considerable pause.  In biblical thought, leaders are representatives of the Lord.  They are to act as He would act, say what He would say, think as He thinks, care as He cares.  They are elohim, the regents of YHVH on earth.  If this is what the verse has in mind, this simple qualification means that nearly all of those we designate “leader” do not fit the bill.  If you want to practice for your role in the Kingdom, when the King establishes His rule and reign, then start being elohim now for He will certainly not be employing any who are not elohim when He returns. (If you want a rule of thumb about what it means to act as elohim, try living according to Exodus 34:6-7).
Secondly, we notice that two actions are mentioned.  This first is “speak righteousness.”  The explanation of this phrase is fairly obvious.  It uses dabar and tsedeq.  In other words, “say what is right.”  Of course, only the LORD determines what is right, so this means that leaders must know His words and be willing to speak them.  Once again most of the men and women we call leaders are left out of the picture.  Where are those who know what He says and speak it to us?  Gone the way of religious syncretism, I’m afraid.  To speak the words of YHVH is probably the least politically correct oratory one could imagine, but then we live in a world without prophets, probably because we killed them all.

It is interesting to notice that if ‘elem really means “silence” instead of a shortened version of elohim, then David is drawing our attention to the lack of prophetic challenge.  “Do you really speak righteousness, you silent ones?”  Leaders from the Lord speak His voice.  They do not retreat to silence in the face of wickedness.  They announce the truth, something like this: “Honor the Sabbath.  Stop pretending it is Sunday.  Do what God says!”  Or something like this:  “Both the Tanakh and the apostolic writings condemn homosexual behavior.  Don’t try to alter the meanings of the words to fit your agenda.”  I am sure you can add a few more.  To be silent about righteousness is to disqualify yourself as a Kingdom leader.

Finally, David connects speaking God’s voice with judging uprightly.  The root word is shapat.  This is the principle Hebrew word for governance.  It includes every aspect of governing a people.  It does not differentiate between “church” and “state.”  Life is life, no matter what category we put it in, and God has something to say about how we live in His world.  To “judge” is to exercise His will on earth as it is in heaven.

Leadership?  Do David’s conditions describe you in your role as guide for others?  Do you think God put you in this place so you could be silent and keep to yourself?

Topical Index: leader, ‘elem, elohim, shapat, silence, governance, Psalm 58:1
October 23  But we thy people, whom thou hast called thy first-born, only begotten, zealous for thee, and most dear, have been given into their hands.. 4 Esdras 6:58  Revised Standard Version

Apocalyptic Context

First-born, only begotten – 4 Esdras (sometimes called 2 Esdras or Latin Esdras) is apocalyptic literature written perhaps as early as 70 CE or as late as the Second Century CE.  It is recognized as canonical by some branches of Christianity.  What is important for our review is what this book tells us about the Jewish concept of Israel in the First and Second Centuries during or immediately following the apostolic writings.  In particular, Israel itself is recognized as God’s first-born and only begotten.  In other words, the same ideas that surround the person of the Messiah are assigned to the people of Israel as a whole.  What we as followers of Yeshua HaMashiach might have thought was a unique designation of the Messiah seems to have also been attributed to the entire community of Israel.  Of course, if 4 Esdras is late, then this helps us understand that the Jewish world may have been reacting to claims of a personal Messiah by presenting a corporate Messiah.  But this doesn’t mean the author of 4 Esdras simply concocted the idea.  

The Tanakh sets the precedent for this corporate view with many verses that designate Israel as a whole as God’s “son” (singular) and “chosen one” and “first-born.”  While we could force these verses to support personal Messianic meanings, it seems more likely in context that YHVH is describing Israel.  How are we to understand this?  Perhaps the explanation works both ways.  Perhaps there is a sense in which Israel as a whole is God’s first-born, His only begotten.  After all, YHVH chose Israel from among all the nations as His representative on earth and He did, in fact, birth Israel from Abraham through a very long and carefully orchestrated process.  On the other side, there are certainly references to Yeshua as the true representative of what YHVH had in mind for Israel.  In fact, Yeshua is in this sense a representative of the whole of God’s people, both in his life on earth and in his initiation of the Kingdom as the first fruit of those who will come after him.  So in a sense, both the apostolic writers and the author of 4 Esdras are correct.  Israel is the Messiah, the Messiah is Israel and both are found in Yeshua.

What’s important about the language of 4 Esdras is the reminder that sometime before the end of the Second Century debate about the person of the Messiah was already in play in the believing community.  I do not mean that there was a schism between Jew and Christian.  I mean that within the larger Jewish community, made up of those who believed Yeshua was the Messiah and those who remained unconvinced, the meaning of “Messiah” was already debated.  The Gentile “Christian” church, formed after 135 CE, was not a part of this debate.  This was an in-house discussion.  The Christian Church merely stoked the fire later in order to distinguish itself from these Jewish concepts.  4 Esdras teaches us that we need to examine the Jewish world of the First and Second Centuries if we want to understand the role of the Messiah in our canon.

Topical Index:  4 Esdras 6:58, Messiah, only-begotten, first born, Israel
October 24  Now it happened at the end of two full years that Pharaoh had a dream  Genesis 41:1  NASB

The Doors of Heaven and Hell

Dream – Pharaoh’s dream was a nightmare.  He saw his country ravished by famine and he didn’t know what to do to stop it.  The Hebrew language has only one word for dream.  It is halam.  While most dreams are without spiritual significance, there are some dreams that God uses to speak to men.  In some cases, these kinds of dreams require another person to explain their meaning.  This is how Joseph was introduced to Pharaoh.

Modern psychotherapy has a lot of theories about dreams, most of them without any religious context.  But if we believe that God is the sovereign Lord of the universe, then our dreams are also under His authority.  That certainly does not mean that every dream is a revelation from God.  But our dreams often seem to be places where spiritual struggles take place.  They occur when our active minds are relaxed.  And with the mind at rest, many things that we would guard against while awake seem to attack us in sleep.

Sometimes dreams open doors that we have closed.  There is a computer language saying “garbage in, garbage out.”  This little phrase describes some dreams.  When we dream about things that we would never allow as part of our waking behavior, we can usually trace that experience back to some inadvertent exposure to the world’s moral garbage or to some deliberate immoral condition that we allowed at some time in the past.  Those dreams are particularly disturbing.  They often put us in dream-state circumstances that overturn our desires for holiness.  And because they are dreams, we seem powerless to resist the actions that occur.  We wake up feeling like “garbage.”  All of this makes two things very clear:

1. My mind collects whatever it is exposed to.  So, I need to be a lot more selective about what I pass in front of my mind.  There is freedom in turning away from the moral garbage.  I can’t dream about things that were never part of my collection.

2. I need God to wash my thoughts and my heart.  He is still the Lord of my life and that means He is the Lord of my dreams.  I may not be able to resist the doors that open in the middle of the night, but God can.  If God used dreams in the past to reveal His plans to men, He can wash my dreams today to reveal His glory.

Tonight just might be the time when your dreams move from hell to heaven.  Tonight might be the time when what you collect today finds a way to reveal His glory.  So gather carefully.

Topical Index:  dream, halam, Genesis 41:1
October 25  Nathan then said to David, “You are the man! Thus says the Lord God of Israel, ‘It is I who anointed you king over Israel and it is I who delivered you from the hand of Saul.  2 Samuel 12:7  NASB

The Abuse of Power
“You are the man” – What has God given you that you have abused?  Has He given you influence?  Did you take advantage of it?  Has He given you wealth?  Did you squander it?  Has He given you status?  Did you become proud?  Has He given you capabilities?  Did you use them for your own agenda?

I am afraid that Nathan’s declaration to David applies to each of us as well.  We are “the man.”  We have taken what God so carefully prepared for His purposes and used it to further our own desires.  Oh, it might not be the power of a king, but human evaluation makes no difference.  If God’s gifts or God’s arrangements are not used for God’s purposes, then Nathan’s words strike us down.  I am quite sure that if you look carefully, you will find that place Nathan exposes.  Each of us has a unique seductive spot for the yetzer ha’ra.  It’s the place of excuse and rationalization.  It’s the hideaway of moral vacation.  If we could just step back from our pretense, we would see what Nathan saw, but the stench of disobedience has been covered up by the perfume of pretext.

Attah ha’ish are words none of us want to hear.  We must rather recognize our own voices saying baruch atta’ Adonai (“We bless you, Lord”).  Nathan drives home the true meaning of ‘ish when he reveals that a “man” is defined by the relationships he fosters and allows.  In Hebrew, you and I are who we include in our connections and bonds.  If we allow those connections, those associations to move us away from the call to righteousness, then the prophet will appear and call us to answer for our sin.  God did not engineer life for us in order that we might evade His demand for holiness.  He has purposes which only you and I can fulfill, and we  will answer for avoiding those purposes.  

“You are the man,” said Nathan.  It’s true.  I am that man.  I am the one who thought I deserved a break, who knew better but went forward anyway, who rationalizes disregard for the mitzvot.  I am the man who must hear the prophet’s words, fall on my face and plead for forgiveness.  I am the man who will suffer because of my own undoing.  And I am the man whose actions will cause harm to the innocent other.  

“Do you think God will forgive us for the things we’ve done?” asked Denzel Washington in Man of Fire.  David knows that answer.  Yes, God forgives, but there is a cost to the innocent for forgiveness of the guilty.

“Oh, Lord.  May Nathan never again need to say to me, ‘You are the man!’”
Topical Index:  man, ‘ish, 2 Samuel 12:7, Nathan, excuse
October 26  Let those be turned back because of their shame who say, “Aha, aha!”  Psalm 70:3  NASB

Speaking Nonsense

Aha, aha – What do you do about those who seek your destruction, about those who ridicule your faith and despise God’s name?  They might not be as blatant in their opposition as the enemies of David, but they are just as intent.  They throw insults at you and your beliefs.  They dismiss your obedience as so much legalism.  They undermine your commitment whenever possible.  And they tell you that you are stupid to act as though some ancient God from long ago has any demand on you.  

These are the “aha” people.  The Hebrew word is ha’ah, from the root habal, a word that suggests vanity, emptiness and worthlessness.  You will find it in the famous lines of Ecclesiastes.  Here it is used to describe the insult of your opponent, the one who thinks you are wasting your time and your energy on following this out-of-date religion.  Your opponent considers your efforts worthless or worse.  He tosses his hand in the air while he says, “What’s the matter with you, anyway.  Don’t you see that none of this applies to you anymore?  Why do you think you still have to follow some stupid regulation for the Jews?” 

It’s quite interesting that the same word is used to describe the false gods of pagan religion.  They are empty.  They are vanity.  They are worthless.  In this psalm, those who claim to speak common sense are really speaking nonsense.  Their words are the empty ones.  Products of their own inventions, they have concluded that God’s revelation is limited by human progress.  They have forgotten who they are and who He is, and in the process, they rationalize their disobedience with spiritual rhetoric not even the Accuser could improve.  They have no shame.

 But they will.  The “Aha” will become a cry of agony when they awaken to the condemnation they have brought upon themselves.  They will see the constancy of the Lord and know that their self-justified rejection of His instructions has led them to destruction.  Their persuasive tomes will be open tombs when the God of Israel holds His count of accounts.  Shame will cover them like a tsunami covers the islands.  And they will be required to explain every word of nonsense, every ha’ah uttered in the face of God.

Oh, unhappy day.  Oh, unhappy day.  The day my rationalization was washed away.

Topical Index:  aha, ha’ah, habal, worthlessness, empty, vanity, Psalm 70:3
October 27  But realize this, that in the last days difficult times will come.  2 Timothy 3:1  NASB

Signs of the Times

Last days – So how will we know we are in the last days?  First, let’s examine the question.  Do we need to know?  Is the question even appropriate?  In an important sense, this question reveals human pride, not religious humility.  The truth is that God knows—and the rest is none of our business.  We are asked to be prepared, not to discern the time of the end.  In fact, we might ask a more important question.  “Why do we think we need to know?”  That question often reveals a desire for “secret” knowledge and that leads to pride.  So if we are going to ask about the end, we must first be aware of the danger posed by this question.  OK?

Now notice that Paul does tell Timothy something about the last days.  The Greek is eschatais hemerais enstesontai, the last days that will come.  Perhaps the Greek is better rendered, “the last days that will be present,” since the idea of “impending” is not found in the verb enistemi.  We derive our theology of eschatology from the Greek word for “last,” that is, eschatos.  Certainly Paul wanted Timothy to recognize something about these days so that he might be prepared for them.  But now we are in for a shock.  Not one single characteristic of Paul’s description of the last days has any predictive value.  In other words, the list that Paul provides tells us absolutely nothing about world events, fulfillment of prophecy, future occurrences, political consequences or astrophysical phenomena.  Look at the list:  men will be lovers of self, lovers of money, boastful, arrogant, disobedient to parents, malicious, brutal, reckless, conceited.  We will look at all of these, but we must be impressed that there is nothing here that would allow us to fix a date, make a prediction, find a secret or write a book about the “end times.”  What Paul provides is a list of human behaviors, not political or cosmic occurrences, and his list is true in the first century, the sixth century, the fourteenth century and today.  In fact, his list has been true since Tubal-Cain.

Then why did Paul bother to point it out to Timothy?  Doesn’t history demonstrate that men have always been described by this list of infamy?  Paul specifies what the record already shows because he doesn’t want Timothy to have false hope in the Kingdom.  Paul uses the verb ginosko (“But realize”).  This is not the verb of intuitive self-awareness.  This is the verb of knowledge by collective examination.  Look at the facts.  Don’t be naïve by thinking that since the Messiah came things will somehow get progressively better and better.  In fact, just the opposite is true.  Before that last day, things will get progressively worse.  The key word is “progressively.”  That means we won’t experience a sudden increase in ungodly behavior.  It will just creep up on us.  Like the frog in the pot of water, we won’t be aware of the rise in unrighteousness until it is too late.  So Paul warns Timothy.  Stay alert.  Don’t fix your gaze over the horizon.  The “son” will rise soon enough.  Remember where you are.  Do what God requires here.  Now let’s go look at the list.

Topical Index:  last, eschatos, prophecy, end times, 2 Timothy 3:1

October 28  For men will be lovers of self, lovers of money, boastful, arrogant, revilers, disobedient to parents, ungrateful, unholy,   2 Timothy 3:2  NASB
Implosion

Lovers of self – How do you make an atomic bomb?  One of the important steps is to build a core that implodes in order to create enough energy to set off the chain reaction.  Simply exploding a device does not provide the critical pressures and temperatures.  The bomb must begin by turning in on itself.

Paul uses the same idea of inward focus to describe the first behavioral sign of the last days.  The Greek is philautos.  You can see two words in this combination.  The first is philos, and second autos.  Paul’s word takes the idea of a friend or neighbor and turns it into a reflexive noun.  In other words, what should have been love for your neighbor, the fulfillment of the mitzvot, has turned inwardly.  It is now love perverted into taking care of yourself at the expense of your neighbor.  

Did you think Paul was talking about arrogance or conceit?  Did you think his word describes only those who are pathologically narcissistic?  Think again.  How many people live their lives as if the neighbor didn’t matter?  How many are wrapped up in the “me first” attitude that denies responsibility for others?  How much of our materialistic, sensational, celebrity-worship culture is inwardly focused, justifying our lack of compassion for those who suffer by training us to look at the rich and famous as our heroes?  How much of your life is spent on yourself, making sure you have the pleasures you desire, the toys you “need,” the comforts that insulate you from the agony of the masses?  If Paul were to examine your life, would he conclude that you too are philautos?  Certainly one of the predominant features of philautos is blind self-absorption.  Lovers of self believe they are wonderful, noble and important.  But that’s because this is all they see in the mirror they put before them.  The true reflection of love is the image seen by others.

Twelve Step programs ask participants to conduct a fearless moral inventory.  Perhaps the most important word in that phrase is “fearless,” because most of us have a selfish propensity to excuse those hints at self-love rather than see them as direct assaults on the second great commandment.  But if we are fearless in our assessments, we will make up the list of things that we did to take care of ourselves at the cost of someone else, and then we will take that list to the external examination committee of those we harmed and ask them to point out the rest of our shut-eyed faults.  We are not so holy after all.  We are contributors to the last days.  Righteousness is a scalpel that cuts to the soul.

Topical Index:  lovers of self, philautos, 2 Timothy 3:2
October 29  For men will be lovers of self, lovers of money, boastful, arrogant, revilers, disobedient to parents, ungrateful, unholy,   2 Timothy 3:2  NASB

A Little Dab’ll Do Ya
Lovers of Money – I’m guessing that most of you are too young to remember the punch line of the advertisement, “A little dab’ll do ya.”  The message was clear.  You just need a small amount to make it all work.  Paul would have agreed, but with an entirely different subject—money!  It’s fortunate for all of us that Paul does not say, “owners of money.”  He is not addressing the wealthy.  He is addressing anyone who covets money.  It doesn’t matter if you are rich or poor.  If money is on your prized possession list, you are one of the philarguros, “lovers of silver.”

You will notice that Paul has combined two words again.  We encountered the first combination in  “lovers of self” (philos and autos).  We discovered that self-love inverts true love.   True love is benevolence toward another at cost to myself.  Philautos is benevolence toward myself at cost to another.  Now Paul notes that those who put money high on the list of desires are also lovers of the power of exchange.  They calculate the cost, as Yeshua instructed us, but their calculation is perverted.  They calculate the cost in terms of what they receive, not what they give.  They live lives of accumulation rather than distribution.  For them money is the power of control and if they have that power, they will order their lives as they see fit.  They will use the exchange to benefit themselves.

The Bible has a lot to say about money.  In fact, money is one of the most frequent topics in Scripture.  My late friend, Paul Meyer, used to challenge his compatriots by saying, “Show me your checkbook and I’ll tell you what you really love.”  Paul’s comment was directed toward those in his economic class, millionaires and billionaires.  Perhaps we haven’t arrived at that level yet, but that does not mean we don’t crave the power of possession.  The man who says, “I’ll give to charity after I achieve my financial goal” will never give to charity because his goal is himself and charity is the demand to think of others.  Philarguros are those who think life is determined by what I have, not what I give away.

“In the last days,” says Paul, philarguros will become the norm.  The righteous will be surrounded by a culture of consumption.  Greed will drive men to accumulate far more than they could ever use.  The two hundred and fifty richest people on the planet today have more financial assets than the poorest 2.5 billion people on earth.  And who does the culture value?  Who are our heroes, our models of success?  Who do we emulate?  The ones at the top, of course.  It is not their status we desire.  It is their power.  In this game the yetzer ha’ra is never satisfied.  “More” is the modus operandi of the age.

“You only have what you give away.”  Do you believe that?  Show me your check book!

Topical Index:  money, philarguros, 2 Timothy 3:2  
October 30  For men will be lovers of self, lovers of money, boastful, arrogant, revilers, disobedient to parents, ungrateful, unholy,   2 Timothy 3:2  NASB
Rare but Potent

Boastful – Not exactly!  The NASB translation of alazon doesn’t quite capture the idea Paul has in mind.  That’s because in the Tanakh and the LXX, alazon points us to yahir, a Hebrew word used only twice in the Tanakh, once in Proverbs 21:24 and once in Habakkuk 2:5.  The TWOT comments:

Both the Hebrew parallels and the Greek translation clarify the meaning. In Prov the parallel words are zēd “presumptuous, haughty” and lēṣ “scoffer” (q.v.) which are further described as “one who acts with insolent pride” (zādôn). In Hab “the haughty, arrogant man” is one who, betrayed by wine, is motivated by greed. In short, his confidence is not in the Lord who is in control of the destinies of all men.  In Wisdom 5:8 alazoneia (“what has our arrogance profited us?”) is set in contrast to the ways of the Lord and thus separates from God.

Gilchrist notes that Paul’s list in 2 Timothy describes “the unregenerate who deserve to die for these sinful practices.”
  Clearly, alazon is serious.  The point of alazon is not bragging but rather the rejection of God’s sovereignty.  These people live according to their own evaluation of good and evil.  Proverbs reveals that such lives are driven by greed; greed for anything that enhances their control.

In the last days, men (anthropoi – people) will reject the sovereignty of the Lord.  They will think life should be lived on their terms.  They will crave whatever enhances their desires and purposes.  They will ignore the needs of their neighbors and concentrate on themselves.  They will refuse to be grateful for God’s gifts and will consider what they have as the product of their own hands.  They will magnify themselves, exalt themselves and enrich themselves.  They will consider inflation a necessity for personal improvement. None of these characteristics require actual fulfillment.  It is enough to be driven by them even if the desired result never occurs.  If they don’t get what they want, then the alazon will decry the “unfairness” of life because they did not get what they deserved!

Ego, desire, control, entitlement, greed and self-importance know no limits.  A world occupied by alazon is hell on earth where every man thinks himself to be the center of the universe.  Perhaps you and I need a planetary analysis.  Who do you think orbits your celestial plane?  Who do you want to circulate around you?  Just how important are you to yourself?  And when you finish looking at your navel, gaze upward to the stars and ask yourself how much of this universe you really occupy?

Topical Index:  arrogance, pride, boastful, alazon, yahir, 2 Timothy 3:2, Habakkuk 2:5
October 31  For men will be lovers of self, lovers of money, boastful, arrogant, revilers, disobedient to parents, ungrateful, unholy,   2 Timothy 3:2  NASB

Limelight
Arrogant – Aristotle invented the “Golden Mean.”  But God gave him the idea.  Like most things in life, extremes lead to sin.  Standing on the middle ground is often the way to avoid being in the wrong place at the wrong time.  “Arrogance” is one of those extremes.

The Greek word here is hyperephanoi.  It describes people who think more of themselves than reality bears out.  While it can be used for those who are distinguished or outstanding, as judged by others, once turned inwardly, it becomes the mark of undue self-importance.  TDNT elaborates the connection with two other crucial terms.

“The three terms ‘insolent,’ ‘arrogant,’ and ‘boastful’ go together. ‘Boastful’ precedes ‘arrogant’ in 2 Tim. 3:2; the two terms describe different aspects of pride. In Mk. 7:22 ‘arrogance’ comes between ‘blasphemy’ and ‘folly.’ It contrasts with proper submission to God and involves a haughty disdain for others.”

Once more we see the fundamentals of sin at work: the failure to recognize the sovereignty of God and a lack of gratitude for His benevolence.  The arrogant man has no need of forgiveness because he has no consciousness of his crime.  He considers himself the authority of his life.  He demotes self-control to passionless existence.  In his world, life is for the taking and taking is the only measure of success.

Hyperephanoi is derived from two Greek words, hyper and phaino.  Hyper, of course, is the preposition of superior place.  It is to be “above,” “beyond,” or “over.”  Used with regard to devotion to the Lord, it describes a life of blessing.  But here Paul attaches the preposition to a word that means what appears or shines.  Here the word is not about the reality of God’s universe but rather about the reconstruction of God’s world in order to shine light on ourselves.  Hyperephanoi is about me in the limelight.  It is one more characteristic of those who wish life to revolve around them.  They are glory addicts and no dosage is too much.

In the biblical world, leaders are determined by calling and following.  If you want to know who leads, find the one God called.  It is usually a person who does not want the job, who avoids the spotlight and prefers the bottom of the hierarchy.  Ego is anathema to the true biblical leader.  The real leader is the one others follow because they are drawn to righteousness on display and righteousness on display is invisible to the one who carries it.

Topical Index:  arrogant, hyperephanoi, leader, 2 Timothy 3:2
November 1  For men will be lovers of self, lovers of money, boastful, arrogant, revilers, disobedient to parents, ungrateful, unholy,   2 Timothy 3:2  NASB

What Did You Say?
Revilers – Once you read the Greek, you have no doubt about the meaning of this word, but in English translations the true intent will escape you.  The word is blasphemoi.  Ah, now you know.  According to Paul’s list, those who blaspheme are on the way to damnation.  

So you better not swear, right?

Wrong!  The word blasphemeo doesn’t mean what we think of as swearing.  It covers a much wider range of vocal options.  For example, blasphemeo can mean mocking, verbal abuse, and most importantly, speaking in ways that challenge or diminish the name and authority of God.  Although the word is usually focused on abusing deity, it can also be aimed at other people.  But when it comes to God, it’s not just using foul language.  Desecrating, violating, disputing, doubting, resisting, rejecting or refusing God’s name and character are equally blasphemy.  You can blaspheme God by simply being deliberately disobedient, violating His ordinances or rejecting His mercy.  No wonder James comments on the life-and-death power of the tongue.

In the last days, says Paul, men and women will be blasphemers.  Does he mean that they won’t be polite in public?  Does he mean they will constantly use vulgar terms?  I don’t think so.  Yes, there are social expectations governing proper speech and yes, many among us give no thought to their offensive vocabulary.  Yes, the words of a man reveal the heart of a man, especially when he thinks no one will judge him for what he says.  But this view of blasphemy is far too narrow.  Paul is describing those who lift their voices in protest against God’s graciousness.  He is describing those who refuse to acknowledge God’s benevolence in instruction.  He points out that the men and women who think they have rights, who believe they are entitled to life as they wish it to be, are already on the road to blasphemy.  Blasphemy is not simply vocabulary.  It is a state of mind.

You don’t swear, do you?  Well, maybe once in awhile when the circumstances are particularly difficult.  You exercise proper speech decorum.  But that doesn’t mean you are not one of the blasphemoi.  If you reject God’s instructions, refuse His grace and mercy, cause others to fall into disobedience, doubt His authority, desecrate His reputation in word or deed, you have blasphemed.

God forgive you.  He will, of course, but you better ask quickly.  The last days are coming.

Topical Index:  blaspheme, blasphemoi, 2 Timothy 3:2, revilers
November 2  For men will be lovers of self, lovers of money, boastful, arrogant, revilers, disobedient to parents, ungrateful, unholy,   2 Timothy 3:2  NASB

Parental Controls

Disobedient to parents – “Honor your father and mother” says the Law.  But sometimes we need a word like goneusin to remind us why respect and deference are required.  Goneusin is the Greek word for “parents.”  It is derived from the verb ginomai meaning, “to bring into existence.”  The word itself means, “from the base.”  The idea is plain.  Your parents are not only responsible for your very existence, they are also the foundation of your life.  Without them you are quite literally nothing.  So we start with recognition of our debt.  We owe them no matter why we came to be or how we were subsequently treated.  Of course, God intends parents to model His fatherhood, but even if they didn’t come close, life for us began with them.  Honor is due.

With this in mind (and the lessons of Torah are never far away for Sha’ul), we must examine the next word, apeithes.  Bultmann comments:

This word means “to be disobedient” and is a significant term in the LXX for disobedience to God. In the NT it is used of the wilderness generation in Heb. 3:18, that of the flood in 1 Pet. 3:20, all sinners in Rom. 2:8, and Gentiles in Heb. 11:31. Rom. 11:30. “To believe” is the opposite in Acts 14:1–2, and unbelief is parallel. We find an absolute use in Acts 14:2. Rom. 15:31; 1 Pet. 2:7. Important phrases are disobeying the word (1 Pet. 2:8), the gospel (4:17), and the Son (Jn. 3:36).

With this in mind, we should note that Sha’ul’s use of apeithes suggests that disobeying parents has a strong connection to disobeying God.  It’s a matter of authority.  If I am rebellious, arrogant and unruly toward my parents who I can see, how do you suppose I will treat a God I cannot see?  One models the other.  Actions and attitudes toward one will certainly influence the other.  We recognize this connection when we attempt to convince someone whose parents have mishandled the role God gave them.  We have to go to great lengths to demonstrate that God is, in fact, a loving Father.  But we rarely think in the other direction.  Those who reject godly parents reject God Himself.

In the last days, more and more “children” will be apeithes, that is, the opposite of trusting, reliable or worthy.  Why would we expect otherwise?  If my culture teaches me that I am the center of my world, deserving of benefit simply because I am alive, then debt to others will hardly be a priority.  Parents simply provided me with the opportunity to exercise my rights.  Once used, then discarded.  The way of the wicked counts loss as gain.

Topical Index:  parents, goneusin, disobedience, apeithes, 2 Timothy 3:2
November 3  For men will be lovers of self, lovers of money, boastful, arrogant, revilers, disobedient to parents, ungrateful, unholy,   2 Timothy 3:2  NASB

Life Without Joy

Ungrateful – One day quite a few years ago my wife remarked about the joylessness of my life.  “Why are you so down all the time?  Why don’t you just take one of the Ferraris out and drive?  Do something to cheer yourself up.  I hate to see you so depressed.”  Why didn’t I take one of the cars and just go out for a drive?  There were three sleek machines in the garage.  Most men would have been ecstatic to have one of those Italian chariots.  But it didn’t matter to me.  I had a life of pointless affluence.  Without a purpose bigger than myself, there was no joy in having it all.  God had to strip me of everything (and He did) before I realized that joy is a product of gratitude, not possessions.

Sha’ul uses a Greek word that should make the connection with gratitude quite obvious.  The word is acharistos.  If you know something about Greek, you will recognize that this is the negative form of the word chairo, the word for rejoicing, joy, grace, giving freely and blessing.  When Greek wishes to write the opposite of an idea, it attaches an alpha to the beginning of the word.  So a-charistos is not rejoicing, not being joyful, not experiencing grace, not giving freely, not blessing.  An ungrateful life is joyless no matter how much a man accumulates.

What would you pay for joy in your life?  Here’s the price—everything you have!  Most men decide to keep something for themselves.  As a result, three Ferraris in the garage are joyless pieces of metal.  Don’t fool yourself into thinking that wouldn’t happen to you, that you would be excited, joyful and grateful to have a few of those engineering wonders.  Believe me when I tell you that I knew many men who had garages with all the right names on the hoods.  Their lives were no more joyful than mine.  What will a man give for peace of mind?  For joy?  Everything—if he has the courage.

God knew I could never let go by myself.  He knew I was afraid to be empty.  So He took it upon Himself to bless me with loss.  In a day it all went away.  After I came back to life from financial death, I realized that He would rather I have joy than junk.  My life has never been the same.

Sometimes someone who knew me when I was in the Ferrari Club of America will say to me, “Oh, you’re so clever, so talented.  Someday you’ll have them all back—and more.”  They don’t know what I know.  Joy only finds a home in an empty heart.  There is no room for other temporary guests.

In the last days life will be joyless for most people.  They will accumulate substitutes in an effort to stop the bleeding of the soul.  It will be too late by the time they realize they are already dead.

Topical Index: ungrateful, joy, 2 Timothy 3:2
November 4  For men will be lovers of self, lovers of money, boastful, arrogant, revilers, disobedient to parents, ungrateful, unholy,   2 Timothy 3:2  NASB

Sinless Perfection

Unholy – Describe the unholy person.  Write down his character traits (or flaws).  What you will end up with is a list of culturally conditioned spiritual and behavioral attributes.  And you won’t come close (probably) to the meaning of Paul’s word, anosios.  

The usual and expected word for unholy would be the negative of the Greek hagios.  Hagios in Greek is associated with sacred.  Its Hebrew equivalent is qadosh.  But Paul doesn’t use this word.  Instead he chooses hosios in the negative, anosios.  From the LXX we learn that even though hosios is also associated with sacred, its principle reference is to those people who have committed themselves to obedience to God.  In the Tanakh, this term denotes the humble, dutiful servants of YHVH who keep the mitzvot.  Anosios refers to those who reject the sacred obligation of God’s ordinances.  In other words, from a rabbinic perspective, anosios describes anyone who does not keep Torah.

Most religious people do not think of themselves as unholy.  They believe that following the precepts of the Church or maintaining a life of upright ethical behavior excludes them from such adjectives.  If you pointed to the Torah and claimed that they were unholy because they weren’t Torah observant, they would deny your accusation, perhaps claiming that you were just a legalist and you needed correction.  In general, the evaluation of “holy” or “unholy” is determined by standards of the culture and once we leave behind the culture of Israel’s God, we are left with standards that only partially reflect the Bible.  As a Torah observant rabbi, Paul would never have countenanced partial obedience to God’s instructions.  Therefore, his definition of unholy is anosios, not merely ouk hagios.

All of this must cause us to re-evaluate our idea of holy.  The biblical standard does not follow the culture of the Christian West.  It is not to be found in the Church.  The biblical standard is based on the ancient norms of Israel, set in place through the prophet Moses, explained by the Messiah Yeshua.  According to Paul, deviation from this standard will increase in the last days.  Along with an explosion of ego, a preoccupation with wealth, arrogance and blasphemy, men and women will turn away from the biblical patterns and create a religion of their own making.  This “new” approach to God will be characterized by rejection of the Torah.  It will overturn the ancient boundary stones by reinterpreting what it means to be holy.  But neither Paul nor God will be fooled.  So Paul warns Timothy.  Watch out for those who would replace God’s commandments with versions of their own.  Remember that in the last days anosios will be everywhere.  They will justify themselves by appealing to a different God than YHVH.  In the last days, men will claim to be Kingdom citizens while denying the requirements of Kingdom citizenship.  They will build empires instead of communities.

Topical Index:  unholy, hosios, hagios, sacred, commandments, 2 Timothy 3:2
November 5  But of the Son He says, “Your throne, O God, is forever and ever,

and the righteous scepter is the scepter of His kingdom.”  Hebrews 1:8  NASB
Reading the Right Text

O God – Could there be a more powerful proof text for the Trinity than this?  Here the author of Hebrews seems to clearly state that the Son is God.  He cites Psalm 45:6 as a description of the Son.  Settled!  End of the argument!

Ah, but not quite.  You see, the citation is based on the reading of the Psalm from the LXX and the LXX is a mistranslation of the Hebrew.  The Hebrew of Psalm 45:6 applies to the human king, not to YHVH.  See the article by Kleinknecht, where he notes that the use of elohim in the Psalm “undoubtedly refers to a man.”  He continues in the related footnote: “Attempts have been made to avoid this explanation by adding a [kisse’ – throne] acc. to the sense: Thy throne is a divine throne.”
  But this is not the meaning of the original Hebrew psalm.  This is the interpolation of the LXX rendering of the psalm, picked up by the author of Hebrews.  What this entails is the following:  the author of Hebrews reads the Hebrew text as it applies to a human king.  He recognizes that Yeshua is the paradigm case of human royalty, the only true and everlasting king on earth.  Therefore he applies the Psalm to Yeshua as an appropriate designation of Yeshua’s kingship granted by YHVH and confirmed by the resurrection.  Read in its original form, the verse from Psalm 45:6 has nothing to do with the equivalence of Yeshua and YHVH.  The mistaken translation of the LXX sent subsequent renditions in the wrong direction and allowed Trinitarian theology to grasp the mistranslated verse as proof for the doctrine.

Ah, it’s all so deliciously complicated, isn’t it?  All this technical stuff being manipulated to fit a preconceived idea.  Wouldn’t it be great if we could just sit down with Yeshua and ask him, “Say, tell me, please.  Are you God?”  What do you suppose he would do?  I imagine he would give a sly smile and ask a question in return.  “Who do men say that I am?”  Ah, but we already have the answer to that one, don’t we?  We just haven’t paid very close attention to that conversation.  Perhaps we need to take off our paradigm glasses and look at the text with fresh eyes.

Topical Index:  Psalm 45:6, Hebrews 1:8, God, theos, elohim, Trinity
November 6  unloving, irreconcilable, malicious gossips, without self-control, brutal, haters of good,  2 Timothy 3:3  NASB
What Comes Naturally

Unloving – If you read this in an English translation, you might think Paul is speaking about those who lack sacrificial love.  You might think he uses the Greek agape.  Then you would conclude that these people have missed the mark because they don’t have a relationship with the Father or the Son.  And you would be wrong.

Paul uses the Greek word astorgos.  It is the combination of the negative particle a and a derivative from the word stergo.  This is not self-sacrificial love.  This is a lack of basic affection toward family and friends.  Paul is describing the person who doesn’t care about even those closest to him.  

Don’t attempt to spiritualize this word.  It’s not about the “unsaved.”  It’s about the sinful condition of men and women who show no affection for family.  It’s about not caring for what should be the most natural loving relationships.  What Paul says is quite apparent today (of course, that doesn’t mean it wasn’t also apparent in Timothy’s day).  Families are fragmented.  Children and parents disown each other.  A large percentage of the population has no connection with biological fathers at all.  As the interior affection of the family fails, so does the society.  And the culture does little or nothing to change the situation.  In fact, the culture exacerbates the problem by parading the set of anti-heroes across the mighty pixel pacifiers on a nightly basis.  Reality is rebellion Hollywood style.  Marriage is a mistake.  Children cramp lifestyle.  Success is serial female conquests.  Anger and apathy walk down the aisle together.

The basic building block of society as designed by God, and therefore as the fundamental social constituent of the human universe, is family.  What diminishes family destroys the world.  It makes no difference how noble the cause, how necessary the sacrifice or how wonderful the opportunity.  Introduce astorgos into the family and life will come apart.

Today might be an excellent day to reassert your natural affection for those closest to you.  If you find that you are hesitant, perhaps some serious reconnection needs to take place.  After all, says Paul, the last days are upon us.

Topical Index:  astorgos, unloving, family, 2 Timothy 3:3
November 7  unloving, irreconcilable, malicious gossips, without self-control, brutal, haters of good,  2 Timothy 3:3  NASB
Wasting a Good Bottle of Wine

Irreconcilable – What do you think about the translation “irreconcilable”?  Does it makes you think of someone who clashes, who is antagonistic, who is incompatible with the community?  Would you describe the irreconcilable person as one who cannot be appeased, is intolerant and inflexible, is bitter toward others?  In English, all of these are related to the word, but in Greek we find something a bit different.

The Greek text is aspondos.  It is the negative of spendo, a word that means, “to pour yourself out for a cause or for others.”  It is a word about devotion.  From Paul’s perspective, someone described as spendo is a person ready to sacrifice himself on behalf of the goal.  We might think of “irreconcilable” as someone who will not enter into agreement (that is, someone who breaks a covenant), but Paul see aspondos as someone who refuses to enter into a covenant bond.

In the last days, men will see themselves as the center of their private universes.  They will be unwilling to pour themselves out for others.  They will consider what is in it for them before they make any commitments for the benefit of others.  In the last days, men will fill their wine cellars with bottles that will never be opened.  They will show their prized collections in order to impress others of their worth.  But wine is useless in the bottle.  It serves no purpose at all on the dusty shelf.  These men would rather view their accumulation than share a bond over a glass of their finest.  In the last days, the only ones who benefit from such people are the merchants who sell them the bottles.  They have taken God’s goods and stripped them of their purpose.

You might not be a wine connoisseur.  You might collect something else that makes you feel important.  There is nothing particularly wrong with that, but it will soon become a sin if your accumulation serves only yourself.  In Hebrew thought everything is designed with a purpose.  Nothing exists without fulfilling its purpose.  Fine wines were meant to be drunk in the company of others.  They were meant to be shared, to build community, to bring people together.  So it is with all you have.  Aspondos are those whose lives are consumed with keeping what they have, and in the process they reject what God intended.

Why not make a list of those things (not people) you value most?  See what you collect?  Where you spend that little bit of extra money to put one more of them on the shelf?  Now ask yourself, “Are my prized possessions serving the purpose God had in mind?  Are they building community, adding to righteousness, drawing me closer to YHVH?”

Topical Index:  aspondos, irreconcilable, treaty, purpose, 2 Timothy 3:3

November 8  unloving, irreconcilable, malicious gossips, without self-control, brutal, haters of good,  2 Timothy 3:3  NASB
Satanic Utterances

Malicious gossips – Paul chooses a very interesting word, a word we probably couldn’t imagine would be translated as “malicious gossips.”  The word is diaboloi.  It is the plural, nominative adjective of diabolos, the word that obviously is often translated “devil.”  Is Paul suggesting that in the last days “devils” will be running around all over the place?  Hardly!  He is not hinting that there are “demons” among us.  But he has something very strong to say about people who slander, gossip, seduce or accuse falsely.  He says exactly what we would expect from a Jewish rabbi.  Such behavior is precisely the same behavior as the Accuser.  It is therefore, in Greek, “of the devil.”  In the last days the Devil won’t have to do much convincing.  He won’t need to be a great and persuasive orator.  Men and women will do all the talking for him.

Didn’t Yeshua call the Accuser the father of lies?  Perhaps we haven’t understood how serious this is.  We perpetuate the destruction of God’s order with every lie, every bit of gossip, every slanderous innuendo.  That has been true since the end of the vacation in the Garden.  But Paul tells us that in the last days, “devil-speech” (for that’s what it is) will reach epidemic proportions.  Men and women will not consider the destructive power of their words.  They will judge according to the media, the culture and their own feelings.  Opinion polls will be more important than the truth.  In the last days the power of the word will be turned inside-out and vocal vomit will be the norm.  The stench will smell to high heaven but those who spew it forth will not even notice their own regurgitated filth.

The words of God are the most powerful dynamics in the world.  They create.  They heal.  They forgive.  They judge.  They condemn.  God created moral free agents with the same linguistic capability.  The risk God took was enormous.  Suddenly there existed in the well-ordered world an agent who could alter the course of God’s purpose with a word.  The story of the first seduction is about this alternative world of words.  The father of lies was present in the Garden and he continues to ply his trade by training his victims to imitate his methods.  Just a tiny variation from ‘emet is all that is necessary to push the public into the arms of the satanic utterances.

Let’s pause right here.  Do you believe that last statement?  Do you really believe that all it takes is a tiny variation of God’s words in order to undermine, misdirect and delay God’s purposes?  Do you really believe that God allows human free agents the capability to change the face of the universe with an idea, a proclamation, a creed?  I’m going to suppose that you do, just for the sake of argument.  Because if you do, then why are you going to church on Sunday?  Why are you eating pork?  Why are you following the Church’s holidays but not the Scriptural ones?  Why do you waffle on the question of circumcision?  Why do you think “Jesus” changed the Law?  Where, o where, is the scriptural support for any of these common assumptions?  Did God really change His mind when His own Son said that the Torah will not pass away until heaven and earth pass away—or maybe until the Pope says that the Torah passed away?  Who is the father of lies now?  Who is following the father of lies now?

In the last days, says Paul, a great number of people will be “malicious gossips.”  But that’s not really what he said, is it?  What he said is that in the last days a great number of people will speak Satan’s vocabulary.  Now who do you suppose that is?

Topical Index:  malicious gossips, diaboloi, devil, Accuser, 2 Timothy 3:3

ADDITIONAL NOTE:  The description of ha-satan in the Tanakh is very different from the Christian idea of Satan.  There was considerable development of this idea in the period before the apostolic writings and the concept was further enlarged in apostolic material and subsequent Christian and Jewish thought.  You might be surprised how much of our thinking about Satan really isn’t biblical at all.  Start with the article in TDNT, Vol. 2, pp. 70 ff.
November 9  unloving, irreconcilable, malicious gossips, without self-control, brutal, haters of good,  2 Timothy 3:3  NASB

The Foundation of Twelve Step Theology

Without self-control – “Hello.  My name is Skip and I’m an addict.  I admit that I am powerless over ​​​​_________.”  Such is the typical introduction in a Twelve Step group.  Paul would approve, but with one caveat.  The word Paul chooses is akrates, that is, the negative (notice the alpha) of kratos, a Greek word that means “dominion, might, power, strength.”  To lack self-control is to lack power, might or strength.  The caveat is that Paul’s use of akrates implies that we should be able to have self-control.  In other words, addictive loss of self-control is a choice, not a predetermined conclusion.  Paul claims that in the last days men and women will show their wickedness because of the lack of self-control, not because they were destined to disobey.  The theology of Twelve Step programs has it almost right.  “Hello.  My name is Skip and I’m an addict.  I admit that I have chosen and conditioned myself to become powerless over ​​​__________.”

The bottom line is this:  You and I are more than capable of choosing to go the way of righteousness, but we don’t.  We don’t because we convince ourselves of two crucial lies.  The first lie is that we can put ourselves in situations where the temptation for addictive response is high and we still think that we can handle it this time.  Jonathan Sacks is right.  Often sin is a matter of geography.  If certain circumstances have caused us to fall in the past, the solution is to avoid those circumstances in the future.  It’s a lot like muscle memory.  Any good athlete will tell you that the goal of training is to condition the body to respond automatically to certain situations.  Muscle memory takes over so you don’t have to think about what to do to make a double play, shoot a free throw or kick the ball into the net.  It’s just automatic.  The same is true of righteousness.  We all need spiritual memory training so that when we are faced with specific circumstances our past pattern of righteous behavior kicks in automatically and we avoid collapse.  All of that starts by admitting that we simply can’t trust ourselves in those situations where we fell apart before.

This reveals the second crucial lie.  That lie is resident in the yetzer ha’ra.  It is the lie that convinces us that now we are different.  Now we are immune.  Now the yetzer ha’ra isn’t so cunning and powerful and seductive.  It is the lie that we are no longer subject to the deception resident within us.  As soon as I begin to convince myself that I have conquered this temptation, that I am now victorious and powerful, I have already been seduced.  Only God is immune to temptation.  And you and I are not God.  The yetzer ha’ra will do anything necessary to convince you that you are competent, capable and courageous in order to get you to relax your grip on the truth of God’s words.  Falling is not far behind.

To admit that you are powerless is not to admit that you can’t do anything about this.  Just the opposite is true.  When we admit that we cannot manufacturer self-control on our own, we inherently admit that without God’s intervention, assistance and direction, we are lost.  And the first step to being found is to know you are lost.  

In the last days more and more people will be addicted to everything except admitting weakness.  More and more people will live lives of constant failure and blame destiny, parents, genes or God.  In the last days addictions will become accepted as inevitable by-products of social dysfunction.  

Paul expects followers of the Messiah to have self-control.  That does not mean he expects followers to conquer temptations on their own.  Self-control is the power to know where and when you are too weak to go it alone—and shout for help!

Topical Index:  self-control, akrates, powerless, Twelve Steps, 2 Timothy 3:3
November 10  unloving, irreconcilable, malicious gossips, without self-control, brutal, haters of good,  2 Timothy 3:3  NASB

At Home in Africa

Brutal – The way of life in the wild is kill or be killed.  If you want to witness this fact, take a trip to Botswana.  From the bottom of the food chain to the top, life depends on death.  We think of this fact of nature as brutal and savage, but we are wrong.  Brutality and savagery are not animal acts.  They are instincts.  Only human beings can turn what is a necessity in the animal kingdom into moral depravity.  Only human beings can be brutal or savage without divine purpose.

Paul uses the Greek anemeros.  It is the negative of hemeros, meaning “tame.”  However, a wild animal (not tamed) is not anemeros in Paul’s sense of the word because the animal’s actions are not moral choices.  Human beings created in God’s image are intended to make moral decisions based on the character of the Creator.  To be anemeros is not to be an animal.  It is to act like an animal by choice, not instinct.  

It doesn’t take much reflection to conclude that the world is filled with anemeroi.  Since they are not animals by design, we can only conclude that they are acting like animals by choice and are therefore fully culpable for their actions.  Since they are not animals by design, men and women who choose such behaviors remove themselves from the human world but they do not thereby become part of the animal kingdom.  No animal lives by moral choice.  Therefore, these people are neither animal nor human.  They are aliens on the earth, without purpose and without place.  They are “other” than God intended.  It seems that today there are more aliens inhabiting the planet than humans or animals.  As a result, the world is breaking.  I would much rather live among “wild” lions than be subject to the brutality of these aliens.  Unfortunately, this population is growing at a much faster rate than either human or animal.  In fact, they seem bent on eliminating both of God’s designed kingdoms and replacing the world’s creatures with aliens of another god.

Perhaps we really are in the last days.  We are witnessing the extermination of God’s animal kingdom at the hand of anemeros.  We know the history of the anemeros among humans.  Death is pleasure to them.  We see the coming empire of those who cherish non-life.  Abortion, genocide and extinction are all forms of the same moral cancer.  It won’t be long I’m afraid before there is no cure except annihilation.

Topical Index:  anemeros, wild, savage, brutal, tame, 2 Timothy 3:3
November 11  unloving, irreconcilable, malicious gossips, without self-control, brutal, haters of good,  2 Timothy 3:3  NASB
The Good News

Haters of good – What is the good news?  Oh, did you think it was, “God loves you and has a wonderful plan for your life?”  Or perhaps you thought it was, “Jesus died to forgive my sins.”  Think again.  The good news is that God’s Kingdom has been established on earth.  It is only a matter of time before the full Kingdom will alter forever the face of this world and His Kingdom will come here as it already is in heaven.  The good news is about the whole purpose and plan of YHVH.  The good news is that the entire universe is being restored.

That good news is described as agathos, what is “good.”  In contrast, there are those who are aphilagathos.  The Greek word combines the negative particle (a) with the word philos (friend or lover) and agathos (good).  The combination yields “one who does not love what is good.”  This expression is just the expansion of “lovers of self,” (philautos), Paul’s opening word in his description of the characteristics of men and women in the last days.  So much for the vocabulary.

But what does it mean to be “haters of good”?  From a biblical point of view, the answer must come from the prophets.  Can Paul not have Micah in mind?  “He has told you, O man, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” (Micah 6:8).  Could a rabbi think of “good” as anything other than what God ordained?  If Paul is drawing on his Bible, the Bible of the prophets including Moses, then there can only be one conclusion, and Micah tells us what it is.  Those who are haters of the good are those who reject, refuse and spurn the instructions of YHVH.  What else can Paul possibly mean?

This presents us with an enormous problem.  Up to this point, you and I may have been able to excuse ourselves from the list of despicable persons.  We might be able to convince ourselves that we really aren’t self-absorbed, malicious, slanderers, boastful or arrogant (ah, but watch out for the seduction of the yetzer ha’ra).  We might excuse some of those personal, addictive struggles as part of our inherited past.  But now we are confronted with a clear rabbinic idea.  “Good” is what God says is good.  Nothing more.  Nothing less.  And if we are inclined to remove, alter or manipulate what God says in order to change the good to fit our desires, are we not aphilagathoi?  How will we excuse ourselves?  By claiming that Paul changed his commitment to Torah when he “converted” to Christianity?  By claiming that Jesus did away with the “Law” on the cross?  By claiming that all those old instructions are “Jewish” and don’t apply to us?  Really?  Now who is being manipulated by the yetzer ha’ra?  A lover of good is a lover of what God says is good, and is therefore a lover of God.  Someone who claims to love God but does not love what God says is, in John’s words, a liar.  In the last days there will be plenty of them, I’m sure.

Topical Index:  haters of good, aphilagathoi, agathos, good, Micah 6:8, 2 Timothy 3:3
November 12  For we do not want you to be unaware, brethren, of our affliction which came to us in Asia, that we were burdened excessively, beyond our strength, so that we despaired even of life;  2 Corinthians 1:8  NASB

End of the Road

Despaired – If you read Paul’s statement in English, you think that there was a moment in Paul’s life when despair overtook him.  So how do we reconcile this with Jonathan Sacks’ comment that despair is not a Jewish idea?  The solution is found in the psychological state of the translator, not the author.

The Greek root Paul uses is exaporeo.  It is variously translated “to be in great difficulty, to doubt, to be embarrassed, to be utterly at a loss, to be destitute of resources” and “to despair.”  Looking at the list of possible translations, we notice that half of them deal with physical issues (loss, resources, difficulty).  Half involve some sort of psychological state (doubt, embarrassed, despair).  This means that the translator determines, hopefully by context, which is the correct orientation.  But from the author’s perspective, the choice of meaning must be found in the worldview of the author.  So the proper question in translation is, “What is the most likely orientation of the author himself?”  That means we need to ask, “Does it make sense for Paul to speak of his circumstances as so grave that he despaired of life or is it more likely that Paul is expressing circumstances so dire that he has no further resources to marshal?”  We can’t answer this question without examining the life of Paul.

When we look at Paul’s other writings, do we find a man who despairs of living?  I think not.  Paul is the man who wrote that neither death nor trials nor any circumstance would separate him from the love of God.  He is the man who continually exhorted his readers to put their trust and hope in God, even when he himself was mistreated, abused and imprisoned.  Paul is the man who was utterly committed to the service of the Messiah regardless of personal affliction.  And Paul is the man who elected to remain alive on this earth to complete his mission rather than die and find a heavenly reward.  Does that sound like a man who despairs of life?  Clearly, not.  

It seems to me that the translator has inserted a foreign psychological state into the life of Paul by the choice of “despair” rather than “without resources.”  Perhaps this is because the translator assumes that Paul is like us, confused, doubting and subject to emotional depression under extreme circumstances.  But this is our problem, not Paul’s, and it is illegitimate to make Paul into a contemporary believer by choosing a word that conveys our worldview.  Since alternative translations are available, this choice tells us more about the state of the translator than the state of the author.  Perhaps we need to read the text with regard to the life context before we draw conclusions.

Topical Index:  despair, exaporeo, without resources, psychology, 2 Corinthians 1:8
November 13  How blessed is the man whose strength is in You, In whose heart are the highways to Zion!  Psalm 84:5  NASB

Road Map

Highways to Zion – Would you prefer glossy or matte?  Why do I ask?  Because this verse is the “glossy” version.  It adds “to Zion.”  In other words, it glosses the word mesillot to read “highways to Zion” rather than just “highways.”  The translators are trying to help the reader understand what they think David has in mind.  The poem doesn’t make a lot of sense if David simply says, “In whose heart are the highways,” so they add “to Zion” in order for you to realize that David is using a metaphor about the pathways of God.  But does this really help?

Imagine you are living in the time of David.  You read his latest poem.  Do you really need an explanation about highways?  Isn’t the King’s assumption that you know that he is talking about a vital part of the cultural background of this poem?  If I have to explain that highways in the heart are about Zion, haven’t I presumed that the audience doesn’t have the spiritual awareness needed to read the poem without additions?  And, for that matter, why add “to Zion”?  Why not “to the Temple” or “of YHVH”?  If I gloss the word, who is able to tell me what phrase I may use?  Pick anything you like! (If you look a few verses further you will see why the translator used “Zion.”)

The point of David’s verse is that he and his people already know what “highways of the heart” means.  The entire spiritual culture of Israel described obedience to YHVH in terms of the metaphors of pathways, highways and travel.  The only journey of the heart worth following was the one God set out in His mitzvot.  No one would have thought otherwise.  That we have to add “to Zion” is a tragic admission of our lack of awareness of the spiritual journey with God.  We are a culture far removed from the assumption that Torah is a requirement of the journey.  We are the ones who need the gloss.  Our religious culture gave up its dependency on the pathways of the Lord centuries ago.  Our spiritual journey does not necessarily include the highways of Torah obedience.  Therefore, David’s road map needs an addition, an addition that was completely unnecessary for David and his people.

Try reading the verse without “to Zion.”  What can you conclude about the highway in your heart?  Do you follow whatever you feel is the leading of the Lord?  Is your spiritual strength a function of your current emotional or intellectual state of mind?  How do you know you are on the road at all?  Is it just the warm glow of the gentle coaxing of the Holy Spirit?  What actions should you take—or not take?  Havvah followed the highway of her heart.  How did that work out?  

David assumes you know that the highway of the Lord is the Torah.  What have you assumed about the road map in your heart?
Topical Index:  highways, mesillot, Torah, Psalm 84:5

November 14 
They go from strength to strength, Every one of them appears before God in Zion.  Psalm 84:7  NASB

Poetic License

Every one of them – I hope that this phrase, “every one of them,” is in italics in your Bible.  Why?  Because it does not appear in the Hebrew text.  The text simply reads, “They go from strength to strength ye-ra’e ‘elohim.”  The Hebrew verb is ra’a, to see.  Here it is in the niphal form, which means it is simple action passive.  That means the subjects (“they”) are not the actors.  They are the recipients of the action.  But this complicates the idea.  “They go from strength to strength” is a simple active verb.  The action is performed by the ones going.  But then David suggests that these same actors are acted upon in appearing before God.  What does this mean?  If we read the phrase by itself, it would mean something like, “God seeing them before Zion.”  Because it is a passive verb, “they” are acted upon.  God is the subject.  He does the acting.  But the prepositions suggest God is the subject of the connective “before.”  This makes the translation complicated, so the NASB adds “every one of them” in order to clear up the confusion.  I’m not sure it helps.

We need to back up and look at the context.  Who is “they”?  Actually, the question should be “What does ‘they’ refer to?”  And the answer is “highways,” not people.  From verse five we learn that it is the highways that go from strength to strength.  Perhaps David’s idea is more like this, “The highways [pathways of God’s instruction] go from power [strength, virtue, force, might] to strength, seen by God before Zion.”  In other words, every instruction of Torah, the way of righteousness, is regarded, understood and revealed before God.  He is the actor because He creates the highways.  They all reflect Him and His purposes.  They reveal their Creator and in this sense, they appear.  

David’s poetry can be complicated.  But all poetry pushes linguistic limits.  That’s why it’s poetry.  It bends language to cause us to think differently about ordinary experiences.  We know Torah is God’s way of living, but perhaps we didn’t think of Torah as highways revealing the character of the Creator.  Now we do.  

Are you a traveler on God’s highway?  If you are, you will notice that each signpost reveals something about Him and blesses you in the process.  You will notice that every step along the path brings strength to persevere and that you discover yourself in the journey.  You will discover that there are many detours, many intersections, but the highway is the only road to Zion.  And as you walk it, you realize that this highway is looked after by God Himself.  

Enjoy the journey.

Topical Index:  every one of them, appearing, ye-ra’e ‘elohim, Psalm 84:7
November 15  For a day in Your courts is better than a thousand outside.  I would rather stand at the threshold of the house of my God than dwell in the tents of wickedness.  Psalm 84:10  NASB

Outside the House

Stand at the threshold – How about you?  Do you think that a day in God’s courts is better than a thousand elsewhere?  Of course, you and I can’t experience what it was like to stand in the Temple court, but neither could David.  The Temple was his dream, not his reality.  So we are just like David.  He longed for a day in the Temple of the Lord.  How about you?  Are you longing to simply stand at the threshold of God’s house?

Before you affirm your desire, it might be useful to take a harder look at the phrase, “stand at the threshold.”  That translation could imply that you and I are simply pausing at the entrance before we continue in.  But the Hebrew suggests something else.  The words are baharti histofef.  The word translated “threshold” is a hapax legomenon, occurring only here in the biblical text.  Its root is sap, related to Akkadian and Aramaic where it could mean the door keeper, not simply standing at the door (see 1 Chronicles 9:24).  If we suppose that this is what David has in mind, then the imagery changes.  Would you rather be the doorkeeper of God’s house than dwell in the tents of the wicked?  In other words, what if you never actually went in, but were always just at the door?  Would that satisfy you?  Would it still be better than dwelling (reclining, resting, enjoying) time in the other tents?  How would you feel if your job was to just stand at the door?  How would you feel if you were the one who greeted all those going in, watching them pass by as they came into God’s presence, but you remained on the edge?  Would it be enough?

Perhaps David’s hapax legomenon allows us to reconsider our own self-centered desire.  Perhaps it helps us determine if being on the peripheral is sufficient or if we really thought we should be invited into the center.  If God asked you to just remain at your post at the edge of the assembly, never to enter into the inner action but only to guide others into the center, would you still long for such a position?  Would your heart be just as thrilled with Him if He called you to be nothing more than the doormat?  Or did you think that God wanted you to be the great center of attention in His assembly?

Topical Index:  threshold, histofef, sap, Psalm 84:10
November 16  For a day in Your courts is better than a thousand outside.  I would rather stand at the threshold of the house of my God than dwell in the tents of wickedness.  Psalm 84:10  NASB

Your Tent

Tent - David’s choice of ‘ohel (tent) might be considered typical.  After all, the word is used 340 times in the Tanakh for dwellings of nomadic people.  Nothing striking about that, is there?  Except maybe one small cultural correction that we should notice.  The tents of the Semitic nomads were not like the tents we use today.  Today we have special fabrics, weatherproof, light-weight, durable that provide shelter as we travel.  Today tents are tools of recreation, not survival.  Tents of the nomadic tribes were made of animal skins, goat and sheep.  The difference is important.  A tent is not simply a temporary portable dwelling.  A tent was once alive, once a skin of a living creature.  Perhaps David wishes us to make this poetic connection.  What are the tents of wickedness?  Perhaps they are our own skins, housing a creature who rebels against the ways of the Most High God?  Maybe we carry the tents wrapped around us.

“I would rather stand at the threshold than spend anytime in my skin away from YHVH?”

Is that what David might have wanted us to think about?  Is it enough to look in upon the living God than to spend a single day in my own skin disobeying Him?  Of course, we say “Yes!” but then the skin peels and we seek a little relief.  We soothe ourselves with pleasures.  We exfoliate.  The dead skin comes off.  Repentance gives us a new surface and we think, “Oh, that wasn't so bad.  God will certainly forgive me.”  And grow a new tent instead of moving to a new dwelling.  I’m afraid that we often carry the “tents” of wickedness with us because we have learned to be comfortable in our own skin.  David knew something about that and he concluded that it is better to stand at the threshold of God’s tent than to keep dwelling in the one I made for myself.

I am often amazed at the genius of David’s poetry.  He so subtly ties his thoughts to common experiences of the Hebrew culture and then, almost magically, reminds us of God’s gracious history with His people, of silken strands that connect one idea to another, of the nearly invisible hand of the Lord guiding our insights into the true mind of God.  Perhaps it is worthwhile remembering that this is poetry.  It is important to look behind the words, to search for their concealed connections, in order to discover some truth about God and about us.  Today I realized that one of my great mistakes is believing that the skin I am most comfortable occupying might be a tent not made with holy hands.

Time to move to another dwelling, to the door of the courts of the real Tentmaker.

Topical Index:  tent, ‘ohel, skin, Psalm 84:10
November 17  For the LORD is a sun and a shield, the LORD bestows favor and honor.  No good thing does he withhold from those who walk uprightly.  Psalm 84:11  ESV

The Self-Help Bible

Walk Uprightly  – The Bible is the world’s only guaranteed self-help book.  There are lots of competitors, of course.  Just browse any bookstore online or in person and you will find that “Self-Help” section is crammed with advice.  But none can guarantee success.  Do this; do that, long enough and then you are 99 and 44/100ths percent sure to succeed.  Maybe.  But God’s promises never fail.  Never.  The only problem is that they also come with requirements.  Far too often we want a god who guarantees success without obligations or conditions.  It just doesn’t work that way.  If you want the blessings of the Lord, you must roll up your sleeves and do the work He requires.

God never withholds any good thing from those who (and here’s the tricky part) walk uprightly.  So what does that mean?  Be ethical?  Live a morally clean life?  Show devotion to Him?  The Hebrew is simple:  holekim betamim.  “To walk” is a metaphor for a way of life.  It is the journey you take, the road you follow, the ordering of your steps.  It’s how you conduct yourself along the way, each and every little thing you do or say.  “Uprightly” is a derivative of the root tamam, “to be complete, perfect, full of integrity.”  It is the sacrifice without blemish, the words without anything false or left out, the commandments fulfilled.  If you want to walk uprightly, you follow the ways of God’s instructions, to the letter.  Paraphrasing life doesn’t cut it.  It’s not about what seems right to you.  It’s about what God says is right for Him.  It’s the “no shortcut” life; the life without compromise or self-justification.

Sounds hard, doesn’t it?  Like losing the twenty pounds, changing your spending habits, quitting cigarettes, turning off the office when you get home.  Of course it’s hard!  Did you think the promise of all good things was going to be easy?  Did you plan on always being a dependent toddler?  Walk, fall down, get up, walk, fall down, get up until you can walk without falling down.  

Just think about the reward.  The self-help Bible says that if you do these things, nothing good will be kept from you!  What is that worth?  A few bruises from falling?  A few nights of agonizing over your sins?  Handling a bit of rejection or criticism?  What did you want, a spiritual lollipop?

I would rather spend a day attempting to walk uprightly in the hopes that God will not withhold any good thing than a lifetime of compromise in order not to suffer any growth pains.  I’ll admit that part of my motivation is to get the good things from God, but apparently He is anxious to provide them if I just get going on my part.  But then why would I ever have expected anything less?  The self-help Bible operates on two fundamental principles: 1) God is worth following and 2) it’s in my best interest to do just that.

Topical Index:  self-help, walk, halak, upright, tamam, Psalm 84:11
November 18  He makes me lie down in green pastures; He leads me beside still waters.  Psalm 23:2  Hebrew World

The Inner Form of Poetry

He leads me – Such a familiar verse requires much more careful examination.  It’s just too easy to breeze past these still waters, imagining that there isn’t much more to the sentence than its obvious imagery of shepherding.  But then we remember that David wrote in Paleo-Hebrew, and even though we might have to interpret a bit, it’s worth looking at this sentence in that form to see if there is something we might have missed.  Low and behold, we find at least one very interesting artifact.  Here’s the verse in Paleo-Hebrew:
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Reading from right to left, we find the word yenahaleni in the last position.  This is the Hebrew combination conjugation and suffix with the root verb nahal, a verb that means, “to lead with care.”  In Paleo-Hebrew you would see the sequence of pictures for the consonants Yod-Nun-Hey-Lamed-Nun-Yod.  Do you notice something about this sequence?  It looks like a tiny pyramid.  Up one side goes Yod-Nun.  Down the other side goes Nun-Yod.  At the top is the combination Hey-Lamed.  If we were to interpret these consonants in images we might see the word as something like this:

Deeds + Life [on the up side] Reveals- Control [the top] Life + Deeds [on the down side].  

This could be a form of Hebrew poetry found in sentence structure called chiasm.  It is recognized as A-B-C-B'-A'.  Could it be that David used the same structure, well-known in his poetic sentences, inside words?  If he did (and, of course, it is speculation now), then he may have given us an additional insight into what it means to lead with care.

What does it mean, “to lead with care”?  Could it be something like “the deeds (work) of life reveal control of a life of deeds”?  Let’s elaborate using the background of David’s view in the rest of the poem and the rest of his poetry of praise.  Remember that this verb is about God leading me (David).  What if “lead with care” means the deeds that God performs which bring life (that is, all those events where God shows Himself as the ‘ezer of Israel) reveal (to me and the world) His control of the life of my deeds?  Up the pyramid, down the pyramid.  I discover God’s work on the way up, realizing that His control (what is absolutely essential if the world is not going to collapse into chaos) is the basis of my life’s work.  His work comes first.  Mine follows.  Without His control, my life spins into chaos.  But I don’t have to fear because “he leads me.”

The imagery is like a picture frame.  The frame surrounds the idea of control.  On both sides are life and work.  But on His side, I see work producing life.  His deeds bring about life.  On my side I see life producing work.  My life is to bring about deeds that fit the pattern.  He doesn’t lead me without purpose.  The purpose of leading is so that I may follow in what He has already done.

Topical Index:  Psalm 23:2, lead with care, nahal, Paleo-Hebrew
November 19  “For from days of old they have not heard or perceived by ear,

nor has the eye seen a God besides You, who acts in behalf of the one who waits for Him.” Isaiah 64:4
The World to Come

Nor has eye seen – “Every prophet only prophesied for the days of the Messiah; but as for the World of Come, ‘No eye hath seen what God, and nobody but Thee, will work for him that waitheth for Him.’”
  Just so the rabbis asserted that we are left with only speculation about the next world despite the fact that the idea of another life in the hereafter is nearly universally declared.  The penchant for speculation has not abated in twenty centuries.  From Dante to Mitch Albom, literature and theological fantasy combine to give us views of the next world.  None of it has any real biblical basis.  In the end the rabbis concluded, as perhaps we should, that there is another life and we must prepare for it.  End of story.

But we are hardly prepared for such a stark reality, are we?  We all want to know that grandma and grandpa are comfortably residing in their mansions in heaven, patiently waiting our arrival for the spectacular reunion party.  Of course, Abraham and Moses will be guests of honor.  There will even be a place at the table for Elijah.  We can’t abide the thought that we simply do not know what the next world will be like—at all!  “Eye has not seen” what God has in mind, but that doesn’t stop us one bit.  We just make up what we want it to look like and then populate the place with those people we want there.

Perhaps wishful thinking about the world to come isn’t so bad.  Except of course when it diverts you from the task at hand, namely, tikkun olam, restoring righteousness here, on this earth.  If we can’t wait to get to heaven, we are likely to ignore the necessity of bringing heaven to earth (“Thy will be done on earth . . .”).  I’m afraid that if our objective is to get out of here, we will arrive at the Pearly Gates to find no one home.  They will all have immigrated to earth with the new heaven.  Even rabbinic thought portrays this otherworldly mythology.  “The earlier generations of the Rabbis identified the Messianic era with the World to Come.  The promised Redeemer would bring the existing world-order to an end and inaugurate the timeless sphere in which the righteous would lead a purely spiritual existence freed from the trammels of the flesh.”
  If you don’t recognize the Platonic influence in this view, you need to read the Dialogues again.  Nothing in the Bible supports the idea that departing this place means “purely spiritual existence.”  In fact, there is virtually no information at all about what it means to live in the next world.  Do you know why?  Because whatever is going to happen in the next world is now, right now, a matter of trust, not information.  Right now we trust in the character of God, not in the table of contents of The Five People You Meet in Heaven.  Right now all we know is that the One True God is faithful.  Speculation is spectacularly foolish.  Is that enough for you?

Topical Index:  Isaiah 64:4, heaven, world to come, tikkun olam
November 20  Righteousness and justice are the foundation of Your throne;

Lovingkindness and truth go before You.  Psalm 89:14  NASB
The Holy Combination

Lovingkindness and Truth – Imagine God riding on the clouds, the Ancient of Days approaching.  Are you transfixed?  Awestruck?  Afraid?  Ready?  What precedes Him?  According to David’s hymn of praise, we see hesed ve’emet.  The NASB translates this important combination as “lovingkindness and truth.”  Perhaps that’s as good as we can do in English but it is a far cry from the enormity of the words’ true meaning.  We could spend time reviewing all the material about hesed, but for now we only need to recognize that ‘emet (truth) is not an addition to the thought of hesed.  It is a hendiadys [Add this to your vocabulary.  A hendiadys is “an expression of a single idea by two words connected with ‘and.’”]. David’s use of these two Hebrew words really conveys one single thought.  Hesed and ‘emet are expression of the same thing.  Hesed is truth.  Truth is hesed. 

If hesed is the unique Hebrew word describing the ultimate nature of God as relational, reciprocal, transitive and active, then ‘emet (truth) has the same characteristics.  Truth is also relational.  It is not about propositions, correct statements aligned with accepted fact.  It is about persons in connections.  Truth does not exist in isolation from community.  The language game of truth requires the interaction of sentient beings (and more).

Truth is reciprocal.  It obligates us.  We are indebted to truth.  Truth is not the list of undeniable facts of the universe, separated from all falsehood by an infinite chasm of independence.  Truth does not exist without truth bearers, truth hearers, reacting to its demands and making its presence real in the world.  Truth exists because God is my Maker and I am obligated to Him in the same way the number ½ depends on division.  Descartes was wrong.  It’s not cogito ego sum.  It is debeo ego sum (I owe, therefore I am).  

Truth is transitive.  It has to be passed to someone else.  It is not my truth.  It is our truth.  You might think that all that really matters is that you know what is true, but you would be mistaken.  The truth is God’s and He has determined that it is a shared community of understanding.  Truth doesn't exist all by itself and neither do you.  As long as there is conversation between the Creator and the creation, truth will require a “pay-it-forward” plan.

Finally, propositional “truth” is not alive.  The statements of doctrine, the facts of the matter, the notable quotes are all dead words until you make them live in you.  Someone else’s answer is never your answer until you find it in your own life.  Hesed is not static, unchanging, timeless.  It is incarnated holiness, pressing into every corner of your life until you are converted.  

How does God arrive?  With hesed ve’emet.  One and the same in all its multiplicity.

Topical Index:  hesed, ‘emet, truth, Psalm 89:14
November 21   Then the word of the Lord came to Zechariah saying, “Thus has the Lord of hosts said, ‘Dispense true justice and practice kindness and compassion each to his brother; and do not oppress the widow or the orphan, the stranger or the poor; and do not devise evil in your hearts against one another.’  Zechariah 7:8-10  NASB

Love Justice

Dispense – And what does the Lord require of us?  Micah gives the answer (6:8).  Zechariah elaborates.  Render, make decisions, administer, rule with true judgments (mishpat).  But what does this mean?  Who does this and how is it accomplished?  First, we must recognize that in ancient societies the administration of government (the real full meaning of mishpat) did not rest in some political body.  It rested in the leader, the tribal chief, the patriarch or the king.  Judgment was personal and personally given.  While there were laws, the execution of those laws was more an operation of cases adjudicated by the leader.  When Zechariah brings the word of God to Israel, he is specifically addressing those in charge—the tribal chiefs, the priests, the king and his counsel.  They are personally liable for rendering decisions according to God’s directions.

Perhaps we should use this prophetic measuring rod for leaders today, especially those who profess a biblical faith.  Let’s see:  dispense true justice.  What would that mean?  Being fair?  Hardly.  The Bible has some pretty harsh words about the idea that everyone needs to be treated equally.  According to the text, God actually chooses some for differing roles in His Kingdom.  Not everyone is the same.  Zechariah can have only one thing in mind here (as do most of the prophets).  Set your standard as Torah.  Live by it.  Rule by it.  Justice is not found in the courts of men.  It is found in the words of God applied by the courts of men.

Zechariah goes on (actually YHVH goes on).  Practice kindness.  Of course, that isn’t the same as United Way contributions or enforced government welfare.  This is personal involvement.   The Hebrew is from the root raham, an intense, deep personal connection comparable to the feelings a mother has for her unborn child in the womb.  Very personal.  Are our leaders practicing that kind of kindness?  I think not!

How about not oppressing the widows, orphans, strangers and poor?  Take the average church as an example.  How are the leaders doing on this score?  My experience suggests failure.  If, heaven forbid, a stranger, orphan or widow should actually show up at any of our noble religious fortresses, he or she would probably not find welcoming arms.  After all, what we really want in church are people just like us.  Outsiders are simply not expected to attend unless they come for conversion.

If your experience is like mine, you and I have a lot of work to do.  If we are leading the way, or if we have influence over those who lead, we need them to pay attention to the prophetic standard.  That’s the only one that matters.

Topical Index:  dispense, justice, mishpat, kindness, raham, leader, Zechariah 7:8-10
November 22   For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes.  Romans 10:4  NASB

Our Inheritance

End of the law – In 1876, Charles Spurgeon, perhaps the world’s most famous preacher of that day, delivered a sermon titled, “Christ the End of the Law.”  His message reflected the current theological view, a view that has continued to this day.  By abandoning the cultural circumstances of the author and ignoring Paul’s rabbinic perspective, Spurgeon was able to extract meanings from the text that would have given Paul apoplectic shock.  Since Spurgeon’s theology is so much a part of our Christian inheritance, it might be worth reading what he actually said.  You may find the words of this pillar of Christian faith quite amazing:
“The law is that which, as sinners, we have above all things cause to dread; for the sting of death is sin, and the strength of sin is the law. . . 

The law can do nothing else but reveal sin and pronounce condemnation upon the sinner, and yet we cannot get men away from it, even though we show them how sweetly Jesus stands between them and it. They are so enamoured of legal hope that they cling to it when there is nothing to cling to; they prefer Sinai to Calvary, though Sinai has nothing for them but thunders and trumpet warnings of coming judgment. . . 

He is the ‘end of the law.’ What does this mean? I think it signifies three things: first, that Christ is the purpose and object of the law; secondly, that he is the fulfillment of it; and thirdly, that he is the termination of it. . . 

Now, Christ has come to give to us the righteousness which the law demands, but which it never bestows. . . 

And now, thirdly, he is the end of the law in the sense that he is the termination of it. He has terminated it in two senses. First of all, his people are not under it as a covenant of life. ‘We are not under the law, but under grace.’ The old covenant as it stood with father Adam was ‘This do and thou shalt live’: its command he did not keep, and consequently he did not live, nor do we live in him, since in Adam all died. The old covenant was broken, and we became condemned thereby, but now, having suffered death in Christ, we are no more under it, but are dead to it. . . .

for ‘Christ is the end of the law to everyone that believeth.’ Now see the point ‘to everyone that believeth,’ there the stress lies. Come, man, woman, dost thou believe? No weightier question can be asked under heaven. ‘Dost thou believe on the Son of God?’ And what is it to believe? It is not merely to accept a set of doctrines and to say that such and such a creed is yours, and there and then to put it on the shelf and forget it. To believe is, to trust, to confide, to depend upon, to rely upon, to rest in. Dost thou believe that Jesus Christ rose from the dead? Dost thou believe that he stood in the sinner's stead and suffered the just for the unjust? Dost thou believe that he is able to save to the uttermost them that come unto God by him? And dost thou therefore lay the whole weight and stress of thy soul's salvation upon him, yea, upon him alone? Ah then, Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to thee, and thou art righteous.” 

Enough?  Did you notice that Spurgeon’s idea of “believing” is thoroughly cognitive?  It is acknowledgment of facts and acceptance of conditions.  But there is no necessity of actually doing anything.  After all, that would be law!  

Did you see that Spurgeon considers “the end of the law” to mean that nothing given to Moses has any further application to those who “depend upon” Jesus (but without any behavioral consequences)?  Doesn’t this imply that none of the Ten Commandments have relevance?  Can he have it both ways, hoping that we will continue not to murder, steal, lie and commit adultery but without any theological foundation for our actions?

Did you find in his depiction of the law a resident anti-Judaism, a rejection of all that God did with Israel and an implicit assumption that Israel was merely a passing stage on the way to superior Christianity?

To put it plainly, Spurgeon was not only wrong, he was criminally in error.  His thinking and its subsequent influence on Christian preaching for more than 150 years have stripped believers of any appreciation for the full meaning of God’s instructions.  He, and others like him, robbed believers of the truth.  I wonder what he thinks about all those glorious denouncements of Moses now.

Tomorrow we take a look at Paul’s statement in context.
Topical Index:  Spurgeon, law, Christianity, Romans 10:4

November 23  For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes.  Romans 10:4  NASB

A Rabbi Speaks

End of the law – “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).  

Paul went on to claim full obedience to the Torah (cf. Acts 25:8, Acts 18:21, Romans 7:25 and his acceptance of the vow payment).
  Apparently Spurgeon (see yesterday) forgot to read what Paul actually said.  Spurgeon’s view of Paul’s claim isn’t even supported by the man who wrote the words.  It is, of course, supported by the theology of the Church.  It just isn’t supported by the author.  But who cares what the author said when the argument is so persuasive.

The Greek text uses the phrase telos nomou.  There is no doubt that nomos means “law,” but in what sense?  Paul uses nomos in at least seven different ways, covering everything from principle to custom to defining characteristic of a community to Torah.  But even if we determine that Paul is here using nomos as Torah, the issue of what he means is hardly settled, for telos also has a wide range of meanings.  It can mean “end, achievement, fulfillment, success, power, completion, final step, supreme stage, goal, result, maturity, conclusion” and even, “obligation.”  Spurgeon (and most replacement theologians) adopt the simple “end,” but this is a theological decision, not a linguistic one.  We might just as legitimately have translated that phrase, “the goal of the law,” or “the perfection of the law.”  Perhaps Spurgeon is led astray by taking gar (“For”) as “but,” so that he can read an opposition between Christ and the law.  In the end, “the end” is not about “the end.”  If it were, everything Paul said about his full compliance would be either duplicitous or schizophrenic.  
The point is this:  Paul is a Jewish rabbi, was a Jewish rabbi, never ceased to be a Jewish rabbi.  Paul never converted to Christianity (which did not exist when he lived).  He proclaimed in his defense full obedience to Torah, both written and oral.  As John Gager pointed out, to make Paul into a Christian who rejected the law is to completely misread him.  

But that never stopped Christian preachers.  The context of the author, his actual words and his heritage have nothing to do with the Christian message.  That message is fixed in its rejection of the Jewish way of life.  It has been so since Christianity was invented in about 200AD.  The text has nothing to do with it.  Once we accept the theology of the Church, we simply read the text to support our beliefs.  What Paul thought doesn’t matter.

Topical Index:  nomos, law, telos, end, Romans 10:4

November 24   The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham.  Matthew 1:1  ESV

Simple Simon

Genealogy – Believing the good news accounts about Yeshua the Messiah is not difficult.  The witnesses wrote about what they saw.  They wrote to people who understood the meaning and implications of these eyewitness accounts.  They expected people in the first century Jewish culture to know the simple truth.  Yeshua ben Yosef from the line of David was sent from God as the expected Messiah.

With all the complications of theology and philosophy added since the second century, perhaps it is good for us to remember that the audience of the original accounts was not complicated people.  They were fishermen, carpenters, Pharisees, teachers, homemakers, children, store keepers—just the ordinary folk of usual life in an oppressed country, Israel.  Of course, there were intellectuals among them, but they did not constitute the majority by any means.  Most of those who followed Yeshua were just common men and women of the land.  

Why do we need to remember this crucial fact?  Because it helps us realize that the real issue of the apostolic writings is not settling arguments about soteriology, eschatology, doctrines concerning the Trinity or harmartiology, but rather a far more important issue.  How should I live when I follow the Messiah?  Since most of the earliest followers were not Ph.D.’s or even M.Div. candidates, all the subsequent theological speculation, formulation and obfuscation didn’t bother them.  They just wanted to know what to do.  The good news is not a theological textbook.  It is the announcement of a way of life, renewed in the coming of the Messiah.  What I need to know—all that I really need to know—is what to do now that He has come.  All the rest, as Akiva said, is commentary.

Of course it’s stimulating to speculate.  We run after theological doctrines with the same passionate abandon that we criticize in “end-times” prophets.  We think that the purpose of God’s revelation is to know the truth, and for us that means asserting our truth as the only thoughts of the Most High God.  But for those early believers, the real issue was doing the truth—living the way the Master and His Master taught us to live.  If they never settled the question of prelapsarian anthropology, so what?  Did it really matter more than knowing what to do about ritual impurity before going to the Temple?  Did an answer to the question about the “gap” theory of Genesis make any difference to controlling my tongue or demonstrating compassion to widows?  The real truth of the good news is that it is simple.  “Do what he says,” said his mother.  That pretty much sums it up.  Do what the Messiah says.  Just do it!  There will be plenty of time in the olam ha’ba to work out the theological answers.  Now is the time for action, for grace, for forgiveness, for mercy, for justice, for hesed.  Simple.  Straightforward.  Live the way of the Messiah.  Be conformed to him.  Time will take care of the theology.

Topical Index:  genealogy, way of life, theology, Matthew 1:1

November 25  shepherd the flock of God among you, exercising oversight not under compulsion, but voluntarily, according to the will of God; and not for sordid gain, but with eagerness; nor yet as lording it over those allotted to your charge, but proving to be examples to the flock.  1 Peter 5:2-3  NASB

Advice to Pastors

Shepherd – Aorist, active, imperative, second person, plural.  That’s the morphology of the verb poimaino, “to shepherd.”  What does this mean?  It means that Peter wants his readers to know that this is a past action of real, demonstrable effort, commanded for all (plural) who lead.  It is not optional.  It is not avoidable.  If you have any responsibility for the guidance of others in their walk in the Way, you have been commanded to shepherd.  And since Peter is delivering halachah, his words are binding on all who read them.

But what does this command mean?  How do you and I shepherd?  Obviously Peter employs a verb that describes commonly expected behavior.  After all, virtually all of his audience knew what shepherds did.  What we must also realize is that in the ancient Near East, the imagery of the shepherd included that expected role of royalty.  Even pagan gods were considered shepherds.  In the Tanakh, YHVH is considered the prime example as shepherd of Israel, beginning with the action of leading the people out of captivity.  While the apostolic writings never use the imagery of shepherd for God, it is certainly applied to the Messiah.  Peter combines both in his ruling about the actions of those in charge.  A shepherd protects.  A shepherd provides.  A shepherd directs.  A shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.  

But Peter adds something to this list.  A shepherd oversees (episkopeo) the voluntary engagement of the flock, according to the will of God.  That phrase, “according to the will of God,” could mean only one thing in the rabbinic circles of the first century, i.e., Torah.  God’s will is expressed in Torah.  Exercising any other oversight is outside the will of God and therefore not being a shepherd.  According to Peter, elders (leaders) should be eager to bring men and women to the truth of Torah living.  It is God’s way.  And the primary means for accomplishing this objective is invitation by example.  Compulsion is not the way of the Master.  We follow because we see what we desire to be in the daily life of His servants.  “Be like me” is the only altar call the apostles recognized.  What matters in the end is how you live, not what you preach, teach or reach.  A shepherd shepherds by showing.

It’s not the size of the congregation, the alphabet after the name, the television appearance, the community status or the number of books that matters.  It’s living a Torah-obedient life, a life completely dedicated to the will of God expressed in the words of His revelation to the prophets.  Without Torah obedience, a leader is just another figurehead of fame.  With Torah obedience, an elder is the proxy Messiah.  And he went to the cross voluntarily.

Topical Index:  shepherd, poimaino, elder, episkopeo, oversee, 1 Peter 5:2
November 26  Therefore humble yourselves under the mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you at the proper time  1 Peter 5:6  NASB

The Road to Deliverance

Humble yourselves – God is not going to do this for you!  There are some things that you and I have to do on our own.  God expects us to do what we must so that He can do what He wills.  And humbling ourselves is something we must do.  He might help.  Chastisement is a useful tool here.  But in the end, tapeinothete is a personal act.

“Humble yourself” comes from the Greek verb tapeinoo.  Greek thinking about this verb was usually negative.  Aristotle considered anything that prevents moral virtue to be tapeinos.  In Greek thought, being humble led to manipulative flattery and wicked prostration.  Being low on the totem pole was not a Greek ideal, nor is it today in our Western culture modeled after the Greek.  So you can imagine how radical the notion of tapeinothete was to a Gentile audience.  Who could believe that the gods wanted you to be the doormat of others?

The LXX suggests that tapeinos usually refers to actions, not status.  It is a word about kneeling down in the presence of royalty, but obviously, being humbled is also the result of sickness, poverty and oppression.  However, as opposed to Greek thought, the actions of the humble show dependence on God, something virtuous in itself.  Therefore, the rabbis consider humility something of highest value.  They were about as non-Greek as one could get. Yeshua followed the rabbis.  So did his disciples.  None were Greek when it came to being humble.  No Greek thinker would have ever exhorted followers to humble themselves.  It is the antithesis of self-fulfillment philosophy.

Today we often carry Greek attitudes into our conceptions about success in the world.  We strive for supremacy.  We dream about penthouse lifestyles.  We glorify the rich and famous.  Mother Teresa is not our role model.  Pride is a virtue taught in every school.  Is it any wonder that we find our leaders ultimately inept, self-centered and disreputable?  They are not immune to the pervasive arrogance of achievement any more than we are.  But Peter delivers the death blow to followers of the Messiah who adopt Greek narcissism.  Correction will come from the mighty hand of God.  He will bring down the proud in order to exalt the humble.  In due time.  Meanwhile, we practice protracted prostration.  We are the doormats of the world, the wine poured out for others, the ones who accept a call of unheralded service and unrecognized suffering because we follow the one who established an eternal kingdom of righteousness.  Come, all you who are heavy laden, and we, in the name of our Master, will give you rest.  We will carry the load just as he did.  It is not too much for one rescued from self-importance.

Topical Index:  humble, tapeinoo, 1 Peter 5:6
November 27   For if one comes and preaches another Jesus whom we have not preached, or you receive a different spirit which you have not received, or a different gospel which you have not accepted, you bear this beautifully.  2 Corinthians 11:4  NASB

Fair Warning

Another Jesus – Paul is afraid.  He’s afraid that the Corinthians will be deceived just as Havvah was deceived by the serpent.  He voices that fear by exhorting his reader not to accept any other “Jesus” or any other good news.  He assumes that his readers know the difference.  After all, he spent a lot of time teaching them who the Messiah really is and what the good news is all about.

I’m afraid too.  I’m afraid that after 2000 years of philosophical influence by Hellenism we no longer have the same “Jesus” that Paul recognized.  If Paul was afraid in the first century, we need to be twenty times as afraid after our long history of separation from the Scriptures he knew and the message he preached.

Let’s just examine a few possibilities.  Just for the sake of argument, let’s imagine that Paul never became a “Christian.”  Let’s listen to his own words instead of the words of Christian commentators and realize that Paul obeyed Torah, held to the same Jewish festival calendar of the Tanakh, fulfilled biblical vows based on Torah obligations and agreed with James that Moses should be taught to the new Gentile converts to the Jewish way of living.  Do we still hold to that good news?  Would Paul express joy if he attended our gatherings, praising us for remaining faithful to God’s instructions given at Sinai?  Or would he find that we no longer follow the “gospel” he taught?  If you have any doubt at all about what Paul would say of your assembly, before you dismiss the possibility that he just might have remained a rabbi, you must determine what Paul meant by his words and his life, or you will be the one looking in from outside the Kingdom.

Let’s consider another striking possibility.  Suppose that Paul was not a Trinitarian.  Suppose he continued to believe the Shema, the single echad of YHVH and the humanity (elevated) of the Messiah.  After all, Paul never says that God is three in one.  He never writes a single verse that demands a Trinitarian conclusion.  In fact, he writes quite a bit that says otherwise.  But just for the sake of argument, suppose that the “other Jesus” Paul worries about is the Church’s “God the Son” rather than Paul’s “Son of God.”  What if your Trinitarian view is in fact the about the “other Jesus,” the one never spoken of definitively in any Scriptural text, the one created by theological inference three hundred years after the Gentile, Hellenized Church separated itself from the Jewish Scriptures.
  What if Paul wouldn’t recognize at all any of the “one essence three person” verbiage, or worse, thought it was tantamount to idolatry.  Where would that leave you?  

Are you so sure that Paul became a preacher of grace over law, that he abandoned the absolute unity of YHVH?  Are you so sure that you would stake your life on it?  Are you so sure that all he says about obedience to Torah can be summarily ignored?  Are you so sure that his statements about “the man Yeshua” are only to be understood as disguised Trinitarian doctrine?  What if Paul is really Jewish, in thought and deed?  Where does that leave you?

Now, are you afraid?

Topical Index:  law, Trinity, 2 Corinthians 11:4, afraid, another Jesus

November 28  Therefore it is not surprising if his servants also disguise themselves as servants of righteousness, whose end will be according to their deeds.  2 Corinthians 11:15  NASB

Not Applicable

According to their deeds – Paul was afraid that his readers would be led astray.  He was afraid they would embrace “another Jesus,” one not found as leader of the Way, a sect of Jewish living (see Today’s Word for November 27).  In fact, he suggests that men will come who will preach someone other than the Jewish Messiah.  These men will disguise themselves as Yeshua’s emissaries, but they will actually be like Satan who disguises himself as an angel of light.  Nevertheless, in the end they will be shown for who they really are.  How?  Why, by their doctrines, of course!  Right?  NO!  Not right at all.  In the end, they will be judged according to their deeds.  

The Greek phrase Paul uses is estai kata ta erga auton.  Literally this is, “to be according to the work of them.”  In other words, they will be judged by what they do.  But wait!  I thought Paul was the paradigm proponent of grace!  I thought we all agreed that men are no longer judged by what they do but rather by their confession of the saving power of Jesus.  I thought we weren’t under the law anymore.  If that’s true, then how is it that Paul says these men will be judged by their “works” (erga)?  There is absolutely no circumstance under which that word can be read as “grace.”  It is about action, work, deeds, human labor and righteous endeavor.  These men, who claim to be servants of righteousness, are really workers of iniquity.  And they will be judged accordingly.  In fact, one of the basic tenets of Scripture is that God recompenses us according to our works.  The idea that what we do doesn’t really matter after the advent of the Messiah is completely false.  God’s justice presupposed reward and punishment based on obedience.  Even deceivers are judged on the basis of their performance.

Now this raises a very important question.  If these men pretend righteousness but are in fact working on behalf of Satan, how can we tell?  The answer is given in the previous verses.  If they proclaim a different Messiah, one who is not the Messiah Paul knew, who is not the man chosen by God to defeat the final enemy, rule the world on God’s behalf and bring the Kingdom to earth, then they are deceivers.  If they proclaim a non-Jewish savior, an incarnate God who no longer comes for Israel, a logos fit for Greek philosophy but foreign to Jewish life, then they are leading astray.  If they assert that the new assembly has replaced the Mosaic revelation, that God has abandoned profligate Israel, that the elect are no longer subject to the nationalistic God of the “Old Testament,” then Paul would consider them deceivers.  They might even believe what they say.  They themselves might be deceived.  But it doesn’t matter.  In the end they will be judged by what they do, not how carefully they can articulate the dogmas.  And what they do will be measured by the same standard Paul preached all of his life—the standard of Torah.

We tend to misinterpret Paul’s designation of disguised servants.  We think these men are base souls, in league with Satan, foisting unconscionable idiocy on the masses.  I doubt that is what he has in mind.  It’s simply too obvious.  An angel of light does not appear in Halloween costume.  If I think about what Paul faced in Corinth, I am much more likely to consider his deceivers as those who make only the smallest of twists on the message.  Like the serpent in the garden, they agree with what God says.  They only suggest that it can be altered ever so slightly just to fit what is more comfortable, more acceptable, more accommodating.  If you and I are really under grace, then what’s all this fuss about meat, or the day of worship or sexual identification procedures?  Does it really make any difference?  After all, your heart is in the right place, isn’t it?   Surely God, the God of love, can’t really expect you to be that strict?  Didn’t Jesus die to save you from all these petty rules?  An angel of light doesn’t demand.  He suggests.

Paul was afraid for his readers.  So am I.  When I think about those who proclaim a Jesus the apostles wouldn’t know and a way of life foreign to the way of Paul, I can think of only one worldwide group suggesting subtle alterations.  For the most part, I believe these men (and women) have also been deceived.  But I’m afraid that ignorance is no excuse under the law.

Topical Index:  deceivers, disguise, ergon, works, grace, Satan, 2 Corinthians 11:15
November 29  Then God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness; and let them rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the [a]sky and over the cattle and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.”  Genesis 1:26  NASB

End of Story!

Let them rule – “This statement explicitly excludes men’s rule over women!  Oddly enough, this has not been noticed before.  An analysis of the wording of Gen. 1:26-28 results in precisely this, however: man and woman rule over the rest of creation, and this  implies only too clearly that one gender may not claim power over the other.”
  End of story!

Well, maybe not quite.  You see, there are plenty of men, both theologians and non-professionals, who are desperately seeking a biblical justification for the headship of the man over the woman.  They rush to Paul (who, by the way, points back to the Genesis text) without much consolation once they realize that he is a rabbi.  They attempt to read Genesis 3:16 as if God declared man the new overseer of woman (but considerable textual manipulation is required for this exegesis).  Frankly, they just can’t find what they need so they make the text fit the desired hierarchy.  For thousands of years men have tried to enlist God in their quest for superiority.  Unfortunately, God doesn’t agree.  Well, at least the Church agrees so maybe that is enough.

However, there is something else in support of Schungel-Strauman’s statement that we must consider.  The Genesis story was written to educate ex-slaves, and lowest on the totem pole of slaves are women.  In fact, outside of the Genesis account, no ancient mythology about creation contains any role for women at all.  They simply do not count—for anything.  In the ancient world, women are property.  By the way, that’s why when you got married the bride was given to you, the man.  That pagan ritual reinforces the idea of possession, of property transfer from one male head of house to another male head of house.  Go read Genesis 2:24 again to see how God changed this ancient custom (and how we still don’t).  So if the God who delivers His people out of bondage doesn’t also deliver women out of bondage to men, then He only does half the job.  He might as well be Ptah (the Egyptian god of creation).  YHVH delivers!  He takes his people out of the house of bondage.  That means His people who are women are removed from the house of bondage to men.  They are also freed.  They are intended to rule.  They count.  The biblical text is not simply radically different in its conception of creation by sound.  It destroys any ancient or contemporary notion that men are divinely appointed custodians of women.  It obliterates the idea that women belong to men as property.  It permanently and irrevocably installs women in the position of rulers over creation, equal in every respect with men.  When the Hebrews were freed from Egypt, Hebrew women were also freed from any form of male dominance.  That is the end of the story!

Topical Index:  rule, man, woman, Egypt, equality, Genesis 1:26
November 30   “Therefore I said to you that you will die in your sins; for unless you believe that I am He, you will die in your sins.”  John 8:24 NASB
92 to 0

Believe – John uses the Greek “believe” in one form or another ninety-two times in his gospel.  It is never once a noun.  Pisteuo is a verb, a verb that implies action.  In John’s case, there is no pistis (faith) in the good news.  There is only pisteuo—doing something about the claim of Yeshua.  John’s idea of believing is not mental assent, reciting a creed or saying the sinner’s prayer.  John’s idea is a change of life including the choices, rituals, behaviors and goals of the follower of the Messiah.  And it begins here, with the action accompanying recognizing that Yeshua is the Messiah.  The reason these Pharisees are going to die in their sins is not because they don’t believe in the Messiah.  It is because they refuse to alter the course of their lives to live in accordance with Yeshua, the Messiah.  They refuse to accept his authority as delegated by God.  They will not adopt him as their leader and so they will not follow in his footsteps.  Therefore, they will die in their sins.

John’s use of pisteuo makes it absolutely clear that acknowledging Yeshua as the Messiah means trusting him for direction, practice and deliverance.  This is considerably more than simply asking for forgiveness.  For John, pisteuo means betting my life on the directions given to me by the Jewish Messiah.  It means doing what he says.

The Pharisees Yeshua addressed did not trust.  They did not change their stripes.  Yeshua faults them for their obstinacy.  Of course, we agree.  Perhaps too quickly.  Look again at Yeshua’s remark.  “Unless you believe that I am he.”  What does this mean?  It means that you and I must act on the fact that Yeshua is the one, the one and only Messiah of the Jews.  It means that we are required to conform to the image of this divinely appointed ruler of the earth, the head of the Kingdom that will never end.  It means that we do not follow “Jesus,” the universal savior of the Church, someone without ethnic heritage.  It means that we put our trust in this Jewish man, sent from God to the lost sheep of Israel.  For us, it's not “all about Jesus.”  It’s about a first century Jew, born to a Jewish mother, adopted by a Jewish father, teaching Jewish disciples in a Jewish context about returning to a compliant life under a Jewish prophet.  It means that we are called to understand him in a Jewish context and to practice what he taught as if we too were first century Jewish followers.

There are a lot of Pharisees in the Church today.  They do not believe that Yeshua is the Jewish Messiah.  They have converted him into the non-man, the universal man—an idea, not a person.  An idea that satisfies their longing for justification without commitment to a particular way of life.  The Church has a Roman Jesus, altered by deliberate syncretism so that he can appeal to everyone everywhere.  “Jesus” is the perfect fit for a God who is not a person but rather an essence.  “Jesus” is the essence of forgiveness without the messiness of Jewish heritage.  “Jesus” is the nobody-man.  And according to his words, if you want him to be anything but the Jewish Messiah, you too will die in your sins.

Topical Index: Messiah, pisteuo, believe, faith, John 8:24
December 1  “If one goes to defile himself, openings are made for him; and he who goes to purify himself, help is afforded him.”  Tractate Shabbat 104a

Impossible Prayer

Openings – Yesterday a man in China asked me to pray for him.  He was having violent dreams and he was afraid that those dreams would cause him to act violently.  He was convinced that the dreams portended terrible things that he would do.  He wanted me to pray that the dreams would be taken away.  I thought of this statement in the Talmud.  

Tractate Shabbat is one of the works of the Talmud, the compilation of Torah commentary, interpretation, opinion and application usually called the “oral Torah.”  Yeshua often made remarks that either directly or indirectly referenced this material.  Paul clearly used it.  Jews of the first century considered this collection a part of their religious heritage and understanding.  Perhaps we should spend a bit more time with this material too.  After all, it gives us insight into the thinking of the Master and His disciples.

This particular statement from the Talmud strikes at the heart of culpable obedience.  How often have we prayed, “Lord, prevent me from acting in this sinful way.  Make me strong to resist this temptation.  Keep all these thoughts away from me”?  Like the Chinese man, we want God to take away our choice.  We want Him to remove the opportunity so that we will not have to struggle with the possibility.  The Talmud clarifies our cowardice.  God will not remove what we will not deny.  The power is in our choice, not in God overriding our options.  Sometimes our prayers sound like petulant children crying for our Daddy to make us behave, but every good father knows that obedience comes from choosing among real possibilities.  The rabbis realized that it is the attitude and orientation of the heart that makes the difference.  If we start the process of disobedience, the steps toward sin will become available to us.  James says essentially the same thing.  There is no use in crying out to God to prevent me from doing what I am contemplating if I don’t take measures to stop myself.  God will not lift a finger.  My prayer is pointless unless and until I choose to seek another way.  God’s sovereignty allows us full discretion.  We choose and He makes the pathway apparent.  The only salvation from temptation is the choice to refuse.

Our lives are filled with real consequences.  The path of the yetzer ha’ra is no less available, no less engaging, no less executable than the path of the yetzer ha’tov.  Both ways are open.  Both lead to easier subsequent choices.  Only one is the way of life, the other the way of death.  At the crossroad, you and I must decide.  God will never force you down the path He has shown you.  But once you step in His direction, He will help you take the next step along the way.  Next time you think you must pray for God to prevent you from acting, remember what it means to be human—to choose.  God will not strip away your humanity to save you from yourself.  Some things are entirely left up to you.

Topical Index:  yetzer ha’ra, choice, prayer, Tractate Shabbat 104a, Talmud  

December 2  Behold, how good and pleasant it is when brothers dwell in unity!  Psalm 133:1  ESV

The Eye of the Behold-er

Behold – Before you run to the rest of the verse, dwelling on the unity David desires, stop at “Behold” and consider the opening word as a condition of fulfillment.  The word in Hebrew is hinneh.  Yes, it means “behold.”  But it is closely related to another word, hinneni.  In fact, all that needs to be added to “behold” is the pronoun “I.”  Then the word becomes “Here am I” or “Behold, Me.”  Hinneni is the basic exclamation of willingness uttered by such men as Abraham and David.  It is the exclamation that I stand ready to do the will of the Lord.  “Father, behold me!  I am willing to serve at your request.  I am ready to do anything you ask.  Look at me, your humble servant.”

Quite frankly, until there is hinneh and hinneni is your life, there will be no unity.

David’s desire is for us to see the power and pleasure in unity among us.  Yeshua expresses the same desire in his last prayer before the Father.  Paul considers unity one of the essential characteristics of the ekklesia.  But my observations as I travel the world are anything but ehad among believers.  We would rather fight than forgive.  We would rather remove than reconcile.  We can’t wait to emphasize our differences.  We know we are right and all those others are wrong.  God is our God, not your God.  The proof is obvious.  Just look how successful we are!

The spirit of hinneni is quite the opposite of the religious world.  It is the spirit of humility, of the recognition that I am His only because of Him, not because of anything I have done or will do.  Hinneh (Behold) simply acknowledges that God is the one and only Sovereign of our fellowship and He alone chooses whom He will call.  Hinneni is my personal expression of complete obedience, not to a creed or a doctrine or a dogma, but to a Master who has the supreme right to assign tasks according to His plans and purposes.  Frankly, you and I have nothing to say about it!

If we don’t start with utter humility and overwhelming gratitude, we will never reach unity.  Why?  Because it is not our unity that matters.  It is God’s unity.  We attempt to create unity on the basis of human compatibility.  Common goals, common values, common beliefs are just exactly that—common.  God is not interested in what is common.  He is interested in what is set apart—sacred—sacrificed.  Unity is not found in what you and I think is agreement.  It is found in the fact that you and I are sacrificed for Him and what is sacrificed no longer has a say in the methods of burning.

Before unity is “behold.”  If you do not stand before the God of ehad as hinneni, your unity is nothing more than human consensus—straw of compatibility.  And the flame of YHVH will consume the straw.
Topical Index:  hinneh, behold, hinneni, Psalm 133:1, unity
December 3  Woe to those who devise wickedness and work evil on their beds!  When the morning dawns, they perform it, because it is in the power of their hand.  Micah 2:1  ESV

Money, Sex and Power

Beds – What do you think about when you lay awake at night, unable to sleep?  What comes to mind when your mind is free of the day’s distractions?  Perhaps we get a better insight into our true selves in those moments when we waver on the verge of unconsciousness, when we aren’t yet asleep but not wide awake.  Perhaps the ghosts and goblins of our unrestricted psyches give us cause to shudder at what might be true.

When the prophet speaks to the ones who devise wicked plans as they lay awake, he uses the Hebrew word mishkebot.  Yes, it means “beds,” specifically, the place of lying, the couches of rest.  But the root of the word gives us a better appreciation for the strength of the word.  That root is shakab, “to lie down.”  It occurs most frequently in connection with two human actions: sex and death.  In fact, most of the derivatives of shakab are connected with illicit sexual relations such as adultery, fornication and homosexuality.  All of these actions involve the death penalty so perhaps it isn’t so unusual to see the other nuance of this word associated with lying down to die.  When the Bible uses a word that implies legitimate sexual involvement, it uses the word yada’, not shakab.

With this in mind, the derivative mishkab takes on a dark coloring.  These are not beds of married delight.  These are not places of shabbat rest.  These are scheming couches, places where plans of abuse and destruction are concocted.  These are beds where illicit, damaging strategies are conceived, contrived and completed.  The nighttime, when the social and spiritual restrictions of the day are temporarily set aside, become the seedbed of wickedness.  Convinced they are able to make what was barely a dream become a reality for personal advantage, these devisers arise refreshed to commit sin.  The bed produces violence rather than harmony.  And in its wake comes the second nuance of shakab—death.

What do you think about when you lay on your bed, unhampered by the press of responsibilities and the restraint of divine expectations?  What objectives come to you in the semi-consciousness of your dreams?  What fantasies do you entertain?  Are you lying on the mishkab of Micah’s judgment?  Or have you taken every thought captive?

Topical Index:  dream, fantasy, bed, mishkab, shakab, sex, death, Micah 2:1
December 4  You shall not steal.  Exodus 20:15  ESV
Inalienable Right

Steal – Tim Hegg provides the following insight into the assumption of this commandment. “ . . . that which is owned is to be used for the glory of God, and the owner is responsible to make this a reality.  Indeed, all civilized societies are based upon this foundational principle, that individuals within the society have the right to exclusive ownership of private property.  Any individual or collective, including a government, which seeks to uproot this basic right, is in violation of the eighth word [this commandment].”
  In other words, the commandment makes no sense at all unless God intends that individuals have private property rights.  I cannot steal what doesn’t belong to anyone.  Stealing assumes that what I take rightfully belongs to another.  

Hegg’s comment helps us realize that the commandments (the ten words) have much wider implications than simple personal morality.  God’s view of Man’s responsibility is based in a communal context where I exist in relation to my neighbor.  I am responsible for him and his actions.  I cannot opt out of this responsibility because it defines who I am.  I can act in violation of my responsibility but that does not negate it.  What belongs to another man belongs to him because the Sovereign granted ownership of that property to my neighbor for the King’s purposes.  Theft is therefore a violation of a basic principle of kingdom management—and an insult to the distribution of the King.

Today we live in cultures where this basic idea in under attack.  It is not under attack because the governments desire to remove “unfair” distribution.  It is under attack because the governments desire to play God.  Governments of any kind, political or spiritual, that attempt to redistribute ownership or remove the right to individual property do so under the assumption that they know how to distribute property better than God does.  Perhaps this is the essential reason why God hates taxation.  There is only one Sovereign in the universe and He distributes according to His desire.  That does not relieve any man of the obligation to use His distribution for Kingdom purposes, but it does obliterate the claim that the government or the Church has any right to redistribution.  God grants us ownership in order to serve Him.  No one and no organization may usurp that right without becoming idolatrous.  

By the way, this principle applies to all the assets God puts under your command.  Your material possessions, your time, your talents, your influence, your relationships—all of these and more are to serve the Lord.  This is the full scope of serving Him with all your “strength” (Greek) or “whatness” (Hebrew).  Anyone who steals any of these assets is a thief.  If I take time from my employer, if I rob someone of my beneficial influence, if I withhold talent or deny needed material goods when I am capable of offering them, I steal.  In fact, I can steal from myself because in the end it all belongs to God and misuse of His “loaned” possessions is also theft.

Topical Index:  steal, right, private property, Exodus 20:15
December 5   For all who are being led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God. For you have not received a spirit of slavery leading to fear again, but you have received a spirit of adoption as sons by which we cry out, “Abba! Father!”  Romans 8:14-15  NASB

Carrying the Load

Being led – You and I are walking the trail.  Up ahead, perhaps just out of sight, is our guide.  We know he’s there because we hear him singing, we see marks on the ground that he has just passed, we feel his presence.  But we catch a glimpse of him when we round a bend and see his shape disappear at the next turn.  Are we confident we are being led or do we sometimes wonder if this path has yet to be explored and we are struggling to find our own way in the forest?  Now we need Paul’s verb ago.

Before we learn why Paul chose this umbrella verb, we need to rearrange our translation so that it matches the emphasis Paul reveals in the Greek text.  Greek doesn’t have punctuation, so the word order provides the focus.  The most important words are often placed first regardless of the meaning of the whole sentence.  Our English translation unscrambles these words, but in the process we lose the point.  Paul begins not with “For” but with “all who.”  Literally it reads, “All who therefore by the Spirit of God are led.”  Notice the verb comes quite a bit later in Paul’s thought.  What matters most is that this action applies to everyone who follows.  The heavenly guide doesn’t leave some of us behind, accompanying only those who are perfectly obedient.  He brings the lost sheep too.  He brings those who have wandered off, who were distracted by the scenery, who thought they knew a shortcut.  He guides them all.  If you ever felt abandoned, alone, responsible for your own purification, think again!  Before Paul even gets to the actions of the Master, he reminds us that the Master watches over all of us.  

And just in case you were wondering how it is possible for our guide to look after every one of us, Paul informs us that this is no mere mortal leading the way.  This is the Spirit of God!  Do you think God ever gets lost?  Can you imagine that He doesn’t have the power to get us all to the destination?  Is there any possibility that He won’t guard His own?  Not a chance!  Just because we don’t see Him at this moment makes absolutely no difference to His commitment.  He has promised.  That is more than enough.

Now the verb.  Ago, the Greek verb that can mean “to bring, to carry, to go away, to guide, to spend time.”  And, of course, “to lead.”  Did you notice all the other nuances captured in this verb?  Every one of them speaks of the actions of the Spirit.  Every one of them builds our confidence that we simply will not be abandoned—ever!  In fact, when we see Paul’s verb we realize that most of the time we are being carried even though we weren’t aware of it.  Being led by God is the same as being lifted up by Him, transported through the wasteland on the pathway to righteousness.  Praise YHVH!  I don’t know about you, but I know I could never do it on my own.

Topical Index:  led, ago, carry, guide, Romans 8:14-15
December 6   For all who are being led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God. For you have not received a spirit of slavery leading to fear again, but you have received a spirit of adoption as sons by which we cry out, “Abba! Father!”  Romans 8:14-15  NASB

Get a Grip
Received – Do you want what God has to offer you?  Are you willing to do whatever is required to experience His presence in your life?  Then you need lambano, the Greek verb translated “receive.”  But in order to receive this gift, you must also employ the other meaning of lambano, that is, “to take.”  God’s gift is not a passive acceptance.  It is an active taking.  To receive is to seize what is freely offered.  It is to grasp God, to hang on for dear life (because there is no other life).  Anyone who holds the gift of God loosely in hand is more than likely to find it slipping away.  When we become aware that our power to grab ahold is fading, we must squeeze all the harder.  We must become Jacob at the brook, unwilling to let go even in defeat.  “I will not let go.  I will not let go.  To my last ounce of strength, I will grip You as hard as I can.”

The problem, and it is the only problem, is that the yetzer ha’ra, that powerful (!) energy toward self-determination outside of the sovereignty of God, will cunningly seduce us.  We will think that because God desires so much to give us this gift of a life led by the Spirit that He will override our well-trained disobedience and cause us to take His offer.  This is the underlying view of the hard line Calvinist.  God chooses.  We have nothing to say in the matter.  But this is not what I find in the Bible.  What I find is a God who woos us, who loves us beyond measure, who gracefully exhorts us to return to Him, and promises to lift us from the bondage of slavery inflicted upon us by our own cravings.  What I find is a God who patiently waits, turning the tide so that we are confronted again and again with His favor but who will not violate the sovereignty of our choices.  That is the purpose of creating agents like Him.  To choose.  Not once but again and again.  To choose to never let go.  To come back.  To return, even from deliberate disregard.  This is a God who agonizes over every one of us who has been seduced by our own fantasy.  

As long as you don’t give up, neither will He.  In fact, He will never give up even if you think you have.  We must turn the handle of the vise, turning lambano into katalambano, the emphatic extension of “to take” into “to seize.”  

To be led by the Spirit.  There is no other life than this.  All the rest is flight of impulse.  Remember that existence without the Spirit is death, the unconscious escape from the presence of the Father, the loss of any sense of worthiness, the psychological void of destructive madness.  In the end, it isn’t sin that will destroy me.  It is emptiness.  It is the hell of being alone in a world without resurrection.

Get a grip.  Be injured if that’s what it takes.  But do not let go.  Cry out, “Abba, Father” until He pulls you to Him. 
Topical Index:  receive, lambano, take, katalambano, Romans 8:14-15

December 7  For all who are being led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God. For you have not received a spirit of slavery leading to fear again, but you have received a spirit of adoption as sons by which we cry out, “Abba! Father!”  Romans 8:14-15  NASB

Second Verse

Again – “Once I was free, now I am lost.”  Perhaps we need to reflect on the reverse of our usual lost and found idea.  The story of the exodus plays a crucial role in the Hebrew idea of deliverance.  It is the defining event of all Judaism.  Paul reminds his readers that God’s rescue from the house of bondage did not mean that the people were released in order to serve another taskmaster.  What would be the point of deliverance if we were only transferred from one house of slavery to another?  Freedom must mean redemption from the fear of slavery, not simply removal from prior enslavement.  What God did for Israel He does for us.  We are delivered from fear because fear is the root of captivity.  

What happens to us when we are afraid?  The instinct of self-protection is empowered and we do what we can to lessen our fear by removing the thing that threatens us.  But slavery implies that we are unable to remove the captor.  We are slaves precisely because we cannot, under our own power, extricate ourselves from the cruel master.  We are afraid because we are under constant threat and we are helpless to defend ourselves.  While physical slavery is still a reality in this world, Paul has something far more terrifying in mind.  He recognizes that the strongest and cruelest of all masters is the self.  There is absolutely no escape from this tormentor.  Life under the dictator of self-desire is hell on earth, even if it is accompanied with more and more seductive gifts.  In the end, the victim is left with nothing but fear.  How will we ever be freed from this tormenting?  

Paul supplies us with the only solution.  Die!  The dead are not under the power of the yetzer ha’ra.  If we want to escape, we will have to die—and rise again as new.  This resurrection life will not return us to fear.  Fear has been cast out.  It must be a life of reckless abandonment to the freedom of elected obedience.  We no longer serve because we must.  We serve because we yearn to please the One who gave us back the life we lost.  We will not go back again.  Paul uses the word palin, a word that describes an oscillating pattern.  It is not simply a one-time return but a repetition, a pattern of turning back.  If Paul knew anything about additions, this would be the right word.
Paul finds it incredible that any of us should fall back into the life of abject slavery once we have been redeemed.  He finds it incredible, but not unusual.  We do slip.  We do fall.  We are seduced by the pull from the other side of the grave because we have been so conditioned by the mentality of slavery.  Forty years in the wilderness was not enough to shift the paradigm of the children of Israel and for some of us forty years of wandering may be the only way to reach the Jordan.  But we will not die in the wilderness.  We will cross over with the freed men and women of God.  We will leave that fear behind, in the graves of Egypt where it belongs.

Topical Index:  again, palin, to fall back, Romans 8:14-15

December 8  For all who are being led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God. For you have not received a spirit of slavery leading to fear again, but you have received a spirit of adoption as sons by which we cry out, “Abba! Father!”  Romans 8:14-15  NASB

Who Are We?

Spirit of Adoption – Don’t you find Paul’s conjunction of pneuma (spirit) and huiothesias (sons) rather odd?  Don’t we usually refer to believers as sons or daughters without the intervening notion of “spirit”?  Why did Paul add the qualification?  Why not just say that we have received adoption as sons?  The answer lies in the Greek and Hebrew use of words about familial relationship.

In the ancient world of divine beings, “son” could refer to the celestial offspring of the gods, the divinely-chosen kings or the host of divine beings populating the spiritual world.  It was common for pagan gods to have children, both spiritually and physically sired.  YHVH is the exception, not the rule, in His legal claim on Israel, not as physically derived but as a result of God’s free resolve.  But Paul is writing to an audience in the Greek world, even if that audience has Jewish believers within it.  Therefore, Paul carefully avoids the implication that there is any similarity between the pagan gods begetting children and the election of YHVH.  We are not children by the usual means of generation.  We are children by the act of God as Spirit.  God breathes life into what is mortal and corrupted and in that sense we are brought into the family through His free will, not as natural sons but as chosen ones.

What is the result?  We have a Father.  We are a part of the tribe, a child of the chief.  What is the result?  We can cry out, “Abba!”  Once we lived under the rule of slavery.  We acted as slaves and had the attitudes of slaves.  Now we are adopted as sons and daughters and our attitudes and actions have changed.  We enjoy a new lease on life, a new “spirit” within us.  We breathe differently.

There are days when the idea of the Fatherhood of God seems distant.  There are days when even my own role as father is a struggle, a concern, an expression of grief at the failure to be all that I wished to be for the children I brought into this world.  It is difficult to find a sense of intimacy in those moments.  When I am most aware of my own dereliction, I also discover that I am unable to see myself as a child of God.  I am tempted to return to the spirit of slavery where all I had to do was make do.  Some days it seems too much to be free.  Those are the days when I need to remember that I am not released from obligation by being adopted.  I am still a servant.  I’m just not a slave.  YHVH does not free me from the bondage of slavery in order to set me on a course of my own choosing.  He frees me from bondage so that I may enter into obligation to Him.  He is Father and I am child, even if there are times when I don’t feel like it.  When those moments come (and they certainly will), I can cry out, “Abba!”  He hears me!  

There were times when my own children wished to cry “Abba!” to me and I did not hear.  I was too preoccupied with myself.  I set aside my obligation as father in order to take care of myself as slave.  “Me first” led to my children’s silence.  They stopped crying out because I failed to hear them.  Not so with God.  If I have the courage to overcome the personal deprecation of my failures, if I stop pining over my past sins (which, by the way, is another form of self-preoccupation), if I dare to call to Him, He will answer.  I might have failed, but He will not.  Abba hears me!  And for now, that is enough.

Topical Index:  spirit, pneuma, adoption, huiothesia, Abba, Romans 8:14-15
December 9  For all who are being led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God. For you have not received a spirit of slavery leading to fear again, but you have received a spirit of adoption as sons by which we cry out, “Abba! Father!”  Romans 8:14-15  NASB

Unworthy Expression

Cry out – Stop talking!  The verb Paul employs isn’t about speech.  It’s about groans.  So, stop talking.  Cry, instead.  Be the lion before God, growling.  Be the prayer of Hanna, unspeakable.  Be the weeping at night, irreconcilable.  Crying “Abba, Father,” does not mean having the right religious words.  It means having no words at all.

Paul uses the Greek verb krazo.  His choice is unusual and insulting in the Greek world.  Most Greek pagan religions considered the action of crying out before the gods to originate in demonic forces.  They thought uttering cries was insulting to the gods.  Fate ruled the lives of men.  What was the use of uttering complaints?  Only unworthy people expressed overwhelming emotion before the gods.  

Not so in Hebrew.  Crying before the Lord is the motivation for the exodus.  Crying before the Lord is the foundation of justice.  Crying before the Lord is the way of the Messiah.  In Greek thought, emotional overload means lack of proper respect for the gods.  In Hebrew thought, emotions are the vehicles of intimacy with God.

The Greek text of Romans 8:15 actually uses the verb krazo, not anakrazo.  It should be translated “cry” not “cry out.”  The difference might not be so important given the context, but it does help us realize that this act is not limited to breaking-point utterance.  It is, however, a verb that describes a grating, annoying sound.  Literally, it is “croaking” before the Lord.  It is the same word used when the demons blurt out sounds as Yeshua expels them (Mark 5:5).  It is the plea of the blind man (Matthew 9:27) and the Syro-Phoenician woman (Matthew 15:22).  And it is my sound, my agony, my groanings.  I know that I am unworthy, that my cries are not up to the standards of God.  But that Greek mentality that God only hears me when I am acceptable to Him must be jettisoned.  God is not Greek.  He is the Hebrew “Abba, Father,” the one who knows my sorrow and my heartache, the one who longs to comfort me in my distress and who knows the inarticulate moans of my unworthy life.  In Greek, the gods don’t care.  Accept what befalls you.  Be stoic.  Be stone.  Show yourself better than the groveling emotional wreck that you are.  But in Hebrew God hears when I cry about life as it is.  I might not be able to even utter the words, “Abba, Father,” but I can cry them.  Every tear is a symptom of the torment of my soul.  And God hears tears.

When my children were small and they needed their father to comfort them, they did not speak their need.  They just sat on my lap and let me hold them.  I am croaking for You, Lord.  Just hold me!

Topical Index:  cry out, krazo, Abba, Romans 8:14-15
December 10  For the Lord knows the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will perish.  Psalm 1:6  NASB
And in the End

Wicked – It is a laughable fact that statistically most people believe they are above average.  It is a very sad fact that most people believe they are not among the wicked.  Despite considerable warnings about the narrow way, most religious people, believe that they are on the right path.  Most believers think once you have your ticket stamped, being good is good enough.  

A month ago I was in China talking to the president of a Christian seminary.  He proudly announced that 100,000 people had “come to the Lord” in his province.  I asked him how he knew that.  Reaching for another slice of cooked pork, he replied that the churches in the area performed 100,000 baptisms.  “Baptized into what?” I thought to myself.  Into a way of life that has been syncretizing pagan customs for 2000 years.  Into a way of life that sees no connection to Torah.  Into a way of life that is about being a good (and successful) person.  If we talked about David’s definition of the wicked, the conversation would have ended abruptly.  The first Psalm is about the preeminent place of Torah, the only true guiding light for life.  The wicked are defined as those who do not follow the instructions of YHVH.  Just like the statistics about “average,” the Greek paradigm of the Christian Church convinces believers that they are among the righteous in spite of their obvious behavioral misalignment.  

Who, then, are the wicked?  The Hebrew term is rasa’ (Resh-Shin-Ayin).  “The person consuming experience” in Paleo-Hebrew.  What might this mean?  Could we suggest that the wicked are those who live according to their experience of life, whose standard is not the one revealed by the God outside the human frame but rather the standard of what pleases now, inside the human frame? Does it matter if that standard is determined by the Church rather than the civilization?  The paradigm is still not revelation.  It is accommodated revelation, modified and adjusted to the culture.  Yes, the Church does advocate acts of righteousness, compassion, benevolence and moral character, but on what basis?  The Bible?  The Bible teaches Torah.  Every prophet, every disciple, even the Messiah teaches Torah.  The Bible does not teach a higher human morality.  It teaches a revelation from God.  Adjustments of that revelation are the signs of wickedness.

We must face the real statistics.  Most people are average.  There is nothing wrong with that.  And most believers are good people.  They are trying to live good lives and be faithful to God.  They just don’t realize that Torah obedience is the standard of righteousness.  They can’t imagine that Torah disobedience is wickedness.  No one has ever taught them that nomos is Torah (law) and anomos is lawlessness, i.e., without Torah.  100,000 baptisms mean nothing without 100,000 observant followers of the revelation of YHVH.  100,000 baptisms means that these people have heard God speak to them but they haven’t heard Him say, “Now follow in my ways.”  They have heard the Church tell them that their tickets are stamped, now go be a good person.  It’s not their fault (yet).  It’s the fault of 2000 years of anti-Jewish teaching.  But that doesn’t make it excusable.  Reading the word of God should convince anyone that God does have a standard and He expects His people to live by it.  You and I know this.  Therefore we are all the more accountable.  But we are also expected to help others see it, so that 100,000 baptisms will mean 100,000 citizens of the Kingdom from heaven.

Notice that David does not say (and this is important) that the wicked will perish.  He says that the way of the wicked will perish.  In other words, the path that they tread, the behaviors they demonstrate, the system of thought they employ, the standards they accept—these will perish.  Their way of life will be gone.  Why?  Because in the end Torah will pour forth from Zion.
Now, please pass the shrimp.

Topical Index:  wicked, rasa’, Torah, Psalm 1:6
December 11   Whether, then, you eat or drink or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.  1 Corinthians 10:31  NASB
Ordinary

Whatever – “Whatever” covers a lot of things.  The little word, ti, envelopes our whole lives.  Maybe that’s why Paul starts with the basics.  Eating and drinking.  How much more ordinary can it get?  If we glorify God in those simple, necessary actions, we will be better prepared to glorify God in the rest of our behaviors.  At least that’s the idea.  But what if we aren’t glorifying God in the simple things?  What then?  Do we imagine that we will be prepared for acts of heroism, stupendous displays of righteousness, victories on the mountaintops if we are not eating and drinking to His glory?  The answer is, “Of course!”  Of course we can act righteously when the big crisis comes.  We can pull ourselves up and demonstrate spiritual tenacity, even martyrdom, when things really count.  However, Paul isn’t talking about those Golgotha moments.  He’s talking about the completely ordinary elements of living—the eating and drinking parts, the places where no one expects anything more than just life as it is.

Oswald Chambers wrote about this ordinary stuff in one of his greatest devotionals.  He penned, “If you are rightly devoted to the Lord Jesus, you have reached the sublime height where no one ever thinks of noticing you, all that is noticed is that the power of God comes through you all the time.” 
  “The test of a saint is not success, but faithfulness in human life as it actually is.”  His words are a slap in the face.  Not success?  Are you kidding!  Of course the spiritual life is about success.  About bigger and better.  About more—more converts, more programs, more churches, more tithes.  What does eating and drinking have to do with the Great Commission?  

Oswald and Paul raise an issue.  What if glorifying God is really about life’s simplest things—and the rest is up to Him?  How do I glorify God in eating and drinking?  That is Paul’s assumption.  He assumes that we know what it means to glorify God in eating and drinking and therefore, we know what it means to glorify Him in all that we do.  And what does it mean?  Must it not mean that I eat and drink according to His desires?  How can it be anything else?  If I do not eat or drink according to His instructions, will He be just as pleased as long as I say a blessing over the non-food?  Would He graciously accept my sin just because I ask for His indulgence?  How can I glorify Him in all that I do if I don’t glorify Him in the basic needs of life?  Eat, drink, love, build, propagate, gather, restore, rule—if God is not honored in these things, how can I imagine I honor Him in anything else?  If I ignore His instructions in the smallest of life’s necessities, how can I believe that He finds my great acts of worship worthy of His name?

Ti covers a lot of things.  Apparently all those things begin at the table.

Topical Index:  ti, whatever, eat, drink, glorify, 1 Corinthians 10:31
December 12  “At the blast of Your nostrils the waters were piled up, the flowing waters stood up like a heap; the deeps were congealed in the heart of the sea.”  Exodus 15:8 NASB

Changing of the Vowels

Piled up – So what does Genesis 2:25 and 3:1 have to do with the destruction of the army of Egypt?  Ah, it’s all in the vowels.  In Genesis 2:25, the word translated “naked” is ‘arom.  One verse later, the serpent is described as crafty or shrewd.  That’s the word ‘arum.  Same consonants, different vowels.  You might ask how “naked” and “crafty” are connected (for the answer, search the other 4500 word studies on the web site), but for the moment let’s notice that the same change in vowels affects the reading of this verse in Moses’ song of YHVH’s victory.  “Piled up” is ne’ermu, from the root ‘aram.  This word occurs only one time in the Tanakh.  But its root has the same consonants as the words found in the Genesis story, ‘arom and ‘arum.  This led the rabbis to treat the Exodus account in a midrash, explaining that the waters were not piled up but rather acting shrewdly.  What they meant is this:  Just as Pharaoh attempted to drown the children of Israel in the Nile, so God used the water of the sea to drown the army of Pharaoh.  The waters under the hand of God acted with cunning, luring the army into the opening and then closing in on it.  While most scholars attempt to distinguish between ‘aram and ‘arum, deriving two separate roots, the rabbis took advantage of the similarity to point to a deeper principle, that principle of retributive justice, otherwise known as “measure for measure.” 

Ingenious, isn’t it?  By deliberately misreading the text we find something of deeper value.  Perhaps this is why we must incorporate both rabbinic and textual-linguistic analysis if we want to understand Scripture the way the authors would have understood it.  Once we recognize the trick, we have to confront the implication.  God pays back in like measure.

What does this mean for you and me?  Make a list of your sins.  Are there patterns of disobedience, similarities of actions?  Perhaps you find sloth or lying, dishonor or coveting.  Whatever it is, imagine that God will repay in like proportion.  If money is your weakness, poverty will be your reward.  If disrespect is your pattern, shame will come to you.  If abuse is the way of your former life, expect abuse too.  Did you misuse assets?  God will remove them from your hand.  Did you violate trust?  The blues tell the story:  “Someone’s gonna’ mistreat you.”  Measure for measure.  Not more.  Not less.  God’s justice is measured out exactly according to the sin committed.  

Did you make your list?  Do you feel the consequences?  Can you see what’s coming?  Or perhaps what has already arrived?  The waters were piled up in anticipation of judgment over Egypt.  Have the waters been shrewdly anticipating your entry into the fray?  

Aren’t you glad that God forgives and is merciful?

Topical Index:  measure for measure, ‘aram, piled up, shrewd, Exodus 15:8
December 13  “Therefore say to the house of Israel, ‘Thus says the Lord God: “I do not do this for your sake, O house of Israel, but for My holy name’s sake, which you have profaned among the nations wherever you went.”  Ezekiel 36:22  NKJV

Judgment Day

Profaned – Have you read Ezekiel recently?  Have you been arrested by his indictment of the people of God?  Israel was supposed to live in such a way that it would be a light to the nations.  Instead it slandered God’s name by the way it behaved.  And God judged Israel.

Ah, you say, “Those were the old days.  Ezekiel was a prophet to Israel.  Now we live under the Messiah.  The old ways don’t apply to us.  We don’t slander God’s name.”  Really?  Let’s examine the word halal (to profane) and see what God calls profaning His name.

In eighty-eight occurrences, halal is used to describe uncleanness, both physical and spiritual.  This is primarily with regard to violations of God’s Torah.  Specifically it involves 1) not keeping the Sabbath, 2) engaging in illicit sexual relations including the abuse of helpless females, 3) exacting substantial financial punishments for minor infractions, 4) offering gifts to YHVH in the same way that gifts are offered to other gods, 5) engaging in acts that cause physical uncleanness such as touching the dead, 6) misusing God’s name by attaching His integrity to false statements, 7) stealing, 8) lying, and 9) engaging in any behavior that would cause the nations to diminish their respect for YHVH.  

We can modernize these actions pretty easily.  The modern list includes ignoring the Sabbath, engaging in sexually prohibited acts, abusing power, demanding usury, refusing to worship in the way God commands, ignoring ritual impurity and abdicating responsibility to uphold the name of God among non-believers.  

What is the result of profaning His name?  Judgment.  Pure and simple.  When we live like the world, think like the world, act like the world, we are the world—and the world falls under the judgment of God.  When we claim to be His children but our lives are no different than the best examples of pagan morality, we slander His name.  Ezekiel’s warning to Israel is just as much a warning to us.  There is a lot more than rule-keeping involved in being one of His own.  His very reputation rides on our behavior.  What others see in you is what they know of our God.

Perhaps confession and repentance are in order today.  Thanks to Ezekiel, they are certainly on my list.  
Topical Index:  profane, halal, Ezekiel 36:22

December 14  For He has satisfied the thirsty soul, and the hungry soul He has filled with what is good.  Psalm 107:9  NASB

H.A.L.T. (1)

Hungry – Every addict knows the warning signs.  Hungry.  Angry.  Lonely.  Tired.  H.A.L.T.  The lethal combination of temptation.  Any one of these emotional and physical states can bring about the desire for self-medication, the temptation to apply anesthetic to the soul wound and relieve spiritual pain.  Addiction is nothing more (or less) than a substitute for God.  The Lord is the one who promises to satisfy our hunger with what is good.  Addictions promise only to satisfy for the moment.  But the moment is the critical point.  Hunger satisfied tomorrow is of no consequence today.  Unless—unless we have learned that fasting brings good.  The addict’s problem is not hunger.  Everyone hungers but not everyone medicates the need with addictive behavior.  The addict’s problem is time.  Addicts have taught themselves not to wait for God.  They are incapable of delaying satisfaction in order for the Lord to fill the need with goodness.  They are citizens of the fast-food empire of the mind.

One of the techniques used to delay addictive behavior is chocolate.  Just enough to relieve the hunger pangs in order to maintain temporal perspective.  Of course, if you are addicted to overeating in order to relieve the pain in your soul, this technique is probably not healthy.  Every addictive cycle requires its own particular delay tactics.  But sometimes delay isn’t enough.  Knowing that we can fast and survive is an important part of maintaining a godly temporality.  Practicing fasting is the only way to know this is true.  Addicts never operate on theory.  If they did, then would not be addicted.  Addicts operate on present reality, and present reality is the battlefront.  Whatever enables us to recognize the present crisis as temporary is ammunition we need in order to resist collapse.

What this means is that the promise of God must be real now!  Heaven can wait, but addictive behavior cannot.  That’s why the Hebrew phrase, nephesh re’ebah mille’-tov (“the hungry person He fills with good”) is a piel perfect.  OK, so what does that mean?  It means that this action of God is a declaration of a quality that is completed now!  The verse does not say that someday, sometime God will fill the hungry person (nephesh – not “soul”) with good.  It says that God declares He has already filled the person with good.  It has already been done.  The addict does not have to wait with white-knuckled hope for satisfaction.  God is good and declares His filling with good right now, at the crucial moment.  All the addict must do is realize, recognize and give rise to God.  Temporal crisis must give way to eternal promise.

Easier said than done, especially in that moment of greatest pain.  That’s why we must practice the fast.  Hunger need not lead to destruction.  It can lead to recovery.  But the path is dangerous so the solution must be radical.  Be hungry.  Fast before it counts.  And live another day.

Topical Index:  addict, hungry, ra’eb, fast, Psalm 107:9
December 15  You, even You, are to be feared;  and who may stand in Your presence when once You are angry?  Psalm 76:7  NASB

H.A.L.T. (2)

Angry – How long is your nose?  God’s nose is very long indeed.  His ‘erek ‘appayim (long before anger) is one of the principle characteristics of His self-definition (Exodus 34:6).  Anger kills.  God is patient.  As the psalmist notes, no one can actually stand before Him when His anger becomes a reality.

Addicts know the truth of the long nose.  They know that a short temper kills.  And since addicts crave relationship more than life itself, they fear their own anger.  So they suppress it.  They turn it inward, denying its present detrimental effect.  That, of course, doesn’t make it go away.  It only means that the addict discovers the pain of hiding his feelings.  Afraid that expressing himself will lead to rejection, he uses his addiction to relieve the stress of unexamined and unannounced anger.  But the bottle must break.  No one can stand before God’s anger and no one can be in relationship with an addict’s anger.  Both are self-defeating.  What relationships require is transparency.  Masking my anger leads only to the constant addictive belief, “If you really knew me you wouldn’t love me.”  Bottled anger produces addictive spirals.

Is the answer to simply explode, to let it all out, to rage against the night?  Hardly!  Don’t the rabbi and the psalmist instruct us to be angry and not sin?  The point of being angry is awareness of inequity.  Divine anger is merely the forerunner of our own feelings that something is not right with the world.  And those feelings are good.  It’s what we do with them that counts.  Be angry!  The world is not equitable, just or perfect.  Be angry—and turn to the only One who understands your rage.  Anger is the vehicle for self-examination for it allows me to recognize that there is something wrong with my relationship with the world.  It just might be that the problem is actually out there—in the world.  But if I search my feelings in order to understand my anger, I might also discover that the problem is within—that I am the one who is out of alignment with reality.

How will I be able to discover this?  By looking at the author of anger—God.  What God is angry about is legitimate, holy, permissible anger.  Since He is the author of the emotion, I must judge my own experience by His assessment.  If I am angry about what God is angry about, then my anger is right and righteous.  But if I discover that I am angry about something that does not reflect divine anger, then I am the one who needs confession.  And confession clears the soul.

Addicts are angry because life does not conform to their desires.  It could, if their desires were God’s desires (and, by the way, He promises to make our desires His when we follow Him).  That means if I allow God to replace my desires with His, my anger will be His anger and I will experience righteous rage.  That builds relationship, the very thing that all addicts so desperately need.  So how do I prevent anger from pushing me toward addiction?  Not by suppressing it but by using it to examine what makes God mad.  I need to feed myself with His anger.  Then my world will be aligned with Him, my relationships will grow in ‘emet ve-hesed, and I will be freed from the power of hubris.

Be angry, and express His fury.  You might discover that holy anger is filled with tears.
Topical Index:  anger, af, ‘erek appayim, Psalm 76:7

December 16  How lonely sits the city that was full of people!  She has become like a widow who was once great among the nations!  She who was a princess among the provinces has become a forced laborer!  Lamentations 1:1  NASB

H.A.L.T. (3)
Lonely – This is the really big one, isn’t it?  Lonely.  Badad.  To be alone, by itself, apart.  This is the word of “deplorable isolation,” of a man who has abandoned or been abandoned by community.  This is the heartache of having no one to hold you and no one to hold.  We were not made to be alone, physically, psychically or spiritually.  We exist in community—with each other and with our Maker.  A man apart is a man poised for serious self-medication and the degree of feeling alone is the degree of addictive dependency.

The arrow in the heart of an addict is dipped in the poison of loneliness.  It’s a self-inflicted torment.  Badad is a poisoned lifetime-lover intent on punishing its victim for every departure from the holiness of obedience.  Sin is its elixir.  Dying is its commerce.  
The addict knows “alone” from the inside, by personal and intimate acquaintance.  What he has forgotten is that “alone” is never true.  No one is finally alone.  God finds our beds in Sheol.  But the addict is acutely sensitive to emotional abandonment and fears it like no other circumstance, never quite grasping the fact that his self-inflicted wound is the motive cause of this agony.  Afraid of transparency, he propels himself into isolation to find protection and meets the angel of death instead.

4 A.M. on March 8th
God cried on my shoulder

I heard the teardrops splashing on the street

Below my window.

He breathed great sighs,
The sobs sent shock waves through the night.

“There is nothing more for me.

Please go,” she said.

And I cried too, 

Alone in the dark.

If there is hope, it must arrive as a miracle.  No one escapes the angel without dying and dying is the final stage of isolation.  The addict continues to live in badad because he cannot imagine that dying is freedom.  He cannot look “alone” in the face and live, so he does whatever is necessary to numb his fear, when all he really can do, he really must do, is die.

After Delbert

His melody bloodied my soul

The words were arrows of despair

The rhythm brought only tears

No agony relieved my care

I shook, unable to withstand

The tide of helplessness

That carried me from promised land.

To truth I could not bear

“I never lost you.

You were never mine.”

That afternoon the rain wept down

The afternoon the sky collapsed

Clouds of desperation fell upon my isolation

Drained away the consolation

In great puddles of tormenting memory

I knew the loss of endlessly

Remembering.

“I never lost you.

You were never mine.”

No matter steeled mental walls

No matter madness as I run

From this dread place there’s no escape.

I swore to never find it true, 

To gain high ground and hold control,

But true will not befriend me now

I am undone.

“I never lost you.

You were never mine.”

23 Dec 1997

Topical Index:  alone, badad, death, Lamentations 1:1
December 17   Brothers, do not get tired of doing what is right.  2 Thessalonians 3:13  ISV
H.A.L.T. (4)

Tired – Dead tired.  Exhausted.  3 AM in the morning.  But I can’t sleep.  My body clock is off by 13 hours.  Who said jet travel was wonderful?  Maybe there’s a good reason for crossing the oceans by ship.  

“Tired” is the last of the addict’s warning signs.  But which kind of “tired” causes the onset of addictive temptation?  Certainly not (usually) physical effort.  That kind of tired is good.  The muscles have been used.  Small victories ensued.  Life is experienced as a wholesome interplay between intention and outcome.  No, the “tired” of the addict is more like Paul’s choice of enkakesete, “to grow weary.”  The root of this aorist form is enkakeo and that reveals the real problem.  You see, it is made up from the preposition en and the verb kakoo, a verb that means, “to hurt,” in this case “to bring about what is evil, bad, incapable, weak or ruinous.”  This is not tired after passionately exercising God’s design for your life.  This is exhausted from fighting to survive.  This is weariness of life itself, mentally or physically fatigued by attempting to bend the will of the world.  God is not part of this exhaustion.  This condition is the temple built with human hands.

There is a reason why the rabbis warned us not to pray when the mind is not at rest.  When we are weary but unable to experience shabbat, we can’t even speak with God.  We can only blurt out our hopeless dissatisfaction.  This is Jeremiah’s concept of inner illness resident in the heart of Man.  It is the victory of the yetzer ha’ra expressed in the psychic suicide of capitulation.  Too tired to fight and too tired to care about it.  When we reach this stage there is only medication and even that will not bring relief.

What is the cure for enkakeo?  The Bible offers two natural remedies.  The first is a time capsule.  Today’s weariness is absorbed in the eternal purposes of God.  Until we understand that God is working His good pleasure even in our difficulties, we will not be able to move away from our immediate temporal injury to the comfort of His eternal care.  Time is not on our side, but eternity is.  The sabbath rest we must have is not to be found in the temporal repetition of chronos.  God’s rest for us is found in kairos.  The difference is substantial.

The second remedy occurs after the paradigm shift of temporal orientation.  Today’s difficulties are not roadblocks to life.  They are expressions of God’s trust in His children.  We do not grow weary even though exhausted if we are living testimonies of His endorsement of our ability to be like Him.  Weariness comes from hopelessness.  It is the evil snare of believing there is no good purpose to continue.  But God trusts us to fulfill the Kingdom assignments He has commissioned and therefore every trial is for good purpose.  Tired can be joyful.  Weary cannot.

Topical Index:  tired, weary, enkakeo, kakoo, evil, 2 Thessalonians 3:13
December 18  So if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed.  John 8:36  NASB

Oswald’s Insight

Free – A favorite verse of those who desire unfettered living, pastors are quick to point out that “free” doesn’t mean “no obligations.”  In the Roman world, free would indeed entail the right to do as I please, but that leads to chaos even in the “under grace” theology, so we take pains to show that what Yeshua meant is “free from the guilt of sin,” not “permitted to do whatever you want.”  This is not a new insight.  Oswald Chambers understood it very well when he penned the devotional for November 18th over one hundred years ago.  It’s worth quoting some of his words.

“We are designed with a great capacity for God; and sin and our individuality are the things that keep us from getting at God.  God delivers us from sin:  we have to deliver ourselves from individuality, i.e., to present our natural life to God and sacrifice it until it is transformed into a life of spiritual obedience.” 

“God will not discipline us, we must discipline ourselves.  God will not bring every thought and imagination into captivity; we have to do it.  Do not say—O Lord, I suffer from wandering thoughts.  Don’t suffer from wandering thoughts.  Stop listening to the tyranny of your individuality . . .”

What does it mean, “to be free?”  If we listen to Chambers, freedom means death to the self.  Freedom is anything but license.  It is sacrifice.  No Roman would accept such an idea, and perhaps we are still a bit Roman when we heard those wonderful words, “You are free indeed.”  But Chambers shortens the leash we are so anxious to escape.  We are not free in any Roman sense at all.  We are free to purposefully destroy the yetzer ha-ra’s desire for its version of freedom.  We are free to obey.

Chambers is absolutely right.  God isn’t going to do this for us.  He takes care of the guilt issue so that we can take care of the obedience issue.  But He deliberately leaves it up to us.  Biblical obedience is not compulsion.  It was never so.  Anyone in the Kingdom who believes that obedience comes through compulsion is living in the Roman world.  Obedience comes through heartfelt devotion—the deep desire to love the Lover of my soul.  God could force me to follow in His way, but He does not—and He will not, for that would amount to overriding His purpose for creating me in the first place.  Even in my disobedience and rebellion, God allows me to be free to choose.  That I choose another form of slavery is only the consequence of being capable of choice.  

God lets me be.  It’s up to me to be as He desires.  Obedience is discipline and discipline is a self-taught art.

Topical Index:  free, discipline, John 8:36, Oswald Chambers
December 19  Praise the Lord!  Praise God in His sanctuary; Praise Him in His mighty expanse.  Psalm 150:1  NASB
No More Sun God

Praise – One of the consistent themes of pagan worship is the worship of the sun.  In fact, the Christian idea of Sunday worship is actually derived from this pagan practice, not, as most preachers suggest, from the day of the resurrection.  It is interesting that the word for praise, halal, has two roots in Hebrew.  The first means, “to shine” and is used to describe the celestial bodies, obviously connected to the worship of the heavens in ancient pagan religions.  The second root, halal, means, “to praise, to boast” and describes sincere devotion and thankfulness to YHVH.  While all of the examples of the first root are related to pagan gods, the second root is used most often to extol the God of Israel.  Is this not another case of “borrowing” a concept from the pagan world and “converting” it for use in a proper context?  The real God replaces the sun god, but the actions of human beings in worship are not replaced.  They are altered so that they have the proper object of worship.  God simply uses what the people already knew but in a different way.  

It’s unlikely that you think of a pagan sun god when you say haleluyah.  After centuries of repositioning the root so that it points to the one true God, we no longer recognize that once the same sound would have pointed us toward worshipping the sun.  But the ancient people of the Semitic cultures would have been aware of this striking difference.  To them haleluyah had significant practical impact.  It meant the pagan gods were gone.  YHVH took over their place.  

Perhaps we need a little awareness of the history of words in order to appreciate how they are used in paradigm shifts.  To move from pagan worship to worship of YHVH means that the same words are no longer the same.  They are infused with radically different meanings.  What does this tell us about the way that we use the words that originally belonged to the ancient tribes of the Near East?  Do you suppose that our understanding of righteousness, atonement, sacrifice, mercy, forgiveness, wrath or justice is the same as what these words meant to those ancient cultures?  Can you imagine what it must have been like for the children of Israel to emerge from pagan Egypt, equipped with Egyptian mythology about chaos, the deep, the dark and have Moses relate God’s gentle organizing action according to Genesis 1:2?  Without linguistic history, we just naturally assume that these words mean what we think they mean.  But they don’t!  Our job is to understand them as they were originally understood, and that means historical, linguistic work.  So, praise God and pass the lexicons.  

Halleluyah!

Topical Index:  halleluyah, halal, praise, shine, gods, Psalm 150:1
December 20  “O death, where is your victory? O death, where is your sting?” 1 Corinthians 15:55  NASB
Baptized

Death - My friend John is dying.  Elegantly.  As cancer consumes his body, every pore leaks righteousness.  God is spending him into eternity.

We all die, of course, but most of us don’t die with godliness.  Perhaps we die with dignity, but that isn’t the same.  Dignity is the human capacity for nobility in the face of trial.  Godliness is something not of this world.  It is the clarity of an eternal consciousness overwhelming the trials of being human.

John tells me that as death approaches all of his senses have been heightened.  He sees and hears things that I cannot.  A glimpse of the invisibly working Hand.  A nuance in a word not articulated.  Conversation with John is penetrating.  There is no time left for evasion.  Perhaps that’s because John is not the subject or the focus of his speech.  He is entirely concentrated on the other person in the dialogue.  Talking with John is hearing my own words returned to me sharpened, honed and challenged.  I hear my self-concern, my ego preoccupation, my pretense and deflection as conviction.  John has become transparent.  I am not speaking with him.  I am speaking with someone beyond him.  I discover that clarity is proportional to the awareness of the end of life.  I realize that our most penetrating words come when death is upon us.  Those words are without ego protection.

I wonder if I am capable of such intensity.  Thomas Aquinas was perhaps the greatest Catholic theologian who every lived.  He wrote thousands of pages of theology.  Toward the end of his life he had an experience with God.  Afterwards he summarized all of his work, work that even today has shaped most Christian thinking, in just four words.  “It is all straw.”  Everything pales in comparison.  He never wrote again.  Do you suppose that we become truly human as God intended when we reach the end of our attempts to be something we intended?  Do you suppose that we find ourselves in death?  Perhaps Kierkegaard’s statement needs another context.  “Now, with the help of God, I may become myself” may only be true when there is no more of myself left.  What if taking up my cross is a statement about really dying?  What if the sweet savor of sacrifice only comes when we are truly finished?

John isn’t the man I used to know, but I am sure he is the man I want to know.  God is using him up in order to show us what it means to be baptized into death.  Perhaps that’s what is so compelling and so frightening.  There is someone else present in John today; someone who reminds me that my life isn’t really living until I am consciously dying.

Good night, my friend.  I too must sleep.  But I will see you in the morning.  Please wait for me.

Topical Index:  death, I Corinthians 15:55
December 21  Let the high praises of God be in their mouth, and a two-edged sword in their hand, to execute vengeance on the nations and punishment on the peoples,  Psalm 149:6-7  NASB

Hebrew Jihad

Execute Vengeance – David sounds like a contemporary imam.  If they don’t follow YHVH, kill them all!  What?  Certainly David was a warrior king, but is this thought holy Scripture?  The Hebrew phrase is hard to avoid.  la’asot neqama’, in other words, make revenge!  Are we appalled?  Are we offended?  Is our modern moral consciousness concerned that God (or David) would express such a thought?  We have been educated (or uneducated) with the moral paradigm of the Enlightenment.  In most cases, that means we do not see the world like ancient Semites.  But the Bible does.  The Bible sees the world, even the world of vengeance, quite differently.  Consider the remarks of the TWOT on the word naqam (vengeance):

Although this root, including its derivatives, is only used about seventy times in the ot, it expresses a truth that is theologically important, but greatly misunderstood. Vengeance and revenge are ideas that would appear to have no good ethical validity whether coming from God or man. But such is not the case when the use of this root is properly understood in its ot setting and nt application.

The concept of divine vengeance must be understood in the light of ot teaching about the holiness and justice of God and its effect on man as a sinner. In terms of the presuppositions of some modern “Christian” theologies, such a God of vengeance will be labeled unchristian and unethical. Understood in the full orb of biblical revelation, balanced as it is by the mercy of God, divine vengeance is seen to be a necessary aspect of the history of redemption.

Most of the uses of nāqam involve God as the source of vengeance. The classical passage is Deut 32:35, 41, “Vengeance is mine … I will recompense them who hate me.” God cannot be true to his character of holiness and justice if he allows sin and rebellion to go unpunished. The prophets stressed “the day of the Lord’s vengeance” (Isa 38:8; 61:2; 63:4) as times in history when the Lord sets the record straight. This was Jeremiah’s view of the fall of Jerusalem. Since in the course of history the record can never be totally straight the prophetic eschaton or final day of the Lord’s vengeance is called for. Such a day is in mind in Isa 63:1–6. Here God treads out the winepress alone and tramples his enemies in his wrath (Rev 19:15). Likewise in the nt retribution, a notion essential to its message, belongs essentially to the future world rather than the present.

The Bible balances the fury of God’s vengeance against the sinner with greatness of his mercy on those whom he redeems from sin. God’s vengeance must never be viewed apart from his purpose to show mercy. He is not only the God of wrath, but must be the God of wrath in order for his mercy to have meaning. Apart from God himself the focus of the ot is not on the objects of his vengeance but on the objects of his mercy, his special possession (sĕgûlâ), his very own people with whom he has an eternal covenant.

I have often remarked that the Hebraic view of the world is far closer to Islam than it is to Christianity.  This is only one case where we see the parallels.  Of course, this does not mean that Allah is the same god as YHVH.  Smick’s comment about the mercy of God demonstrates the radical difference between the demonic god Allah and the holy and just God, YHVH.  Anyone who studies the Tanakh and the Quran can readily see that these two gods are not the same.  But some characteristics of Allah are certainly borrowed from the One true God of Israel, and the element of necessary vengeance as a concomitant of holiness is one of these.
David is right.  Praises for God are accompanied by the sword.  But God reminds us that vengeance is His, not ours.  That makes a considerable difference.  Armed and ready, we wait for the day of His wrath.  In the meanwhile, mercy prevails.

Ah, but wait.  Something else needs to be said.  Tomorrow.

Topical Index:  vengeance, wrath, naqam, Allah, Psalm 149:6-7
December 22  to inflict vengeance on the nations and punishment on the peoples, 
to bind their kings with fetters, their nobles with shackles of iron,  Psalm 149:7-8 NIV
The Other Side of the Coin

To bind – We discovered that naqam, the Hebrew word for “vengeance,” is an essential element in the holiness of God.  We realized that this idea, even if it seems to parallel the Islamic teaching, is still far afield in its application.  After all, although YHVH’s holiness demands justice and justice entails vengeance, YHVH is a God of mercy and compassion.  In fact, He defines Himself with those terms (rahum and hen) first.  So maybe we were too quick to suggest that our idea of vengeance can be applied to the Hebraic idea.  In fact, when we read the rest of David’s psalm, we find that the notion that vengeance means bloodshed is strikingly absent from this poem.

Notice David’s poetic parallelism (when the first thought in Hebrew is repeated with different words in the second thought).  Vengeance is “binding,” not “executing.”  We tend to think of vengeance in Hollywood terms.  Blood and death are always involved.  But not so in David’s thought.  What is involved in binding the strong man, putting those who resist and reject the Lord in shackles so that they can no longer do any damage? Binding implies making something powerless.  This is not capital punishment. [There are situations that call for capital punishment, but David doesn’t list any of them here.]  Those who are bound are simply restricted—and able to repent and be restored.  Without any doubt, the general purpose of God’s vengeance is repentance, not vindictive retribution.  God punishes in order that men may return to Him.  

David’s choice of the word goyim indicates that in his mind God’s punishment will fall upon those who are not of the Kingdom.  We would naturally assume he means Gentiles, but that might be a bit hasty.  Who are those who reject God’s sovereignty?  Who are those who refuse to follow His instructions?  Who are those who spurn His honor and insult His name?  Are they not the ones who claim that the God of Israel has no relevance to their lives?  Are they not those who, according to David, do not walk in His ways, do not avoid the seat of sinners, do not despise the counsel of scoffers?  And who falls into that category today?  Who lives apart from the ways of YHVH?  Perhaps we are not as comforted as we would like to believe.

Vengeance is a big topic in the world today.  Religious or otherwise, the contemporary scene is filled with concern about vengeance.  Perhaps we need a clearer Hebraic view of the term.  Perhaps we must see vengeance from God’s perspective—the vehicle that He uses to bring those who reject Him into alignment with the truth.  Death accomplishes nothing if the goal is repentance.  But punishment does.  Punishment removes spiritual arrogance, realigns spiritual awareness and demonstrates the folly of theological fabrications.  Punishment is a necessary part of growth.  We might not like God’s version of correction, but without out it we would one day experience wrath, and that is the termination of the repentance process.

Topical Index:  vengeance, bind, punishment, repentance, Psalm 149:7-8
December 23  Praise Him, sun and moon; Praise Him, all stars of light! Psalm 148:3 NASB

Inarticulate Praise

Sun and moon – Imagine you live in the ancient world of the Near East.  What does the sun mean to you?  First, the obvious.  The sun designates direction.  Oh, were you going to say time?  The rising of the sun is East, the setting West, and these two directions play a very important role in religious mythology of the ancient world.  Next is time, the beginning of the day, the end of the day.  And in case you didn’t realize it, no day is actually 24 hours exactly.  The 24 hour day is a human convention forced upon an astronomical reality.  Every day in any location is either just a bit longer or shorter than the 24 hour arbitrary ideal.  That should cause you to rethink Genesis 1, maybe.  Third, in the ancient world anything done in the light of day was considered deliberate.  Thus, breaking a law or a taboo in the daytime meant automatic guilt, while at night things were not so clear (pun intended).  Then there’s the phrase, “under the sun,” a reminder of the routine plodding of life, the endless fight against primal chaos in a world without YHVH.  Finally, ancient religion believed that the sun had spiritual power for both blessing and punishment.  That is why the ancients worshipped the sun.  In Egypt, the sun god Re was the supreme god.  The ninth plague is a direct assault on his power.  Worship of the sun (and the moon) plagued Israel even after the demonstration in Egypt.  In fact, it remains a significant influence in today’s religious world.  Sun-day is no accident, and it has nothing to do with the resurrection on the “first” day of the week (which by Jewish reckoning would be anytime after sunset on Saturday).  
Now perhaps we can grasp the significance of David’s exhortation to the sun and the moon to praise YHVH.  It’s not just some part of the creation that must praise the Creator.  It’s precisely those elements that carry the maximum religious pagan significance, that render men’s action culpable, that set the direction and the time for men, that signify power in pagan thought.  The sun and the moon are not simply celestial bodies, created on the fourth day according to the Genesis account.  They are the epitome of everything that idolatrous man feared, worshipped and used for guidance.  David “converts” these idolatrous symbols into instruments of praise and in doing so he smashes any hint that the sun and the moon retain any inherent power.  The praise of YHVH ensures that no religious symbolism remains in these two ancient objects of worship.

Of course, it is also important to recognize that David intends inanimate objects of creation to usher forth inarticulate praise.  This thought is Hebraic.  Often objects of creation, in fact even ideas, are personified or given human-action attributes.  Consider the trees that clap, the stars that shout or Wisdom calling to men.  The sun and the moon are no more or less God’s creation and as such, they too must shout His praise.  In fact, the only thing God created that does not automatically offer Him praise and worship is us.  We are the oddities of the created world.  We choose how and whom we will praise.  Perhaps we need to take a lesson from the sun and the moon, those pagan powers that now bow before the majesty of YHVH.  Perhaps our complacency, our arrogance, our pride is really the only flaw in the creation.  Time to get in line with the sun.  Time to follow the song of the moon.  He alone is worthy.  Praise Him!

Topical Index:  sun, moon, praise, Psalm 148:3

December 24  Praise Him, highest heavens, and the waters that are above the heavens!  Psalm 148:4 NASB
In Its Cultural Context

Above – Most of the people of Western world and those that have been influenced by the Western world as far away as China are preparing for Christmas.  What almost none of these people are considering is the cultural context of Christmas.  Of course, why should they?  After all, Christmas is no longer the Roman pagan violent inhumane celebration it once was.  It no longer calls forth images of the birth of pagan deities.  It’s just a Christian tradition now, one that has been usurped by the retailers and the party-goers so as to strip it of even the Christian claims.  There is little point in detailing the real history of Christmas now.  Tomorrow the world will simply ignore whatever we reveal.  

But there is something else to learn here; something that is important for every day with the Scriptures.  No verse, not a single one, comes to us without a cultural context.  Genesis comes from people recently freed from bondage in Egypt.  Its images and metaphors are filled with ancient Egyptian thinking and tribal identity.  No, I don’t believe it is about all homo sapiens.  Kings and Chronicles come with the culture of Israel in trouble with pagan worship and pagan empires.  Ruth arrives with the background of Lot and Tamar.  A large part of Proverbs comes from Egyptian sages. David is no different.  Whenever we turn to the words of God, we encounter the thoughts of men.  God comes to us in human clothes and unless we understand the cultural ideas of the authors in their own time, we simply will not understand what they intended to communicate.
It is simply not possible to read the verses of Scripture as if they were written for us.  It is equally not possible to imagine that the Spirit will somehow whisper the “real” meaning of the verse in your spiritual ear.  To understand is to study—to study the meaning of the verse for the audience that first heard it and for the author who wrote it.

Consider David’s comment about praise.  The “waters above the earth” are exhorted to praise the Lord.  Wait a minute!  What waters above the earth?  Don’t turn this into a weather report.  David is not talking about rain clouds.  He is talking about the celestial imagery of tenth century BCE in the Near East.  In ancient mythology, water was a primal element.  The earth floated on the primal sea and above the stars was another realm of celestial water.  Remember the Genesis flood.  The waters from beneath and the waters from above contributed to covering the earth.
  David is not presenting us with a scientific view (our scientific view) of the world.  He is writing in the culture of his time.  His statement about the water above is perfectly compatible with the thinking of his day.  That does not mean it isn’t inspired.  It doesn’t mean it isn’t what God wanted.  It just means that the text comes with a culture.  All of the texts come this way.  Better get used to it.

Christmas is another cultural image of the day.  It used to mean one thing, now it means something else.  If you don’t know the history of the idea, you really don’t know much more than the tradition you inherited.  That’s perfectly alright, if that’s all you want to know.  But it ignores the evidence, just as ignoring the mythology of David’s time distorts David’s words.  So today, as the world gets ready for Christmas, remember this:  ideas have a history.  To know what an idea really means is to know its history and its cultural context.  Then you can determine if its something you want to believe.

Topical Index:  water, above, mythology, Christmas, Psalm 148:4
December 25  And she gave birth to her firstborn son; and she wrapped Him in cloths, and laid Him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.  Luke 2:7  NASB
The Unremarkable

Gave birth – Christendom celebrates the birth of the Savior.  Churches will rejoice that Jesus was born.  But all this festive display stands in stark contrast to the texts that relate the birth of Yeshua.  Matthew gives us a story of the conception but hardly mentions the birth.  Mark and John say nothing.  In fact, there is no evidence at all that the earliest believers celebrated the birth of the Messiah.  The Christmas story wasn’t even mentioned until approximately 336 CE.  That’s a long time before this day took on such importance.  Perhaps that should give us pause.  If there is no record of the followers of the Messiah celebrating his birth for the first 300 years, then why do you suppose it became such an important event later?

It seems to me that there are two factors contributing to the adoption of Christmas as a birth celebration.  The first is the continual syncretism of the Church.  Other pagan religions celebrated the winter equinox.  Due to a mistake in calendar calculation, this event was incorporated into the Church as December 25 rather than December 21, but the syncretism is the same.  The festival already existed.  It was merely “converted” into Christian terms. The motivation behind this adoption was the same as the motivation to remove Jewish practices.  Christianity sought a unique identity and the intellectuals of the first few centuries were intent on producing a religion that could claim some antiquity (Jewish) but was decidedly different in its appeal to the masses.  That meant creating a way for pagan Romans to embrace this new religion with the least amount of life-changing disturbance.  Just as kosher requirements, circumcision and Temple rituals were removed, so existing religious practices were incorporated. 

The second factor is theological.  If Jesus is God incarnate (according to the Trinitarian formulation, he is), then the entry of God into the world in the form of a human being is a significant event.  In fact, it is the significant event since it proves that the eternal, transcendent, almighty God of creation is instantiated in this particular human being.  Just how this God-Man can exist before he exists (i.e., before he is born) isn’t quite clear, but it is asserted nonetheless.  The doctrine of the Trinity requires the elevation of the birth narrative to world-class significance.

That makes the accounts in the gospels even more startling.  Not a single line is devoted to announcing the birth of a “God-Man.”  There is no indication that this event was so important that it changed the course of history.  Mark and John don’t even mention it.  Yes, Matthew and Luke account for a miraculous conception, but even they make almost nothing of the birth.  Doesn’t that seem odd to you?  Do you suppose that the adoption of Christmas might have come in concert with the adoption of the Trinity?  Don’t you think it’s worth knowing the history of this idea?

Topical Index:  Christmas, Luke 2:7 

December 26  He has also established them forever and ever;  He has made a decree which will not pass away.  Psalm 148:6  NASB
That Which Remains

Not pass away – What passes away?  Well, you and I pass away.  We die.  So do animals, and birds, and insects—and in fact every living thing.  They all pass away.  What about God’s words?  Do they pass away?  We want to say, “No.  God’s words are eternal.  They stand forever.”  But consider the words found in this psalm.  David is speaking about the sun and the moon.  He says that God has decreed that these celestial bodies will not pass away.  The Hebrew is ya’avor.  It’s an imperfect, that is, an incomplete action.  It isn’t finished.  It goes on.  

But what about all the scientific evidence that the sun and the moon will one day pass away.  The sun will eventually be extinguished.  The moon will cease to exist.  The universe will collapse into heat dust.  But God said, according to David, that these celestial bodies will never pass away.  Which view is correct?  Or are they both right?

Ya’avor is from the Hebrew root ‘abar (Ayin-Bet-Resh).  It is usually associated with movement relative to some stationary perspective or object.  Passing through the land is an example.  Metaphorically it can also mean transgressing in the sense of passing outside of a promise or commitment.  Sin is an example of passing over the commandments of God.  Therefore, to “not pass away” implies that the relationship between the stationary and the shifting will remain undisturbed.  God’s decree is stationary.  The sun and the moon are shifting.  This relationship will continue.  And from David’s perspective, that’s exactly what it looks like.  Since Hebrew is phenomenological, this observation appears to be permanent.  David is not doing astrophysics.  He is witnessing the day-after-day continuance of the celestial bodies and he uses this imagery to speak about the permanence of God’s decrees.  It may be that some day the sun and moon will cease to exist, but that alternative perspective has no effect on David’s insight.  God’s words are forever.

Yeshua draws a similar metaphorical connection.  The Torah will not pass away until heaven and earth pass away.  In other words, never.  Now this seems about as clear as the daily rising of the sun.  While the statements might not be astronomically correct, the point is not diminished.  God’s decrees (David) and God’s instructions (Yeshua) are going to be around long after you and I pass away.  Is there any hint here that the day of their passing came and went when Yeshua died on the cross?  Are the sun and the moon still here?  Are heaven and earth still here?  If God’s decrees concerning the sun and the moon continue abated and unchanged, then isn’t it obvious that His other decrees also continue unabated and unchanged.  Or did you think that somehow, some way, the steadfastness and reliability of those decrees suddenly changed when the Messiah died?  But not when he was born, of course.  Tell me, how am I supposed to trust in the words of the Lord if there will be a time (or has been a time) when they are no longer true?

Topical Index: not pass away, lo ya’avor, ‘abar, Psalm 148:6
December 27  Let them praise the name of the Lord, for His name alone is exalted; His glory is above earth and heaven.  Psalm 148:13  NASB
Whom Do You Praise?

His name – Names are quite important in Hebrew thought.  They are rarely random choices.  Names reveal essential aspects of the object named.  That’s why we must pay close attention to naming in the biblical text.  A good example is Adam naming the woman Havvah.  There is always a reason for a name.

This makes the statement of David even more important.  We are not praising the Lord.  We are not praising God.  We are not praising Jesus, or even Yeshua.  According to David, we are praising the only name worthy of exultation, that is, shem YHVH.  But this is a problem.  It wasn’t a problem of David.  He knew God’s name—YHVH plus the vowels to go with the consonants.  But now we don’t know the vowels.  So we substitute Adonai or HaShem or LORD.
  While I am sure God knows what we mean, it must be disappointing to not actually use the name that alone must be exalted.  I wonder if the Creator wouldn’t like to hear us praise His name rather than some substitute.

How we got into this state of confusion is a long story, not worth repeating here.  But that we are in a state of confusion about the name of God reveals something rather troubling.  You see, we have become accustomed to the substitutions, so much so that we don’t even think about God having a personal name.  For us, God is God—and that’s all that matters.  But in the ancient world of Scripture, there were lots of gods and they all had names.  So it was vitally important to know which god you were talking about.  To use the wrong name meant very bad things.  In our world, we have adopted the Greek philosophers’ view of God.  He doesn’t actually even need a name since there is only one of Him.  He is no longer the God in competition with all the other gods.  He is God, end of story!  Therefore, we think that addressing Him as “God” is quite sufficient.

But I wonder if we haven’t done ourselves a disservice with this accommodation.  A relationship with “God” isn’t quite as personal and intimate as a relationship with the person who is God but has a personal name.  Imagine if you had a relationship with “wife” or “husband,” and that’s what you called them.  Wouldn’t you feel as if there was still something missing?  Sometimes I feel as if my relationship with “God” is like a relationship with the “President.”  There’s a big difference between “Mr. President” and his name.  I don’t want that kind of formal, status acknowledgement relationship with my Maker (another status word).  I want to know Him!  I want to be able to speak His name and hear Him answer me.  “God” is nice, but it’s not who He is. “God” is what He is.  

On the other hand, keeping Him in that status box allows me to circumvent the commitments of a true, deep and real relationship with a person.  Everything is just a bit more formal, and if I want to avoid personal expectations, then “God” will do nicely.  It just leaves me wanting in those moments when I really need a Father’s touch.  David wasn’t a man after God’s own heart.  He was a man after the heart of YHVH, and he knew that name.
Topical Index:  name, YHVH, God, shem, Psalm 148:13
December 28  Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.  Do not cast me away from Your presence and do not take Your Holy Spirit from me. 

Restore to me the joy of Your salvation and sustain me with a willing spirit.  Psalm 51:10-12 NASB

Nearing the End (1)

Heart – In Hebrew the words are often arranged so that what comes first is recognized as the emphatic focus of the text.  English rearranges what Hebrew constructs and in the process we often lose the author’s deepest concern.  That’s the case here.  In Hebrew what comes first is lev—lev tahor—a heart clean.  Overwhelmed by his sin, David pleads for something he does not possess—a heart without the stains, sins and corruption that led him into so much sorrow.  Lev is the Hebrew word that captures the full range of human personality—emotion, volition and cognition.  Everything that makes us who we are is summarized in lev.  What David needs is a new lease on life, a new beginning, a new innocence—all lost when he chose Bathsheba over duty and obedience.

David knows full well that he is not able to bring this about on his own.  His life is filled with the destructive consequences of his choices.  His outlook is skewed.  His attitudes jaded.  When he looks at himself, he sees failure, regret, disappointment, hopelessness.  No amount of therapy, no ritual restitution, no personal sacrifice is going to clean this pollution.  Unless YHVH creates, David is done.

That’s why David does not use the standard verb, yatsar (to do, to fashion, to make).  David uses the Creator verb, bara’.   Yatsar is about shaping something from existing material.  Bara’ is about initiating, bringing into being something that was not there before.  David does not need remodeling.  He needs a brand new house.  Bara’ is used in the Hebrew Qal tense only with God as the object.  Therefore, in this form it is a highly charged theological term limited to actions that only God can perform.  David does not need a new house built by priests, rituals or restitution.  He needs a new house that only God can provide.  And unless God provides, David will be homeless in the world for the rest of his life.

David’s experience and plea are just like ours.  Remodeling will not do.  There is no sense in trying our best to reform our ways.  We are too far gone to recover by boot-strap psychology.  Our hearts, the centers of our personalities, are riddled with excuses, deferrals, desires and self-acquittals.  We can try—and try again—but without a new house the old guests will remain.  We don’t need a make over.  We need a new birth.

As we reach the end of this Gregorian calendar year, as we reflect on our progress or lack thereof since Yom Kippur some 86 days ago, perhaps an assessment of our current dwelling is useful.  Are we still in the remodeling efforts?  Keep some, get rid of some?  Try to determine what is good and what isn’t?  Sounds like Havvah’s dilemma to me.  David reached the end of remodeling when Nathan arrived.  Perhaps a prophet has visited you recently.  Unless God builds the house, the laborers strive in vain.

Topical Index:  bara’, create, heart, lev, clean, tahor, Psalm 51:10
December 29  Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.  Do not cast me away from Your presence and do not take Your Holy Spirit from me. 

Restore to me the joy of Your salvation and sustain me with a willing spirit.  Psalm 51:10-12 NASB

Nearing the End (2)
Renew – David cries for the moon.  That’s right.  He uses the same Hebrew word for the new moon, hadash.  David’s plea is not for improvement or repositioning or repair.  It is for renewal, for making what once was into something new again.  David needs a new moon in his life.  

It’s worth noting that David’s use of hadash carries with it other nuances that he may have wished to reveal.  First, hadash is associated with the Hebrew idea of “month” and in particular with the festivals of the Hebrew calendar.  Secondly, hadash also implies covenants, objects set apart for holy purposes and mercies after mourning.  Finally, this word is used to describe returning to the old ways of God.  David needs renewal, alright, but that doesn’t mean he needs remodeling.  His use of hadash is a projection of something once pure rebirthed from the ashes of lust.

Eighty-seven days after Yom Kippur we may also need a rebirth from some ashes.  It won’t wait the 278 days until the next communal plea for forgiveness.  It has to happen now.  Homelessness in the world is a terrifying state of affairs.  We need a new-moon lease on life under tonight’s sky.  Since hadash describes things like songs, names and covenants, David may have used the word to plead for a renewal of God’s  promises to him.  David makes it quite clear that what he needs most of all, right now, is ruach nakon.  The translation “steadfast spirit” doesn’t quite give us the full sense of David’s plea.  The word carries with it the idea of preparation, provision, making certain and making right.  The word nakon is particularly significant for kings since it is used twenty-five times in relation to dynasties.  Its usage makes it abundantly clear that no human efforts alone can establish a perpetual kingship.  Only God can do this, and He has promised to do so to David.  So David’s use of nakon is also a reminder that what is at risk here is the continuation of the line.  It’s a lot more than missing the inner sense of the Spirit.  David’s sin put everything at risk.  He looks at his future and sees the kingdom about to fall apart.  He isn’t pleading for just himself.  He is pleading for the Davidic line.

We need to understand the lesson here.  Sin has future consequences.  What God is doing with you and me is building something that will change the future and when we sin we put all that at risk.  We need more than a new moon tonight.  We need to get back on the track that will lead to new moons in the lives of all those affected by our obedience or lack of obedience.  You and I may be able to repent and return but only God can reshape what we have done so that it is still useful for His purposes.  It isn’t just our sin that weighs us down.  It is the impact of our sin on all those who will come after us.  David asks, as we should, that somehow God will still make it right.

Topical Index: nakon, steadfast, right, hadash, renew, moon, Psalm 51:10
December 30  Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.  Do not cast me away from Your presence and do not take Your Holy Spirit from me. 

Restore to me the joy of Your salvation and sustain me with a willing spirit.  Psalm 51:10-12 NASB

Nearing the End (3)

Cast me away – Broken tablets.  That’s the imagery David recalls with the use of the verb salak.  Moses sees the sin of the people and throws down the tablets with the handwriting of God.  Smashed.  Useless.  Finished.  The commandments destroyed.  The instructions gone.  The constitution of the nation obliterated.  That’s what David sees happening.  The prophet comes down and sees the sin of the king.  The “tablets” are thrown.  The kingdom is smashed.  The line is finished.  All of the effort, the hope, the waiting—ruined.  David is broken.  

“Do not cast me away,” he says (‘al taslike).  In English we do not distinguish between ‘al and lo.  Both are translated “no” or “not.”  But there is a difference and the difference is important.  For example, lo is used in the Ten Commandments.  It is the strong negative, indicating a condition that cannot be changed.  “You shall not” has no flexibility.  But ‘al is different.  'al expresses preference, something that might be otherwise, something that could be altered if the subject chooses.  David is not asking for God to change the rules of the game.  He is not pleading for adultery to be excepted from the code.  He is asking, if it is possible, for God to alter the penalty and consequences.  “If it is possible” depends on the will of the provider.  “If it is possible, do not cast me away.”  “If it is possible, do not let me drink this cup.”  On one occasion it was possible.  On the other it was not.  God decides.

So David appeals to God’s mercy, the possibility that God may change His mind.  Not that God will change the rules.  They are not (lo) flexible.  But being cast away, being thrown out because of disobedience—that is possible to change.  Mercy overrides consequence.  It does not override commandments.

Notice that David does not ask to be excused.  He asks not to be dismissed.  He knows what he needs and what he needs is the presence of YHVH.  Maybe that’s what you and I need—desperately.  Maybe what’s missing from the routine of our existence is not more rule-keeping or rule exemptions.  Maybe what we need is the presence of YHVH.  The word in Hebrew is appropriately Hebraic.  It is paneka, literally “your face.”  

“Lord, I want to see You.  That’s what I need.  Just to see Your face turned toward me.  Yes, I know I don’t deserve it.  Yes, I know that I have sinned.  I have abused Your confidence in me.  I have ignored my responsibility.  I have tread upon Your rules.  But now, Lord, now I need to see You.  You don’t even have to smile.  I don’t expect that.  I just need to know that You will still look at me.  I want our eyes to meet.  Yes, I realize that I will see disappointment, sorrow, maybe even anger.  But that is enough, Lord.  To live without seeing You, even if it is a moment of condemnation, is torture for me.  Please don’t walk away.  Please don’t dismiss me without glancing toward me.  Please don’t leave me in the dark.”

“If it is possible, just look at me.”

Topical Index:  ‘al, lo, no, salak, cast away, throw, paneka, face, Psalm 51:11
December 31  Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.  Do not cast me away from Your presence and do not take Your Holy Spirit from me. 

Restore to me the joy of Your salvation and sustain me with a willing spirit.  Psalm 51:10-12 NASB

Nearing the End (4)
Your Holy Spirit – Hebrew poetry rhymes ideas, not phonemes.  David’s plea to see God’s face is paralleled by this second thought.  Seeing the face of God is experiencing the holy spirit of God.  I have not capitalized the words “holy spirit” because the capitalization implies doctrine, not translation.  The words in Hebrew are simply ruach qodeshka, literally “spirit holy yours.”  If the spirit of the Lord is the action of God in the creation, then David is not asking for a visitation from the third person of the Trinity.  The parallelism of the poem should make that clear.  In his view, seeing God’s face is the spirit of God within me.

David is a Near Eastern tenth century BCE king.  He knows what it means to be in the presence of royalty.  If the king doesn’t acknowledge you, you are dead.  Now David, the humble and humiliated servant of the Most High God, is requesting entry to the throne room.  If the King doesn’t acknowledge him, he is finished.  A glance is all that is needed, but David pleads for more.  He pleads that the Most High King will not only look in his direction but will grant him audience.  He asks that the inner awareness of mutual camaraderie that once characterized this relationship be somehow, some way, restored.

Let’s not argue about the doctrinal implications of capitalization.  Let’s concentrate on David’s emotions.  How about you?  Have you been outside the throne room of the Most High King, terrified that He will no longer admit you because of your gross disobedience?  Have you experienced the punishment of dismissal, the agony of abandonment?  How would you live if God no longer cared about you?  How could you live at all?  David is dealing with the greatest tragedy anyone could face.  It’s not the sin of adultery or conspiracy to commit murder.  It’s not the disregard for duty, the disrespect for law or the destruction of proper authority.  It’s the obliteration of relationship.  David, the man who is king, is on the outside of the throne room, begging to once more be accepted as a subject.  Unworthy, perhaps, but nevertheless a subject.  And what about us?  Have you and I experienced the removal of the spirit of the Lord?  Have we known what it means to have His face turned away?  Are we no longer invited into His presence?  
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