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January 1  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

After the End (1)
Restore – The king gives a command to the King.  Restore.  It’s an imperative.  hashivah from the verb shuv.  Clearly this command goes two ways.  David needs God to restore him, but David also needs to return to God.  The same verb describe both movements.  In this regard, David’s word is not the order of a monarch so much as it is an expression of intensive desire addressed to a recognized superior.  King David is in no position to order anything.  He is on the verge of losing all that God has given him.  So with one last hopeful breath, he utters a final instruction.  “Bring me back into Your presence, O God.”

The Gregorian year is 2015.  Traditionally, those who follow this calendar view this day as a day of renewal.  Vows are taken.  Resolutions made.  David didn’t follow a calendar that was named for a Pope in 1582, but he did know something very important about renewal dates.  Personal renewal begins with the day we humbly beseech the Lord YHVH to reinstate our relationship with Him.  That day is today, no matter what calendar you follow.  So at the beginning of the Pope’s new year, let’s do what the king of Israel did more than 3000 years ago.  Let’s beseech God for His glance in our direction, for His invitation to enter the throne room, for His renewal of our friendship.  I can think of nothing more important on this day than following David’s lead.

You might object, “But I haven’t committed adultery.  I haven’t conspired to murder.  My relationship with God is good.  I am enjoying His presence.”  Mazel tov.  I am thankful for you.  You give me hope.  I just know myself.  I know that Yeshua’s amplification of adultery leaves me guilty.  His explanation of the anger-murder connection leaves me in need of forgiveness.  In fact, if my goal is to be like Him, I am found wanting in “Oh, so many ways.”  I need renewal—today.  If you really don’t, then I am so happy for you.  I want what you have—unfettered access to the throne of the King, favor in His face, welcome in His words.  Keep going in that wonderful relationship that you have because I need to know it is still possible.

Last year I struggled with God.  I found myself wrestling next to Jacob, pleading with Moses, abandoned with Job and disconsolate with David.  The words of this psalm could have been my words if I had been inspired to write them.  My life was wrung out through my own disobedience.  David is my spokesman when no other will ask for me.  If you knew intimacy with any of those men (or women) of faith, then maybe you can identify with me.  And we can plead together to see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living.

Welcome to a new year, even if it is the wrong calendar.

Topical Index:  restore, shuv, renew, Psalm 51:12
January 2  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

After the End (2)
Joy – Is gladness missing from your life?  Are you acutely aware of the absence of rejoicing?  Perhaps your circumstances have discouraged you.  Maybe you are struggling with a long-term difficulty.  You started out with hope and confidence but now it has been a long time.  Or maybe, like David, you have been living with an act of unrepentant disobedience.  You thought you could put it aside and go on, but now you discover that your life has plummeted into the depths.  Joy has disappeared.  What are you going to do now?

David knows that the absence of sason is a sure sign of spiritual dysfunction.  Joy, however, isn’t the same as happiness.  Happiness is conditional.  It depends entirely on my circumstances.  I am happy when life is good.  I am not happy when life is bad—for me!  Paul found joy even in severe trials.  Joy isn’t pleasure.  David found pleasure in acts of disobedience.  Just ask Bathsheba.  Joy isn’t fulfillment.  Unless my goals are God’s goals, fulfillment is merely a temporary achievement destined to become a memory.  Joy isn’t peace.  The absence of conflict is not a sign of joy.  It might actually be a sign of spiritual disease.  When the king’s prophets proclaimed “Peace,” God was actually declaring war.  Shalom is not the same as the absence of conflict.  shalom is related to sason as steam is related to heat.  Sason can produce shalom, but they are not the same.

So what is joy (sason)?  Deuteronomy 28:63 makes a very odd statement about God’s idea of joy.  It says that God rejoiced (had joy) over Israel when they were obedient and will rejoice over Israel when He will destroy them for their disobedience.  What?  We certainly expect joy over obedience, but what do we do with joy over destroying.  TWOT suggests that the word means “enthusiasm,” a passion for taking action, not necessarily an action that seems to us to have correct moral consequences.  Perhaps joy is close to zealous delight.  The object is inconsequential.  The emotion is what matters.

Twelve-step participants often say that their addictions put color in their lives.  The drinking, gambling, drug, sex or eating turns lives of gray into vibrant Technicolor.  Life without the addictive behavior was boring, passionless and bland.  In a word, joyless.  No enthusiasm.  No fervent hopefulness.  No fire.  Perhaps that’s why addictions are so difficult to overcome.  Life on the other side seems pathetically vapid.  The key word here is “seems,” for the Scriptures tell us that in reality the Technicolor appeal of addiction is really the camouflage of death.  Joy, that is, enthusiasm for life, must come from the true colors of God’s creation, not the artificial and deceptive colors of our concoction.  Whatever else joy is, it is the emotional expression of life as God gives it.  David asks for a restoration of the emotional enthusiasm of salvation.  He is not talking about “going the heaven-sins forgiven” salvation.  He is talking about deliverance; deliverance for the world of gray that descended upon him after his sin. 

That’s the heart of the matter, isn’t it?  Joy comes from deliverance.  Without deliverance there is nothing more than gray or succumbing to not-gray.  There might be color, but there is no joy.  If you find yourself robbed of enthusiasm for life, the life that God gives, then maybe you as color-blind as me, and maybe we both need deliverance.

Topical Index:  joy, sason, Psalm 51:12, Deuteronomy 28:63, addiction, life
January 3  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

After the End (3)
Sustain me – Sacrifice me.  Oh, is that what you thought when David’s says, “Sustain me”?  He uses the Hebrew word tismekeni, from the root samak, but the majority of the uses of samak are from the Levitical rituals of sacrifice.  Laying on hands is the way we translated samak in those passages.  Of course, when the priest laid his hands on something, it was for sacrifice.  Do you suppose David didn’t know that?  Maybe he isn’t saying what we wish, that he wants the Spirit to support him.  Maybe he is saying that he wants to be sacrificed, he wants the Spirit to lay hands on him and destroy that old heart that has caused him so much pain.  Maybe what he realizes is that only sacrifice will restore the joy of deliverance because only sacrifice will remove the disobedient heart.

When we read this verse, do we think, “Yes, Lord, I want your deliverance.  Sacrifice me!”  I doubt it.  I think we read the verse as if the way of salvation is to have God help us along.  We want support, not death.  Of course, the root samak can also include the idea of leaning on something for support (Amos 5:19) or trusting in God (Psalm 37:24) but I am intrigued by the usual connection to sacrifice.  Perhaps David is reminding his reader of both.  Unfortunately, our translation doesn’t include a footnote for the other reading.

David asks to be sustained/sacrificed with a willing spirit.  But once again he chooses a word that has worship ritual written all over it.  The root of this word is nadab and it is found in nedaga, the freewill offering.  Is David suggesting that he is making a freewill offering of himself so that he might once again enjoy the feeling of deliverance?  Every use of nadab in the Tanakh implies something given freely or voluntarily.  I’m not sure our translation provides a way for us to connect these dots, but certainly readers of the Hebrew text wouldn’t have missed it.

Now that we have a fuller picture of David’s royal command (or penitent plea), we can ask ourselves the same questions implied in his choices of words.  Are we voluntarily offering ourselves as sacrifice?  Are we ready to die in order to be saved from ourselves?  Have we reached the point where life as we know it is hell on earth?  David’s poem anticipates both Yeshua and Paul.  Are we told again and again that the way to life is death?  In the end, bearing the cross, entering baptism, encountering the Spirit is all about death, and the death of one leads to life everlasting.  Perhaps David saw a lot more than simply God’s help.  But what would you expect from a man after God’s own heart?

Topical Index:  sustain, support, samak, sacrifice, willing, nadab, Psalm 51:12
January 4   For the body is not one member, but many.  1 Corinthians 12:14  NASB

Top Heavy

Not one member – Everyone is familiar with Paul’s analogy of the body.  In his letter to the believers in Corinth, Paul goes to great lengths to impress upon this rowdy bunch that their lives must reflect the compassion, grace and obedience of the Messiah.  They need order, but Paul quickly adds, order in the body does not mean control by a hierarchy of superiority.  Order means everyone doing what they were designed and chosen (by God) to do.  Anything else in the assembly is a form of spiritual abuse.  

According to the text, there is but one, and only one, head of the assembly.  That one is the Messiah.  Everyone else is just a member of the body.  Not one of the rest is independently important, spiritually superior or designated as authority over the rest.  That means that the Messiah and the Father make arrangements for each member to fulfill tasks required for the edification, instruction and continuation of the assembly.  God’s spirit at work among the members leads each one to take up the assignment necessary for that particular person.  This is the combination of passion, calling and worship rolled into one.  Unfortunately, what typically happens to members of the church is assignment by the church for the needs of the church.  It is rare indeed for a member of the body to be asked, “And how is the spirit of the Lord leading you to participate with us in this assembly?”  It is far more common to hear, “Oh, we have a lot of things to be done and you’d be great at this one.”  

Consider the implications of Paul’s analogy.  No one is less important, less necessary, less useful than anyone else.  The pastor is not the head of the assembly.  He or she is not above critique, not more “spiritual,” not the final word.  Of course, in pagan hierarchies, he is, but we are not members of a pagan hierarchical religion (are we?).  You and I are members just like everyone else.  If a church “official” says something, does something or displays an attitude that does not match Scripture or that impugns any other member, we are to speak up, to defend what’s right, to remind that person that every member is equally important in the one body whose head is the Messiah.  Far too often we have been taught that if we are not a hand, we have no value.  If we are not a foot, we must be left on the sidelines.  If we are not persuasive, articulate, intellectual, organizing or contributing, then we have no place except to sit in the pew and agree with everything.  Paul would strongly object!

ouk esti hen says Paul in Greek.  ouk, the strongest possible negative in Greek.  Not to be one, but polla—many.  So what’s the problem?  Scripture clearly asserts your equal position.  The spirit of the Lord has chosen you to perform duties specifically tailored to your passions.  You serve Him in this body.  Why do you hesitate?  Throw off the shackles of pagan hierarchy and do what God designed you to do.  And if you discover the reprisal of silent discouragement, then you will know which religion dominates your community.

Topical Index: body, one, many, hen, polys, 1 Corinthians 12:14
January 5  On the contrary, the parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable and on those parts of the body that we think less honorable we bestow the greater honor, and our unpresentable parts are treated with greater modesty.  1 Corinthians 12:22-23  ESV

Biblical Body Building

Unpresentable parts – Paul’s body analogy contains some rather embarrassing implications.  First, Paul suggests that the apparently weaker parts of any assembly under the Messiah are indispensible.  That blows a very big hole in the male hierarchy view of the Church.  Paul follows this thought with the claim that we give greater honor to those who appear to have less honor.  Wham!  Another nail in the coffin of male domination.  Anyone who still claims that men are superior by divine edict must reject Paul’s view of the assembly.  

But Paul isn’t finished yet.  Now he treats the “unpresentable” parts.  After all, the body, the physical body as the foundation of Paul’s analogy, has some indispensable parts that are not appropriate topics of polite conversation.  We all know they are absolutely necessary.  In fact, if they stop functioning properly, we get very sick and could die.  But they are embarrassing to talk about.  Paul doesn’t overlook these part either.  They are essential.  And they have assembly-body analogies.  The word Paul choose is aschemon.  It means “unmentionable.”  But we all know what he is saying.  Now look how he applies this to the body of Messiah.  

aschemon is the negative of a two-word Greek combination.  It is literally “not holding a shape.”  In other words, aschemon means “ugly.”  This is something that lacks beautiful form, something that shows defect, something that no sculptor (except maybe Picasso) would consider fine art.  What does Paul say about those “ugly” parts of the assembly.  They are vitally important.  We just treat them with euschemosynen (translated as “modesty).  But euschemosyne is also a combination word.  It comes from eu (meaning “good”) and schema (meaning “external fashion or condition”).  Ah, so how do we treat the “ugly” parts of the body.  Simple.  As if they were the good parts.

Let’s apply Paul’s lesson.  In our Greek based culture, beauty is queen.  That means hard body, voluptuous, ripped, young, tight, good-looking knock-down gorgeous.  A fit body in a fit mind.  Just look at our cultural heroes and heroines.  Any fat, ugly people there?  Anyone dressing like bums?  Any misshaped, flabby, old icons in the tabloids of the culture?  Of course not.  We are Greek and we have Greek ideals.  But in the assembly of the King?  Do we allow our Greek ideals to reign among God’s chosen?  Are we just as quick to give honor to the “ugly”?  Do we recognize them as essential, important and worthy of respect?  Take a serious look around when you gather.  Who leads?  Who is honored?  Who is respected?  Just how much of God’s non-Greek ideal is part of your assembly?  Want a Torah-life lesson?  Find someone “unpresentable” and put your arms around them.  Tell them you couldn’t be what God wants without them.

Topical Index:  aschemon, ugly, euschemosyne, presentable, 1 Corinthians 12:22-23
January 6  Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, whom you have from God?  You are not your own,  1 Corinthians 6:19  ESV

Who Do You Think You Are?

You – What a lot of confusion is caused by the failure to recognize the difference between singular and plural?  In this verse, Paul is speaking of the body (singular) of believers (plural), not of the individual (singular).  Both the verb “do you not know” and the possessive pronoun “your” are plural.  Paul is addressing the whole assembly, not each individual as independent from the assembly.  Each case of “you” or “your” in the rest of the verse is also plural.  It is simply impossible to suggest that Paul is saying that each individual person is a temple of the holy spirit.  What Paul is saying is that the entire assembly of those who gather as followers of the Messiah is a, not the, temple of the Spirit.  Obviously, when Paul wrote this the Temple was still in Jerusalem.  What Paul means is that each assembly as a whole is a place where the spirit of God engages men and women.  This is the same idea he relates to the Corinthians earlier (1 Corinthians 3:16).  Why does he make this point if he is not speaking about each one of us?  Because the assembly of the Corinthians was acting in ways that diminished the name of God.  Because they needed to understand that their behavior portrayed unacceptable images of the God of Israel.  Because they, as a whole, needed to address and rectify these things.

For centuries Christian churches have taught the singular application of this verse.  Influenced by Hellenism, the Church shifted the Pauline sense of community to the individual.  The Church viewed each one of us as if we were individually the temple of the Holy Spirit.  Therefore, it follows that we independently must be pure, useful and available regardless of our connection or lack thereof to any other believer.  In fact, some authors have gone so far as to say that God’s spirit makes a home in our individual bodies (and therefore we must provide Him with great bodies).  But Paul isn’t Greek.  He isn’t talking about the individual physical body of you and me.  He is talking about the collective assembly, the “body,” that is the community of followers of the Messiah.  Claims that God resides in your body based on the passages in Corinthians are incredibly bad exegesis.  Claims that God somehow alters your individual physical body so that your body is now the dwelling place of the temple of the holy spirit are ridiculous.  Can the fullness of God reside in a human body?  Even Trinitarians are not so bold.

Does this mean that the spirit of the Lord is not really present in your individual life?  Of course not!  In some way, God’s presence is manifest in each of His followers.  But not without community.  The Shechinah does not descend into your human flesh.  It never did—in anyone’s flesh.  Who do you think you are?  God?  Paul’s point is that the assembly is responsible to the One true God.  He is the “owner” of the body, and He sets the standard of member behavior.  You, as an individual, are certainly not your own either.  You have been ransomed.  But that does not make you an independent contractor in the Kingdom.  

Topical Index:  body, temple, 1 Corinthians 6:19  
January 7  Then God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness; . . .  Genesis 1:26  NASB
Bloodbath

Image – You know, sometimes I think that all we do is circulate around poor exegesis of the Genesis text and as a result all kinds of doctrinal and ecclesiastical stupidities result.  So I hate to have to come back to this fundamental issue again and again, but just when I think we have finally settled the matter, someone else comes along with some novella about what this text means and away we go again with more nonsense.  The latest is the claim that rests on Kabbalah plus voodoo science plus a misreading of the text without original audience context.  Let me illustrate.

1.  “The concept [in this verse] is that of God speaking into existence the whole of creation.  So what was God doing?  He was placing certain letters together and then speaking them so that they became the creative force to produce whatever it was that He was creating.”

2.  “God spoke ‘aleph, dalet, mem’ and the creative imagination and life-giving power of Elohim produced His creation, ‘aadaam’.”

3.  “[from the Paleo-Hebrew idea that adam in the combination of aleph plus the word dam, meaning “blood”] the Spirit of Life which God breathed into ‘aadaam’ would also take up residence in the blood.”

4.  when God created ‘aadaam’ and entered into his blood, He had perfect union with His creation and the blood of ‘aadaam’ was pure and uncorrupted.  When mankind sinned through disobedience to the Word of God, something happened in the blood . . . and the blood of ‘aadaam’ was corrupted.”

Had enough?  Oh, one more thing.  

5. “And God, out of the minute particles of the totality of all that He is, formed a creature, an exact image, a duplicate copy of Himself, in space and time . . .”

The final thought leads the author to suggest that God is “both sexes” which is why Adam had to be divided since he was at first created an exact copy of the androgynous God!  I wonder.  Is God five foot nine or six foot three?  Is He Jewish or maybe Mesopotamian?  And both sexes?  That must be a real problem for an exact duplicate.  The conclusions reached by this spurious method are almost too ridiculous to reiterate.
Through a combination of Kabbalah, Paleo-Hebrew, anachronistic exegesis, extension of contextual meanings and logical inconsistency, the author concludes that we are all blood-corrupt since Adam’s sin but the blood of the Messiah corrects this DNA error so that we can have perfect fellowship again, which, by the way, includes no disease, no sinful actions and no possible disruption in the relationship because the Holy Spirit enters into our blood.  What? 

Bloodbath, indeed!  Of course, all along the way the author denies the idea of original sin (by sexual transmission), replacement theology and atonement by any other means except blood offering.  Apparently the logical fallacies in his arguments escape him.

What is the lesson here?  You can read anything from the biblical text if you are willing to bend all the rules of exegesis.  You can find evidence for any non sequitur, any spiritual theory, any claim at all if you just want to spin the words.  But exegesis depends on the same old rules:  1) what did the words mean to the original audience, 2) what is the cultural meaning of the terms involved and 3) what was the purpose of the original communication.

There are a lot of “bloodbath” books out there.  If you happen to pick up one, apply these three rules to the author’s method.  If he comes up short, put him aside.  You have better things to do.  Exegesis is not speculation or “proof-text” corroboration.

One lesson we must learn.  Be Berean.  Examine carefully.  Compare to the Torah standard.  Not everything spiritual is led by the Spirit.  Be discerning.  Test it all!

Topical Index:  blood, dam, adam, Genesis 1:26, Kabbalah
January 8  but that we write to them that they abstain from things contaminated by idols and from fornication and from what is strangled and from blood.  Acts 15:20  NASB

Noah’s Rules

Abstain – Can we finally put this one to bed?  The council of Jerusalem issued this decision for Gentiles who wanted to join the Jewish way of fellowship under the Messiah.  James lists four requirements.  A great number of commentators use this edict to argue that the Gentiles were excused from the Sinai Torah.  The Torah was for Jews.  The Gentiles only had to follow these limited conditions.  Many of these commentators suggest that this was James’ version of the Noahide laws, those laws which, according to Second Temple rabbinic teaching, applied to all men on the earth.

But has anyone ever actually looked at the Noahide laws to see if they match.  The seven Noahide are:

1.  the prohibition against murder

2.  the prohibition against theft

3.  the prohibition against sexual immorality

4.  the prohibition against blasphemy

5.  the prohibition against eating flesh taken from an animal while it is alive

6.  the establishment of courts of law

7.  the prohibition against denying God (that there is no God)

In what way are James’ requirements similar to these seven universal laws of morality?  There’s no prohibition for things contaminated by idols.  There’s nothing about strangulation.  There is only the implied relationship with flesh from an animal still alive.  In fact, the only one that seems to be exactly the same is the one about sex.  So are we to assume that murder, theft, blasphemy, denial of God and refusal to establish courts of law are acceptable to James?  After all, he doesn’t mention them.  And three of the four things he does specifically mention are not in the Noahide list.

Doesn’t it seem obvious that James is not talking about Noah’s rules?  Acts 15 is not about the application of the Noahide laws (which all the disciples would have considered applicable without mentioning).  James specifically targets pagan religious practices in the Roman world.  He says something like this:  “Yes, we agree that Gentiles who have come to God on the basis of the Messiah should not be excluded simply because they are not Jewish, but we do require them to give up pagan practices.”  In the Roman world, it was quite common to simply adopt another god into your personal arsenal in hopes that one more god would give you more protection.  But YHVH is not one more god.  Worshipping Him means exclusivity.  Those Gentile pagans who come into this fellowship must give up those things that characterize worshipping false gods.  James names them.  There are four—not seven.  The case is settled.  Nothing more to worry about.  After all, “Moses is taught every week in synagogue.”

Topical Index:  Acts 15:20, Noahide laws, pagan practices 
January 9  That You examine him every morning and try him every moment?  Job 7:18  NASB
David’s Duet

Try – Job starts his declaration in very much the same way David does.  “What is man that You magnify him and are concerned about him?” (Job 7:17)  But maybe Job has a slightly different reason for his statement.  David’s psalm (Psalm 8) is about the seeming insignificance of the human frame compared to the vastness of the cosmos.  The poem really is a praise for YHVH’s compassion and guidance.  But Job has just received nothing but grief because of God’s introduction before ha-satan.  Job’s view isn’t quite David’s declaration of praise.  Job sees God as the one who brings scrutiny and trial.  And under these conditions, Job would just as soon remain invisible.

What about Job’s complaint?  Does God examine us every morning and try us at every opportunity?  Do we never get a break?  Are we never able to rest in this lifelong journey?  Job uses the Hebrew verb bahan.  It describes the process of being tested for inner integrity.  God is almost always the subject (the agent) in these tests and they are to be considered a privilege of being one of His own.  Ah, that’s makes everything wonderful, doesn’t it?  Try telling that to Job.

Would you rather be under the radar?  Are you overjoyed that God pays so much attention to you that you are examined every morning and constantly tested?  That sounds like the Giant Policeman in the Sky to me.  Do I really want to worship a God who delights in making my life difficult?  David might have lauded God for paying any heed to the insignificant beings that we are, but Job would have been much happier for God to worry about the universe and not blink an eye toward him.  Maybe you have felt that way too.

So if God is so good, if He is the loving and compassionate Father, if He has only our best in mind, then why does He constantly test us?  The answer is a matter of life and death.  In the mythology of the ancient Near East, the gods weighed the worthiness of men and women after they died.  If they passed the test, it was on to the next life for them.  If not, well, too late now.  But God tests us in this life in order that we may be found worthy before it is too late.  What a change!  Tested now so that we will not fail later.  In ancient thought, nothing could be more compassionate.  God’s way gives us a chance.  Repentance is possible.  Purgatory does not exist.

One other connection is needed in order to understand the kind of trials God has in mind.  That connection is to Isaiah 28:16 which uses the words ‘eban bohan, a “tested stone.”  What is the tested stone?  It is the Messiah, the foundation cornerstone of faith.  Testing does have significant consequences, doesn’t it?  If the Messiah was tested and found true, what makes you think we won’t also be tested?

Topical Index:  try, test, bahan, tested stone, Job 7:18, Isaiah 28:16
January 10  I sought the Lord, and He answered me, and delivered me from all my fears.  Psalm 34:4  NASB

Terrors in the Night

Fears – Have any of your really bad dreams turned out to be real?  Do you sometimes feel as if you are living in a nightmare?  Even a cursory look at human history will convince you that terrors are a lot more than psychosomatic.  That’s why we need to know that this Hebrew word is not the usual one for “fear.”  Usually we find yare, a word that runs the gamut from being afraid of things like lightning to awe and respect for the one true God.  But here David chooses another word; a word that moves us out of the realm of those fears that have a specific object to something far more terrifying, that is, terror itself.

David chooses megurot.  The root is gur which means “great dread, terror, horror.”  This is more than worrying about tomorrow’s weather.  This is a nightmare turned into a daylight trauma.  Your worst fears coming true.  Maybe you can handle the ordinary worries of life.  Maybe you can rise to the occasion when something unexpected presents itself, but when it comes to terror, no one is really ready.  Once in awhile we get an inkling of what might happen, and we know it would overwhelm us.

That’s why David turns these things over to God.  He will deliver us from all those nightmares.  Once again David chooses his word carefully.  This is not a “salvation” word.  Instead of yasha’, David uses the Hiphil perfect form of nasa’.  Cognates demonstrate that the principal idea behind this word is to draw out or escape.  This is physical deliverance, a rescue operation in the real world.  The nightmare might have started in the psychological depths but God’s response comes in the daylight.  While the word has spiritual overtones and connections, its home is in the physical reality of day-to-day living.

I have fears.  I imagine you do too.  Some fears are quite useful.  I am afraid of getting burned so I pay close attention to hot things.  But some things just scare me to death.  Things like being afraid that in the end God won’t find me acceptable (yes, I know the theology but it doesn’t take away the terror).  These things I have to give to God.  That doesn’t mean, by the way, that they will suddenly evaporate from my life.  It just means that I have confidence that He will rescue me, that when it comes to the terror in the night He will somehow find a way to pull me out, that I will wake up before I die in my dream.

David had some real enemies.  Maybe you do too, but I suspect that the worst of all terrors come from deep inside of us.  We are powerless over them because they reside in the darkest corners of our lives.  They are megurot—and God is the only deliverer.  Perhaps you and I need to fall on our faces and ask God to deliver us from our real terrors, the ones that arise from deep inside.

Topical Index:  megurot, terror, fear, Psalm 34:4
January 11  He restores my soul; he leads me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.  Psalm 23:3  Hebrew World

Fitness Formula

Restores - David was just out of touch.  If he really wanted restoring, he would have grabbed a PowerAde or an energy bar.  He might have taken extra multi-vitamins or gone to the doctor to get a prescription for Chronic Fatigue Syndrome.  But David was stubborn.  He believed that God was the only source of restoration.

When David wrote this Psalm, he had more in mind than “spiritual” renewal.  The words literally say, “He causes my nephesh to return.”  Hebrew uses the word nephesh for the whole person; what we call body, mind and soul in the Greek world.  David realizes that it is God who brings renewal and restoration to life.  God returns both physical and spiritual well-being.  

Now that we see David is talking about the whole person, notice the verb he uses.  God causes my life to return.  If it is returned, where was it?  The answer to that question is found in all the actions of life that use us up.  Little by little, the road less traveled dissipates our vitality.  Often we don’t notice how tired we really are until we stop doing things.  That’s when we recognize that we need a return to well-being.  Restoration requires planned intervals of rest.  Do you suppose Shabbat has something to do with this?

If you feel like you’re in a marathon, you might consider your need for regular restoration along the way.  Without it, damage is inevitable.  Athletes know all about this when it comes to physical exertion, but somehow we think the same principle doesn’t apply to the rest of our lives.  David’s solution to this exhaustion is not vacation.  His poetry provides the explanatory parallel in the next sentence.  How does God restore my person?  By leading me in the paths of righteousness.  I am renewed, physically and spiritually, when I am following His instructions.

Listen, disobedience is exhausting.  All that maneuvering, hiding, anticipating, covering up—it just wears us down until we reach the bottom.  Then we realize that we have been on the wrong path the whole time.  Sin is a tiring business.  Maybe you and I are just tired of being tired.  Maybe you and I need some return of nephesh from wherever it went.  There is still hope.  Follow the path.  Let Him lead.  You can still have a life worth living.

Topical Index:  restores, nephesh, person, shuv, return, Psalm 23:3
January 12  For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.  Romans 6:23  NASB

Pay Day

Wages – opsonion.  “What is appointed for purchase.”  H. W. Heidland provides the following insight:  “the use of the word brings out three important points: a. that sin is a deceiver, promising subsistence but delivering death; b. that as wages are not a single payment, so death already casts its active shadow on life in an ongoing process; and c. that in contrast to the gift of life we have here a right, but a right that carries only judgment with it.”
  Each of these points is critically important, but the last is formidable.  We have a right to choice, but the choice of sin leads only to destruction.
My way is the way of death.  I lack that perspective in the midst of sin.  Addictive escape removes all those insights.  I forget that I am dying by conscious choice.  But this is the one thing, the only thing, that I can do.  I can remember that this way is the way of death.  There I must paint a very big sign, “This is death;” otherwise I will overlook it.  I know that the yetzer ha’ra intends for me to die.  That is victory—extermination.  But I must remember, “We do not serve a God of the dead but a God of the living.”  So where is life?  Everything in Torah tells me that life is found in obedience.  Surprisingly, I know this is true.  But I have trained myself to ignore the signs and convinced myself that I am incapable of real obedience.  I hear David weeping, “Create in me a clean heart.”  “Yes, Lord, without a clean heart I am unable to follow.  Without a clean heart the pollution inevitably returns.  All that I lack in order to find life again is a clean heart, and You are the only One who can provide it.”

Today, Lord, I am confessing my sin.  More than my sin, my rebellion, my bent way of life.  Today regret surrounds me, but I know that regret is not enough to put me on the path.  Regret will fade.  I must acknowledge my true denial of Your way, of Your love for me.  I must say, out loud, “Against You I have sinned.”  Repentance must be my watchword.  I cannot repair, but You can heal.  Should my eyes be streaming with tears before You are convinced or is it enough for me to take one step in Your direction?  Now, on my knees, prostrate, I have only this left.  “Lord, do not turn Your face from me forever.”

[prostrate]  “Lord, I just can’t go on this way.  You have provided in so many ways for me in spite of my twisted actions.  Why do I place all this at risk?  I realize that I am on a death spiral.  I don’t want this way, Lord.  I want to be a good man.  I want a good heart.  I am desperate for You.  All I have now is Your faithfulness.  I know there is no good thing in me.  Lord, I am weeping before You.  I want to go home.  I am sick, Lord, tired and so alone.  Please take me back.  I just want to go home.”
Topical Index: wages, opsonion, death, sin, Romans 6:23
January 13  For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.  Romans 6:23  NASB

Wrapping Paper
In – God’s gift of life is free but it comes packaged in a particular way.  Since we are often so intent on getting the gift, we have a tendency to ignore the wrapping.  In fact, some of us don’t even know the package was wrapped.  We just love the gift.  But the packaging is particularly important to Paul and he describes all the glorious wrapping in one tiny Greek preposition, en.  In fact, en Christos is a Pauline technical phrase that carries a great deal of meaning.

What does it mean, then, to have eternal life en Christos?  Well, here’s what it doesn’t mean.  The free gift isn’t from Christ.  It is from God through the Messiah, the anointed one.  The gift of eternal life is not a personal possession.  It is found in the Messiah who is Yeshua.  I don’t own eternal life.  It is a relationship that operates while I am actively engaged in it.  Eternal life is not a self-addressed ticket.  Without “in Christ” there is no gift.  Eternal life does not depend on some religious formula words.  It isn’t the result of a proper prayer.  It is God’s gift wrapped God’s way even if I don’t know anything about the right words or the gift wrapping.  Paul’s statement is not a mechanism.  It is an ontological fact of the universe.

Here’s what I do know about “in Christ.”  Like most Hebraic ideas, it is active and relational.  I participate in eternal life because I have a relationship with the Messiah, but the eternal life that I experience now and later is packaged as “eternal life in Yeshua HaMashiach.”  You can’t separate “eternal life” from “Yeshua HaMashiach.”  They are the same thing—one thing, not two.  Oh, and did you notice that Yeshua HaMashiach is also not separated from kyrio (“our Lord”).  He isn’t the “Savior” unless he is “the Lord,” and he doesn’t gift you with some present called “eternal life” without being “our” Lord.  That tells me something else about being “in Christ.”  It is a packaged deal and it involves more than me.  Community is assumed in this gift.  It is “our” Lord, not “my” Lord.  Of course, to be “our” Lord, I must also participate in a community where he is also “my” Lord, but it is the community that is given the gift, not the all-important “me.”

What I also realize is that the opposite of God’s gift is death.  Paul doesn’t say “eternal death” since that seems to be an oxymoron.  Dead is dead.  How long is dead?  If you’re dead, are you really counting?  The important point is not about punishment.  Paul doesn’t even mention punishment.  The important point is not being alive.  Life is what matters—to nearly all of us, and God provides life, packaged in His son, the Messiah who is our Lord.  This reminds me of Moses.  There is a way that leads to death.  There is a way that leads to life.  Choose life!  Don’t unwrap the package so quickly that you fail to see how it is delivered.

Topical Index:  in Christ, en, Christos, Lord, eternal life, death, Romans 6:23
January 14 Therefore there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and of death.  Romans 8:1-2  NASB

The Hebrew Negative

No condemnation – Paul is pretty intense.  He opens the sentence with ouden.  It means, “not one thing, nothing at all,” or in American parlance, “no how, no way.”  The very first thing Paul wants his readers to understand is the power of the negative.  Those who are “in” the Messiah don’t have one single, tiny little thing condemning them.  That doesn’t mean there aren’t any other people who stand in condemnation.  That isn’t the promise.  All of us have experienced the lack of forgiveness, the indifferent acts, the reminders of failure at the hands of other people.  But as far as God is concerned, oudeis—nothing—stands in the way.  

But wait!  Paul doesn’t say that there won’t be consequences or trials or accusations or rejection.  He says there won’t be any condemnation.  The word is katakrima, a combination of the intensive kata (“exceeding”) and the root krino (“to judge, to separate, to select”).  God’s wrath will not be poured out on you.  You will not suffer the excruciating penalties of sin.  You will be free of guilt before God.  Of course, the condition for this is in the wrapping—“in Yeshua HaMashiach.”  Participating in Yeshua brings God’s gift of life and that life entails being free from excessive judgment by God.

This thought reminds us of the two negative particles in Hebrew.  They are lo and ‘al.  Just like the two particles in Greek (ou and me), they are both translated “no,” but they have very different nuances.  lo is the unconditional, absolute “no” as in the Ten Commandments.  ‘al is the negative of conditions.  “If such and such, then ‘al.”  Paul would have been thinking lo in his Greek construction of Romans 8.  

This gives us another insight.  The Paleo-Hebrew of lo is “Control-Strength” (Lamed-Aleph).  Seekins and others see this as “stronger controller,” but I want to suggest something else.  Participating in Yeshua HaMashiach as Lord depends on saying “no” to those temptations that formerly seduced us into sin.  In Paleo-Hebrew, this is the action of “controlling strength” (lo), not the “strong controller.”  What do I mean?  I mean that the strength that I must control is the yetzer ha’ra, a power that often seems overwhelming, but, as God reminded Cain, “you must master it.”  If I am going to participate in the eternal life in Yeshua HaMashiach the Lord, then I must master it.  I must control the strength of that power within me that seeks to enslave me to the pathway to death.  I must control my own strength to choose a way outside of God’s instructions.  Eternal life, in fact, any life whatsoever, is found in His way.  Yeshua has made that way available to me, and is ready to help me live it, but I must choose.  I must master the beast that crouches at the door.  lo is my watchword, my responsibility.  Control the strength of the beast within.  Don’t put myself in the wrong geography, in the wrong time, among the wrong “friends,” in the wrong mood.  Choose otherwise.

Topical Index:  no, oudeis, lo, no, condemnation, Romans 8:1
January 15  Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me. Psalm 51:10
Two Week Restart

Clean – If you invite the King of the Universe to take up residence with you, what condition would you like your house to look like?  Dishes piled up from last night’s party?  Grass not mowed?  Closets with clothes piled on the floor?  Laundry not done?  Dust and cobwebs?  A carpet stain or two?  Fingerprints on the mirrors?  Of course not.  You would want the place looking its very best.  Yes, it might not be brand new construction, but no matter its age, you would clean up, dress up and repair all that you could.  Not because He demanded it but because He is King of the universe.  

“So important is this mishkan [place of residence] that we must constantly be building it—preparing it and making it fit for His rest.  Anything that soils it or makes it inappropriate for His presence must be jettisoned from our lives and repudiated as unbecoming a child of God whose primary goal in life is to have on-going communion and friendship with the Creator.”
  Now we have a better Hebrew sense of atonement.  IT is not so much the forgiveness of our sins as it is the wiping away of that which defiles and so prevents the present residence of the Creator.  To atone is to clean it up so that YHVH may take up residence.  Forgiveness is a forensic matter.  It deals with guilt.  But atonement is house-cleaning.  It is the removal of all impurities.  When we say that Yeshua provides our atonement, what we mean in Hebrew is that he cleans the house so that we may appropriately invite YHVH into residence.  All of the ritual acts of cleansing associated with the Temple and with sacred practice are connected to this idea of atonement.  In the final analysis, atonement removes death, the last impurity that blocks full participation with the God of the living.

From the perspective of his impurity (not just his sin), David cries out for God to create a clean heart.  The Hebrew is tahor.  In nearly every case, it describes ritual or moral purity.  It is translated in Greek as katharizo, katharos or katharismos.  Do you see “catharsis” in this Greek?  Behind the words is the idea of purging, getting rid of things that do not belong, restoring purity.  You can think of pure water, pure gold, pure robes and the purification periods following childbirth or healing.  Ritual purity insured that the person could once more enter into community, either with God or others.  David is asking for a lot more than forgiveness.  He is asking to be made ritually pure and morally pure so that he may rejoin fellowship with YHVH.

Two weeks ago we looked at David’s request for a restart.  Perhaps you too were convicted of some sin that continually upsets your experience of the divine presence.  But now two weeks have passed.  Are you back in God’s court?  Did you discover that forgiveness of guilt was not quite enough?  You needed more.  I needed more.  We needed to be made ritually pure, an idea that doesn’t have much content in the Christian world but that had enormous significance in the ancient Hebrew world.  God wants fellowship with us.  He intends to reside among His people.  That requires purity—and as David realized, only God can actually make us pure in this sense.  We have a role to play.  Jettison anything and everything that is associated with impurity.  Then God can act to “create in us a clean heart.”  

You can’t just throw more things in the closet and push the door closed.  You can’t hide dirty dishes in the dishwasher.  You can’t move a piece of furniture over the stain or keep your eyes closed when you look at the yard.  Things can’t be stuffed into the garage.  Cleaning is first getting rid of the trash.  Then asking God to scrub the walls.

Topical Index:  clean, tahor, ritual purity, Psalm 51:10

January 16  Hear the word of the Lord, you who tremble at His word:

“Your brothers who hate you, who exclude you for My name’s sake, . . .  Isaiah 66:5  NASB

Fear Not – Except

Tremble - Not very often, but when it happens—watch out!  That’s my advice about hareid, the Hebrew word translated “tremble.”  It’s only used five times, but what it expresses is critical to our relationship with YHVH.  Tim Hegg puts it like this:

“This word is different than the word often used in combination with God’s name (yara’, to ‘fear God’, etc.).  This word conveys a genuine fear or fright, . . .  The application is obvious.  God desires that we prepare a Mishkan of His dwelling in our very beings, a Mishkan (soul) that is humble and contrite—a soul that has a genuine fear or fright to transgress or disregard His word.”

No wonder I’m so scared.  Yes, I know the Bible says, “Do not fear,” over three hundred times.  But that is yara’, being afraid of physical danger, being in reverence or awe, being concerned about those things that God will take care of.  This is hareid.  I should be scared for I have transgressed; I have disregarded His instructions; I have dishonored His name.  I’m no different than Pharaoh.  “Who is this God that I should be mindful of Him?”  That has characterized my behavior even when I knew perfectly well who this God is.  Sometimes I lay awake at night afraid to go to sleep for fear that I will hear, “You fool.  This night your soul will be required of you.”

Maybe you have never felt like this, but I know at least one other man who did.  His name was Peter.  One night he made three declarations that caused him enormous grief.  In fact, those rash statements of self-defense nearly destroyed him.  After his words echoed across the courtyard, the sense of shame was so great that he was described by the word pirkos (“bitterly”).  He wept in agony over his denial.  Oh, I know Peter.  He is me.  And just like Peter, I think that all I can do now is return to my former life, giving up all hope that I would ever be acceptable to the one I have denied.  Just plodding on until at last I die, relieved of the constant reminder of my shame.  Yes, I know that Yeshua came back and restored Peter, but I am not so sure He can do that for me.  After all, Peter had only one catastrophic collapse.  I have known many.  Perhaps it is really too late and all that is left is waiting for death to stop the pain.  Ah, but maybe even that won’t stop the pain.  Then I am afraid to sleep.

There is but one ray of light in this world of darkness. Paul’s remark, “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) reminds me of David’s insight, “Many are the afflictions of the righteous, but the Lord delivers him out of them all” (Psalm 34:19).  Ah, so if I even attempt to be righteous, I should expect affliction.  Maybe that’s where I am, attempting to be righteous and experiencing loads of affliction.  No pain, no gain.  

In the end, I am not the one who can deliver.  God must work that miracle in me.  David asked for a clean heart.  Not a reformed one but a new one.  Something acceptable to the holy God.  And only God can deliver such a thing.  John’s promise is my hope.  “If I confess, then He promises . . .”  You know the rest.  We all do.  The problem is not confession but repentance, that struggle to turn away completely from whatever causes my ritual impurity.  That is the affliction of the righteous—the denial of self-serving behaviors so firmly established from past repetition.  

Today we clean house.  All the hametz must go.  Any tiny bit that remains will bring more affliction and I am very, very tired of the pain.

Topical Index:  Isaiah 66:5, hareid, tremble, fear, yara’, 1 Thessalonians 3:3, Psalm 34:19, pirkos, bitterly
January 17  Doing wickedness is like sport to a fool, and so is wisdom to a man of understanding.  Proverbs 10:23  NASB

LOL

Sport – What makes you laugh?  Seriously now (pun intended), what do you laugh about?  According to Solomon, the fool laughs at doing wickedness.  The NASB attempts to capture the idiom with the translation “sport,” but the word is sehoq, a variation of tsehoq meaning “laughter.”  A fool (kesil) who thinks God doesn’t care what we do, laughs at the fact that he can get away with things.  After all, punishment is not instantaneous.  His behavior confirms to him that there are no gods for if there were, his “sins” would be instantly disciplined.  Who could imagine that you could insult a god and he would do nothing about it?  In the ancient world of the Near East, an insulted god sought vengeance—immediately!  Since YHVH does not do that (at least, not often), the kesil assumes that this impotent God doesn’t really even care.  So he laughs.

As Solomon says, he’s a fool—just like us!  Have you and I never thought, “Well, God will forgive me,” and then gone right ahead with a plan to disobey?  Isn’t that being the consummate fool?  Have you and I never once imagined that God doesn’t really care about some tiny little indiscretion, some sin that doesn’t affect anyone else, something we can easily hide and justify?  You fool!  God’s delay of punishment does not mean He is impotent or that your behavior doesn’t matter.  It means just the opposite.  The punishment is so severe that He forestalls in order for you and I to repent.  

Oh, yes.  And the word translated “wickedness” is not a word about horrific acts.  It is zimma’, a word that is about planning or devising to do something wrong.  The act doesn’t even have to be executed.  Just working out how to do it is enough.  The fool laughs to himself because he thinks that just imagining what it would be like to do such a thing is inconsequential and unknown.  He takes no thought captive because he thinks what he wants.  After all, who was ever arrested for thinking of doing something wrong.  Oh, yes.  Forget about that tenth commandment.
So much for the fool.  Hopefully we are now in the camp of the righteous.  This verse has something to say about those too.  The verse is a bit cryptic.  It actually just says, “But wisdom to a man of understanding.”  Some translations attempt to add a verb.  It isn’t there.  We are to assume that the same construction applies to the man of understanding, that is, he also laughs.  He laughs because his plans are about doing what is right and this brings him delight.  He laughs because God assists him.  He laughs because he is restoring the earth.  He laughs because the ways of the wicked will fail.  He laughs because it just feels good to do what is right.  “Smile on me, O Lord, for I am fulfilling Your plans with pleasure.”

I don’t want to be a fool.  I want to laugh with God, and feel the joy of His delight.

Topical Index:  laughter, sehoq, tsehoq, zimma’, plans, fool, kesil, Proverbs 10:23
January 18  Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants.  Matthew 13:7  NIV

Grounded

Thorns – The parable of the sower (actually, the soils) is an allegory.  How do we know it is an allegory?  Because the author tells us it is!  We do not have to guess at the meanings of the terms.  He tells us what they mean.  We do not have to import our own ideas into the parable.  He tells us exactly what the parable is about.  That’s why it is an allegory because only the author can classify a story as an allegory.  That’s why the parable of the prodigal is not an allegory.  

Now that we know this parable is an allegory we can understand the meanings of each of the soils from the explanation of the author.  Here’s what Yeshua tells us about the thorns.  “The seed falling among the thorns refers to someone who hears the word, but the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth choke the word, making it unfruitful” (Matthew 13:22).  This explanation helps us ask the crucial questions arising from Yeshua’s story.  Those questions make this story very personal.  They are:

1.  What are the worries that crowd my life?

2.  How do I handle them?

3.  What is my perception of the deceitfulness of wealth?
4.  Am I susceptible to this deceitfulness?

5.  Have these things made my life unfruitful?

6.  What can I do about this?

Parables work because they involve us in the stories.  They are scenes from the real, ordinary events of our lives used to illuminate something of deeper significance.  They are personally convicting.  A parable draws me into the plot and usually confronts me with my own personal issues.

So, let me (not you) answer these questions.  These will be my answers, not yours.  But, of course, you will have to have your own answers for the same questions.  Then, and only then, will the parable belong to you.

1.  The worries that crowd my life all have to do with inadequacy.  I am afraid that I am not good enough.  I am afraid that my inabilities will be public and I will be shamed.  I am afraid that if people really knew me (like I know myself), they would not love me.  

2.  I don’t handle these fears very well.  Most of my life I have tried to run away from these fears by substituting fantasy (real or imagined) for the reality of my fearful world.  I prefer flight to fight.  I escape.  I make up a world where I am not rejected, where I am good enough just as I am, even with my glaring faults.  In fact, I often push away real people in order to have the imaginary people who never cast me aside.  Practicing this kind of self-deception over the years has led to tragic relationship breakdowns; breakdowns that only convince me all the more that I am truly unworthy and that exacerbates the cycle.  Only God can remove these thorns. 

3.  I used to think that wealth would help me escape from my inadequacies.  After all, lots of money makes fantasies become reality.  But or course money doesn’t remove feelings of inadequacy.  It just covers them up for awhile.  For me, the deceitfulness of wealth is the seduction that money brings happiness.  Money does relieve some concerns, no doubt about it, but happiness is not a function of possessions.  I learned to be miserable in the midst of pointless affluence.  By the way, being poor does not make one happy either.  Being fulfilled is being happy and fulfillment is not a function of asset management.

4.  I am susceptible to the temptation to revert to material means as a way of escaping inadequacy.  It’s not that I am susceptible to the love of money.  Money was never my love.  It was the ability of money to let me escape my fears.  That temptation is a permanent part of me now.  I don’t have to give into it, but it doesn’t go away.  It is the thorn that reminds me that only God can truly satisfy this hunger in my soul.  Anything else is a doorway to a lie.

5.  What I know today is that unfruitfulness is not self-determined.  The only true measure of fruitfulness is provided by those whom I serve (or don’t serve).  I suspect that I will find myself unworthy for the rest of my life.  After all, I know my own history best.  There are lots of things that I count as garbage (Philippians 3:8) but that does not mean that God doesn’t use them in ways I could never have imagined.  What is fruitful is not what I think is unfruitful.  Perhaps this is the real lesson in the thorns.  What can I do about all this?  Ah, go on.  That’s what I can do.  Keep going.  Keep trying.  Keep trusting.  Keep hoping that I will see the goodness of God in the land of the living.

Now it’s your turn.

Topical Index:  parable, thorn, Matthew 13:7
January 19  He who walks in integrity walks securely, but he who perverts his ways will be found out.  Proverbs 10:9  NASB

Honesty Is the Best Policy?
Integrity – Are you considered a person of integrity?  Ah, before you answer, you might want to know what tamam means.  Most of us think of integrity as a synonym for honesty and by that we mean “always telling the truth.”  But we don’t always tell the truth, do we?  In fact, there are circumstances where telling the truth would not be ethical.  If you’re hiding spies and the wicked officials of the city ask where they are, you lie (and God rewards you).  If Pharaoh commands you to kill the babies, do you save them—and lie about it?  Of course you do!  Honesty is not always the best policy.  But tamam is not honesty.  It’s completeness.  Healthy, sound, full, true, upright, perfect.  Maybe the best word for capturing the Hebraic idea is blameless.  Rahab was blameless even though she did not tell the truth.  So were the midwives.  But what do we do about Joseph’s deception?  Or Rachel’s?

Blameless is ultimately God’s evaluation of our behavior.  We walk as close to Torah as we can.  He decides if we meet the standard.  Solomon’s insight is simple.  If we walk as close to Torah as we can, we are secure.  Yelek batah.  We walk in trust, confidence and reliance.  If we walk in the completeness of God’s instructions, we can be assured that His faithfulness is trustworthy.  He will keep His promises for all those who abide in His directions.  Tamam equals batah.

Now we have a practical guide for goodness.  Do what God asks.  Rest in His promises.  It will all work out in the end.

Did the midwives know that God would reward their tamam when they saved the children and lied to Pharaoh?  No, of course not.  They were willing to risk their own lives in order to protect the people of the covenant.  Did Rahab know she would be saved when she lied to the city officials?  No, she didn’t.  She just knew that YHVH’s people were destined to take the land.  Do you know what God will do with your willingness to risk in order to serve His purposes?  No, you don’t.  But you can trust Him.  How it will all work out isn’t something He usually shares with us.  But you can trust Him.

Honesty is flexible.  Blamelessness is not.  When you exercise choices to walk before the Lord according to His instructions, you will one day have to stand before Him and explain your decisions.  Were you blameless?  Did you preserve life, uphold His name, serve His purposes?  Did you put yourself aside in order to act with benevolence toward others?  Did you end up a “finished product” in the hands of God?

Topical Index:  tamam, integrity, complete, blameless, batah, trust, Proverbs 10:9
January 20  But the Lord God called to the man, “Where are you?” Genesis 3:9  NIV
The Geography of Sin
Where -  What if we combine Rabbi David Forhman’s insight about the Hebrew word ‘ayyeh (http://skipmoen.com/2009/05/26/where-are-you/) and Rabbi Jonathan Sacks insight about the relationship between geography and sin?  Sacks comments that sin is often being in the wrong place at the wrong time.  Fohrman points out that God’s question to Adam is not about geography.  It is about expectation.  “Why aren’t you here by my side,” questions God.  But this question began with an issue about geography.  Adam and Havvah were in the wrong place when the serpent arrived.  They were in close proximity (an arm’s length) of the forbidden.  What were they doing there, anyway?  If God told you to not eat from some tree, would you spend time within arm’s length of the forbidden thing?  How safe is that?  Once I put myself so close to the possibility of sin that I could reach out and touch it, what are my chances of not reaching?  Wouldn’t I be much safer if I just stayed far away from such places?  If sin is a function of geography, then where I am is something I must seriously consider.  If I don’t watch my geography, God will end up asking me why I am not where He expects me to be.

‘eypoh (where) leads to ‘ayyeh (where).  

We have quite a few examples of being in the wrong place.  Jacob was in the wrong place on his first wedding night because he was in the wrong place at the drunken festival before he went to bed.  Abraham sent Sarah to the wrong place when he arrived in Egypt.  Lot was in the wrong place after his decision concerning grazing fields.  He was also in the wrong place in the cave.  David was in the wrong place when it was the time of war.  Samson was in the wrong place when his hair was cut.  Elijah was in the wrong place where he heard that still small voice.  The prophets continually remind Israel that the nation is in the wrong place when it comes to worship.  And so for us.  Where you are is just as important as what you are thinking.  Quite often, avoiding sin is simply a matter of choosing your parking place.

Recovering addicts know that old places and old faces must be abandoned if sobriety is going to have a chance.  Perhaps we should have learned this from biblical examples.  God seems not to care if we run away from the places of evil.  He’s not so interested in our demonstrations of spiritual prowess.  Perhaps He knows us better than we know ourselves.  “Flee,” says Sha’ul.  Run while you can.  It’s OK.  Being a coward in the face of sinful geography isn’t the issue.  The issue is not putting ourselves in places where we are likely to be overwhelmed.

What places must be erased from your map today?

Topical Index:  where, ‘ayyeh, ‘eypoh, Fohrman, Sacks, Genesis 3:9
January 21  The mouth of the righteous is a fountain of life, but the mouth of the wicked conceals violence.  Proverbs 10:11  NASB

Political Correctness

Violence – The world with God’s present sovereignty is a very violent place.  Imagine what it would be like without His sovereignty!  If the world as we know it is under the final sovereignty of God, what would this place be like if God removed His hand?  Perhaps this gives us more appreciation of the plagues in Egypt.  If this world is what it’s like with God’s restraint of Man’s evil, I can barely conceive of a world without any of God’s restraining intervention.

But Solomon gives us a hint.  What is hidden in the mouth of the wicked is hamas—violence, wrong, hatred, maliciousness, cruelty, sinful treatment.  hamas is the opposite of the fountain of life that pours forth from the righteous.  hamas is death.

We wouldn’t have much trouble understanding that today.  After all, we even have a political terrorists organization called hamas.  But what we must pay attention to is the biblical connection between violence, wrong and sin and the opposite of a fountain of life.  The only thing that prevents the entire world from becoming the result of the mouth of the wicked is righteousness; that is, the righteous acts of those who follow YHVH and the righteousness of YHVH Himself.  If righteousness should cease, hamas would cover the earth like water.

Several biblical connections become visible through Solomon’s insight.  First, we learn that words produce deeds.  Out of a man’s mouth proceeds the basis and motivation of his acts.  I become what I speak.  Secondly, we learn that the wicked conceal their true intent with misdirecting words.  Although we will ultimately discover their deception, we are cautioned by Solomon not to place all of our trust in what a man says.  We are to look at what a man does in order to see the true intent of his words.  A life that does not reflect the words of YHVH is wicked no matter what is spoken.  In biblical thought, word and deed are two sides of the same coin.  Finally, we realize that any righteous act is a bulwark against wickedness and every righteous act has eternal value on the earth.  The smallest good deed defers the tidal wave of violence from breaking over that particular event.  This helps us see that God’s righteousness restrains evil in the world.  Despite our inability to explain how a good God can allow such horror to exist, we must recognize that this same good God is actively engaged in restraining the full impact of evil.  Things could be much, much worse but God intercedes.  Even in such terrible moral evil like the Holocaust.  

In the end, those who speak God’s words and live according to His instructions pour life into the world.  Those who speak but do not live accordingly are like the serpent bent on deception.  And those who embrace hamas are evil.  No amount of political correctness can erase their disregard for life.  The violent man is a man against God. 
Topical Index:  hamas, violence, evil, Proverbs 10:11
January 22  “Then Sarai said to Abram, “You are responsible for the wrong I am suffering. I put my slave in your arms, and now that she knows she is pregnant, she despises me. May the Lord judge between you and me.”  Genesis 16:5  NIV

Who to Blame?
You are responsible – “It’s not my fault.”  Oh, how we love the sound of those words!  Of course, if it’s not my fault then it must be someone else’s error.  The follow-up to “It’s not my fault” is “It’s your fault.”  And the place where this little exchange happens most often is between husband and wife.

Abram and Sarai are a pattern-repeat of the Adam and Havvah story.  The narrator makes sure that we recognize this pattern by using certain words and phrases in both stories.  For example, both stories contain the rare Hebrew word about putting the man into a deep sleep (a trance).  Both stories contain the phrase “and he listened to his wife.”  And in Sarai’s expression we find the words of Adam, shifting blame to the other party.  Adam was quick to exonerate himself by blaming the woman in spite of the fact that the commandment was given to him and he was present during the entire conversation with the serpent.  Sarai shifts the blame to her husband in spite of the fact that she is the one who initiated the plot and encouraged his participation.  Man blames woman.  Woman blames man.  And around and around we go.  

We might also notice that in both cases the blame game is the direct result of not trusting in the words of YHVH.  Blame is a function of disobedience.  If we do what God says and trust that what He says is true and good, there is no need to absolve ourselves.  The only reason we are motivated to blame another is because we have failed to act righteously.  In fact, even when we are truly the innocent victim of someone else’s sin, there is no grounds for blame because we are still under the hand of the Lord and what He does with our lives is not a matter of accident but rather a purposeful use of who we are in order to accomplish what He desires.  Will we blame another if we recognize that God is using even this incident to accomplish the good?  Or will we find consolation in knowing that no matter what happens to the righteous, God’s purposes are coming to pass?  There is a great deal more than punishment involved in the statement, “Vengeance is mine, says the Lord.”
Of course, knowing the spiritual ramifications of blame does not make the temptation go away.  Perhaps that’s why the Bible contains so many stories about the results of blaming.  It’s a very human trait.  It’s worth noting that Sarai blames her husband for the hamas done to her.  But she really did the violence to herself, didn’t she?  Maybe that reflection is the starting place for avoiding blame.  

How is the blame game to be avoided?  What does righteousness say about our propensity to defer responsibility?  In a word, repent!  The temptation to blame should become the vehicle of repentance.  Instead of “It’s your fault,” how about “I repent that I even thought of blaming you.  I did it to myself.”  That, of course, leads to one more godly conversation, “Forgive me.”

Topical Index:  blame, repent, forgive, Genesis 16:5
January 23  “but let him who boasts boast of this, that he understands and knows Me, that I am the Lord who exercises lovingkindness, justice and righteousness on earth; for I delight in these things,” declares the Lord.  Jeremiah 9:24  NASB
True Religion (1)

Boast – Go ahead!  Brag a little!  Let the works of your hands and the thoughts of your heart be recognized.  Get a little publicity for yourself.  Ah, but remember what Jeremiah says (actually what YHVH says) in the previous verse.  Make sure your bragging is not about your intelligence, your power or your money.  Then what is it about?  God Himself gives the answer.

“Boast” is the Hebrew verb halal.  Ah, you recognize it?  You see the root in halleluyah, or perhaps in tehillah (rendered “psalm”).  The same word we usually translate “praise” is also the word for “boast.”  This helps us understand that the principal meaning is not found in personal self-acclaim but rather in sincere and heartfelt thankfulness.  This kind of exaltation comes from recognition of the right relationship between giver and receiver.  When YHVH tells us to “boast” in understanding and knowing Him, He is instructing us to gratefully acknowledge that He is the Sovereign who grants blessings to His own.  Our boasting is praise of Him, not us.  Intelligence, wealth and power mean nothing in the face of the King of the Universe.  To Him we owe our lives and to Him we offer boasting praise.  Now we understand why we are commanded to praise (boast) the King.  
How do we apply this exhortation to boast?  First, let’s make sure we do not limit our praise to the weekly “worship” service.  In fact, if James is correct, true religion has almost nothing to do with attending a weekly meeting, singing standard songs, listening to some speaker expound religious material or exchanging greetings with others.  Elements of praise might be found in such a meeting, but this is not worship as defined by the apostles, prophets or Torah.  Read James 1:27.  Then decide if you are worshipping when you attend.  

Secondly, now that we realize there is a difference between worship and praise, we need to ask, “When do I boast in the Lord?  When do I find myself praising Him?”  Keep track today.  Discover for yourself what leads you to boast in knowing Him?  If you find that your praise comes only when life is good, you might want to make some adjustments.  If you realize that you don’t boast in Him at all during the course of your usual activities, you might want to do some soul-searching.  If you discover that God is always on your mind, you might thank Him for your keen spiritual apprehension, a true gift.  If you observe that God is rarely on your mind, you might seek repentance and renewal.  

You see, in the end, boasting (praising) is a very personal activity; personally motivated and personally revealing.  We are quite quick to extol our power, wealth and knowledge.  Now we must ask, “Are we so aware of His presence that our praise of His care exceeds our own inclinations to self-exultation?”

Topical Index:  boast, praise, halal, worship, James 1:27. Jeremiah 9:24
January 24  “but let him who boasts boast of this, that he understands and knows Me, that I am the Lord who exercises lovingkindness, justice and righteousness on earth; for I delight in these things,” declares the Lord.  Jeremiah 9:24  NASB
True Religion (2)

Understands – sakal not bin.  That’s the first thing we need to know about the Hebrew word behind this translation.  Unfortunately, English renders both words with the same expression, “understand.”  But there are differences.  

“While bîn indicates ‘distinguishing between,’ śākal relates to an intelligent knowledge of the reason. There is the process of thinking through a complex arrangement of thoughts resulting in a wise dealing and use of good practical common sense. Another end result is the emphasis upon being successful.”

Did that little paragraph indict you?  Are you a member of the “fit bodies-fat minds” club so common in evangelical circles?  Let me put it another way.  Understanding God (haskel) is hard work.  It requires serious thought and complex examination.  Don’t tell me that the Bible is for the simple-minded.  It is not!  The basic message, “Love God and serve Him,” is pretty simple but how this all works and what it all means is very complex.  If you thought that all you need is love, you should join the “fat minds” club in your local church.  Just unquestioningly accept whatever is preached.  Just follow the traditions.  Just believe that God loves sincerity, even if it is uncomprehending.  And, good luck!  

YHVH tells us through His prophet Jeremiah that we are to praise (boast) in sakal, and sakal requires serious attention to the details, careful examination of the passages, total commitment to the insights and an unyielding commitment to reason and comprehension.  If your faith isn’t grappling with real issues, then it’s probably too naïve to be worth sharing.

Hebraic circles stress the active part of faith in God.  Loving Him means doing what He does.  This is true, very true, and something that needs to be emphasized again and again in a religious culture that has been taught that legal status is all that’s required for entry into heaven.  We must set that heresy aside.  We must actively demonstrate that our lives conform to the truth of God’s revelation in Torah.  But there is another side to this equation.  Serious mental work is a concomitant of obedience.  If you aren’t thinking, you aren’t believing.  

For centuries Christianity has limited serious thinking to the professionals.  It has basically kept ordinary worshippers in the dark.  It has refused to share serious conflicts, theological difficulties and exegetical conundrums with the laity.  Why?  Because in general Christianity is committed to providing answers rather than encouraging questions.  The usual approach in Christian circles is to teach doctrine, a set of answers to theological puzzles, rather than methods, the processes of coming to grips with the words of God.  This has produced an amazingly ignorant audience.  Many Christians don’t even know what the Bible says.  They only know what the priest or preacher tells them the Bible says.  And heaven forbid if anyone should ever stand up in the assembly and say, “Ah, pastor, I don’t think your exegesis of that passage actually exhibits an understanding of the Greek text (or the Hebrew).  In my study, I’ve found that this word really means . . .”  My guess is that rather than encouraging dialogue, you would be summarily escorted to the door.

Heschel said, “To believe is to remember.”  Jeremiah said, “To believe is to think.”

Topical Index:  sakal, understanding, bin, Jeremiah 9:24
January 25   “but let him who boasts boast of this, that he understands and knows Me, that I am the Lord who exercises lovingkindness, justice and righteousness on earth; for I delight in these things,” declares the Lord.  Jeremiah 9:24  NASB
True Religion (3)

Knows – yada’, yada’, yada’.  Did you ever think that this colloquialism is the equivalent of “holy, holy, holy”?  Jeremiah tells us that yada’ is one of the two principle verbs connected to true religion.  To understand (sakal) and the know (yada’) YHVH is the essence of right relationship with Him.  We know that “understand” is serious intellectual enterprise.  Simple faith might work for simpletons, but YHVH expects His children to grapple with serious questions and seek serious answers.  Thinking—deeply—is part of following Him.  Now we discover that understanding (sakal) isn’t quite enough.  We are also commanded to “know” Him (yada’).  So what’s the difference between these two verbs and why are they both essential?

yada’ is a big-umbrella verb.  It covers everything from knowing that 8 + 8 = 16 to the intimacy of sexual encounter.  It is a one-size-fits-all expression.  That means that context has to fill in the appropriate meaning in use.  Adam knew Havvah but they weren’t learning algebra (although they were learning multiplication).  When YHVH Himself says that true religion is knowing Him, He means that the intimacy of deep relationship, the friendship, the honesty, the confrontation, the instruction, the familial bonding, are all part of ‘yada YHVH.  He’s your best friend, your protective parent, your mentor, your examiner, your guide, your lover, your comforter, your doctor, your judge and a host of other close connections.  Understanding who God is is not enough.  Understanding who He is and experiencing intimacy with Him is the essence of true religion.

“True religion consists in acknowledging the complete sovereignty of God in life and allowing him to fill life with those qualities of steadfast faithfulness, justice, and righteousness which he possesses, in which he delights, and which he desires to find in his people.”

So we have the information.  We know the meanings of sakal and ‘yada in this context.  So what?  More information will not produce true religion.  What must happen is the conversion of study into action.  We must become doers of the word.  

You’ve read what sakal and ‘yada mean.  Now you are accountable.  Now the Judge of all mankind will examine you to see if what you know has become a reality in how you live.  Notice how YHVH defines the application.  hesed, mishpat, and tsedaqah on earth!
If these characteristics are not routinely expressed in your living, then you do not understand or know Him.  If these are not present, you are not exhibiting true religion.  You can attend as many “worship” services as you wish but it won’t make any difference.  True religion is how God defines it.  Not us.

Topical Index:  yada’, know, sakal, understand, hesed, mishpat, tsedaqah, Jeremiah 9:24
January 26    For the Lord takes pleasure in His people; He will beautify the afflicted ones with salvation.  Psalm 149:4  NASB
Biblical Beauty

Beautify – The influence of the Greek idea of beauty pervades the West (and now a great deal of the East).  Glitzy advertising in the subway of Shanghai displays European high fashion models as the epitome of beauty.  The right car, the right drink, the right body shape, the right card in your wallet and you are one of the important people.  No overweight, over-the-hill, overly puritanical, overly religious need apply.  In the Greek world, what is beautiful by these standards is holy.  In the Hebrew world, what is holy is beautiful.  And the difference between these two ideas sets the world on edge.

So it’s important to notice how the word pa’ar is used in the Tanakh.  It can mean “to glorify, to beautify, to adorn” but it’s the synonyms that really tell the story.  If we read this verse in its simplest form, we might conclude that beauty is an entirely spiritual matter.  Those who are “saved” are beautiful to God.  Somehow God does something so that the ‘anaw (the bowed down ones) are beautified.  I suppose that means they have some kind of inner smile, or maybe a personal glow, or something.  But who could really tell?  They are still ‘anaw, a word that means poverty-stricken, oppressed, humbled, raped, humiliated.  ‘anaw are in this terrible state because of some tragic circumstances, usually the direct result of an oppressing army or self-inflicted pain.  That doesn’t sound beautiful to me.  Ah, but then God’s deliverance (yeshua) is the beautiful part.  And, yes indeed, for those who have experienced this kind of poverty, yeshua is beautiful.

But that’s not all.  The synonyms of tip’ara (“beauty”) enlarge the picture.  They include:

Isaiah 28:5, “The Lord will be a crown of glory (ṣĕbî), a diadem of beauty.” Psalm 96:6, “Strength (ʿōz) and beauty are in his sanctuary.” I Chronicles 29:11, “Yours, O Lord, is the greatness (gĕ dūllâ) and the power (gĕbûrâ) and the glory, and the victory (nēṣaḥ) and the majesty (hôd).” Exodus 28:2, 40, “Clothes … for glory (kābôd) and beauty.” Deuteronomy 26:19, “To make you high … in praise (tĕhillâ), and in name (šēm) and in honor.” Isaiah 4:2, “And the fruit of the earth shall be excellent (gāʾôn) and beauty.” Isaiah 64:11 [H 10], “Our holy (qādôš) and beautiful house.” Also Isa 63:15.

Did you get all that?  Glory, strength, greatness, power, victory, majesty, praise, honor, excellence, and holiness are all used in parallel with pa’ar.  No more inner quality alone.  Imagine what it means to be beautified by the Lord when all of these synonyms come into play.  Ah, what a sight that is!  

Now what do you think about the beauty of yeshua?

Topical Index:  beautify, pa’ar, tip’ara, yeshua, Psalm 149:4
January 27  And the man and his wife were both naked and were not ashamed.  Genesis 2:25  NASB
Naked and Ashamed
Not ashamed – But it didn’t last, did it?  A few verses later Adam says, “I heard the sound of You in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid myself” (Genesis 3:10).  The statement seems like a non sequitur.  We expect Adam to hide because he sinned, not because he is naked.  He has always been naked.  But we don’t expect God to reply the way He does.  “Who told you that you were naked?”  That is just as confusing.  No one told Adam he was naked.  And why doesn’t God ask about Adam’s sin?  Who cares if Adam is naked?  Isn’t sin the real issue?

Adam used to be free.  There was a time when naked was normal.  Then he experienced disobedience and shame became him.  The glory of transparence with God evaporated.  bosha replaced arom.
  Sin clothed him and he sought to hide from his own failure.  From that moment on, Adam’s life was a history of covering.
The Hebrew verb bosh is used in five distinct ways.  “The primary meaning of this root is ‘to fall into disgrace, normally through failure, either of self or of an object of trust.’” 
  While the other uses of bosh involve confusion, embarrassment, delay and lack of trust, the one most associated with our English expression of shame describes “a feeling of guilt from having done what is wrong.”
  Does that fit the first use of the word in this Genesis passage?  Is Adam expressing guilt from having done something wrong?  Adam never acknowledges his disobedience.  He doesn’t repent or confess.  In fact, his statement is entirely internally focused.  He is afraid because he is naked!  But his nakedness is entirely normal.  He has never been afraid of being naked.  Something has changed in his own consciousness, not in his external circumstance.  And his declaration is consumed with that change, not with the disobedience of God’s commandment.  

The Paleo-Hebrew might help.  Bosh is Bet-Vav-Shin.  House-secure-consuming and destroying.  Adam was placed in the Garden to steward it (avad).  Disobedience alters his perception.  Now he abuses it.  How does this happen?  To “work” the Garden is to focus my energies on my God-given task.  It is to be fulfilled in the doing of what delights Him.  But Adam has discovered fear, the fear that he is no longer serving the earth but rather serving himself, and in that discovery comes the awareness of shame.  He was designed to be the regent of God in the world.  He has become the occurrence of introspection.  His world is no longer God’s world.  Now it is himself.  He is naked.  His awareness has shifted from God’s intent to Adam’s desire.  He is the house secured by his own consuming and destroying.  Shame is not guilt from doing wrong.  Shame is the awareness that my agenda is no longer God’s delight.  My house is not His home.  

I am naked because I look at myself, not because I have no clothes.  I am naked because I have exposed my own desire to the light—and discovered it is not God’s intention.  I fear being naked because it confronts and condemns my self-preoccupation.  I do not hide from God.  I hide from the person I have become.  I cover up what reminds me that I am no longer a steward of the Garden.  I have replaced the Garden with a mirror.

Once I was naked and not ashamed.  Once I was a steward in the Garden of God’s delight, doing what I was designed to do, gloriously unaware of myself in the ecstasy of fulfilling my purpose.  Now I am self-aware.  Now my consciousness begins with me.  I am the center of my universe.  And I am afraid.  I no longer know why I am here, what I should do, how I am to be in this world not of my own making.  I could repent and return to the role God gave.  Or I can make a world that covers me.  I can clothe myself with pretending.

Which will it be?

Topical Index:  naked, shame, bosh, Genesis 3:10, Genesis 2:25
January 28  He said, “I heard the sound of You in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid myself.” Genesis 3:10 NASB
Choosing Alone

Was afraid – Nahum Sarna points out that this Hebrew statement can be read as irony because the declaration, “I heard the sound of You” can also be translated “I obeyed You,” which is precisely what Adam did not do.  Furthermore, Adam does not say that he was afraid because of his nakedness.  The verb yare is a Qal imperfect.  That means Adam says, “I am afraid.”  The action continues.  Adam’s fear remains unabated in spite of his attempt to cover himself.  What is the connection between “afraid” and “naked”?  Why is the natural state of Adam’s previous existence suddenly something of alarm?

The first occurrence of “naked” (arum) in Genesis 2:25 expresses mutual transparency and innocence.  The man and the woman are naked and not ashamed.  Adam’s response in Genesis 3:10 shifts the subject from plural to singular.  Adam does not include the woman in his statement despite the fact that she is in the same condition.  Now Adam is alone.  His fall from uninhibited enjoyment of God’s presence is accompanied by a singular myopia.  The world is no longer communal.  Now he is self-consciously aware of his individual condition.  His consciousness has turned inward.  He is naked and afraid, not “we” are naked.  The first effect of disobedience is division.  Sin shifts my perspective from “we” to “me.”  Failure to keep the first great commandment automatically results in failure to keep the second.  Adam is afraid because Adam is psychically alone.  He has broken faith with God and that results in breaking faith with his ‘ezer kenegdo.  For the first time in his life, Adam is now “man against the world.”

Adam’s expression of fear requires us to look deeper at his psychological consciousness.  He says, “vaeera ki-eirom anoki vaehave” (“and I am afraid because naked I and I am hiding”).  Notice the use of the longer form of the first person singular pronoun (anoki).  This is the first time the word is used in the Genesis account.  Adam has identified himself prior to this statement, but in his previous identification he called himself ish, a word that expresses relational existence.
  He is ish because she is ishshah.  His identity is intimately locked to hers.  Now things have changed.  Now he is anoki, an independent individual.  Previously God recognized that it was not good for man to be alone.  The word is bad, expressing abandonment by community and YHVH.  God resolves this desperate condition with the creation of the woman.  The rabbis note, “Whoever has no wife exists without goodness, without a helpmate, without joy, without blessing, without atonement  . . . without well-being, without a full life; . . . indeed, such a one reduces the representation of the divine image [on earth].”
  As a result of sin, Adam is experiencing what God never intended, that is, isolation!  Adam is afraid because he is, for the first time, self-aware of his vulnerable separation.  He has always been a creature in community, first with God, then with other living creatures and finally with the one who is perfect for him.  Now he is abandoned to himself.

Adam hides, but not from God.  Who can imagine that is possible?  Adam hides from his own self-awareness.  Today we call this addictive behavior.  Instead of clothing ourselves with leaves, we hide behind other forms of masking behavior.  We adopt ways of fleeing from the abandoned isolation of our seared consciousness.  We hide among those who are also alone just as Adam hid among the trees.  We are desperately individual searching for a way to escape the reality of being alone.  Addictions are essentially private.  We might practice them in the company of others, but they are internally focused on self-medication.  Addictions are desperate isolation.
God prods us to reconnect, first with Him and then with each other.  That is the cure for bad, but our isolation often convinces us that failed relationships are our inevitable future.  We have failed, therefore, failure is always possible again.  So we hide—and suffer the consequences of regret, remorse and emptiness.  Every addict knows that if you really knew me as I know myself, you would leave me.  The serpent introduced Adam to addiction and the world changed.

What about you?  Are you hiding too?

Topical Index:  Adam, hide, alone, bad, afraid, yare’, anoki, isolation, Genesis 3:10
January 29   But the LORD God called to the man and said to him, “Where are you?”  Genesis 3:9  ESV

The First Rhetorical Question

Where – Some time ago we learned that Hebrew has two words for “where.”
  God’s question, the first question in the Tanakh, is not about Adam’s location.  It is about God’s surprise that Adam is not where he is supposed to be.  This fact alone requires us to re-examine the text.

First we notice that the sentence begins with a Vav attached to the verb qara’.  There are two semantic domains for this verb.  The first is “to call, to call out.”  That’s how it’s translated here.  But the second domain of the same spelling means “to encounter, to be against.”  TWOT notes: “This root denotes a planned encounter wherein the subject intentionally confronts the object.”
  Perhaps we could translate, “And YHVH Elohim encountered the man and said to Him.”  Certainly God is intentional.  He has expectations that are not being met by the other party in the relationship.  Is covenant already broken?  Do you imagine that God is searching for the man, calling out his name?  Hardly!  The choice of interrogative precludes that.  God is confronting Adam.  Even the translator’s rendition of the Vav seems unwarranted.  This is not a chance meeting or an opposing circumstance.  This is on purpose.

Now we must examine the question again.  The communal relationship of YHVH and the couple has been disturbed.  The expectation of transparent conversation and fellowship is absent.  Adam has withdrawn, not God.  YHVH is where He intends to be, but the man is missing.  God’s covenant faithfulness continues.  Man has turned away.  The question presupposes that in this regard the purpose of the man’s existence is to be in the presence of God.  Sin has not diminished God’s expectation, but it has defiled the man so that the man removes himself.  The man steps away from relationship expectation and obligation and isolated himself.  The fact that God, who certainly already knows the circumstances, uses the interrogative ‘ayyeh rather than ‘eypoh indicates that God has not abandoned the relationship.  Adam has turned away from God, not the other way around.  God expects an encounter, even after Adam’s sin.  Adam flees from the presence of the divine because he is no longer equipped for community, even with his wife.  Adam defiles himself by not engaging God in spite of his sin.  

Too often we think that sin removes God from our lives.  Just the opposite is true.  We are the ones who hide, even from the God who expects us to encounter Him in our sin.  We bring about our own isolation by denying the essential communal character of our existence.  We fail to realize that alone was never part of the design.

Topical Index:  where, ‘ayyeh, encounter, Genesis 3:9
January 30  “so that you may remember and be ashamed and never open your mouth anymore because of your humiliation, when I have forgiven you for all that you have done,” the Lord God declares.  Ezekiel 16:63  NASB

After the Fact

Be ashamed – How is shame connected to community?  If we imagine the word reflects our cultural understanding, then we will think of shame as a private, internal matter, a state of mind that produces personal humiliation.  But bosh is Hebrew and in Hebrew the idea is not about what happens in my head.  It is about what happens in my public relationships.  The stress in Hebrew is the communal impact of disgrace.  The word emphasizes those actions that disturb or destroy community expectations and obligations so that the person involved is cut off from normal relationships.  While there is some connection with sex (cf. Deuteronomy 25:11 where mebushim describes male genitals), the association of sex with shame doesn’t appear until Middle Hebrew (the written language of the Mishnah and Talmud).  Shame appears as the opposite of the vitality of life.  In other words, bosh diminishes living fully.  It removes the person from God’s great design.  The principle idea behind bosh is undergoing an experience that unseats the position or importance of the person.  Obviously, this cannot occur unless the person is relationally engaged.  It is worth noting that the use of the word in Genesis 2:25 cannot be understood sexually (“they were naked and not ashamed”).  Genesis 2:25 expresses a state of proper relational existence between God, the man and the woman.  Exposure of genitals has nothing to do with this.  Shame is disgrace because of failure, not the absence of covering.

Ezekiel reveals something critically important about shame.  God uses it!  Read the sixteenth chapter of Ezekiel.  Israel is likened to an adulterous woman worse than the nations of her kindred.  She sought other lovers and paid for them to ravish her.  God judged her iniquities, bringing shame upon her.  She was publicly disgraced, but God used her shame to underscore His faithfulness and His intention to return Israel to the proper covenant relationship.  In other words, Israel must remember her shame in order to realize that God never abandoned her.  Shame becomes the vehicle of covenant reiteration.  Remembering what God has done produces gratefulness, not withdrawal.

What have we learned?  First, we learn that our private shame is ours, not God’s.  We are the ones who produced it and promote it.  If we want to step away from addiction, we must come back to the place where we are supposed to be—next to the One who knows us in spite of our attempts to hide.  Secondly, we learn that public shame presupposes life is relational.  We are not our own.  To live fully, we must belong and belonging is the Genesis expression “naked and not ashamed,” the proper relational transparency.  Finally, we learn that God doesn’t care about our shame.  He cares about what we do with it.  We are to use it as a reminder that He has not left us.  He forgives us and that once forgiven the covenant continues despite our previous self-centered isolation.  We learn to give up hiding when we realize He has been asking about us all along.

Topical Index:  shame, bosh, Ezekiel 16:63, forgiveness
January 31  and these things we write, so that our joy may be made complete.  1 John 1:4  NASB

Backwards

Our joy – John must have been confused.  I thought he wrote his gospel and letters so that the reader’s joy might be fulfilled.  Don’t we automatically assume that John’s purpose is to make us feel better?  But that’s not what he says.  He speaks about “our joy.”  That isn’t the well-being rejoicing of the reader.  That is the exuberant anticipation of peace and harmony by the author on behalf of the Messianic community.  John’s unusual choice of pronoun should remind us of an important apostolic presupposition—there is no “me” in the Kingdom.

John rejoices.  His fellow believers rejoice.  They experience the fulfillment of well-being.  Why?  Because they know that their witness to the truth and grace of God found in the manifestation of the Son will bring redemption and restoration to those who read these words and act upon them.  The joy is in the message, not in the audience.  It is the message that contains the power of resurrected living.  It is the message that conveys the faithfulness of YHVH.  It is the message that answers the pleas of the desperate.  Rejoicing is fulfilled when the message is delivered.  It doesn’t matter what personal effects result.  John celebrates the good news that the Kingdom has come.  What we do with that news is up to us.

Too often we read the apostles as if they are dispensing spiritual aphrodisiacs.  We think that their intention is to relieve us of our guilt and make us feel accepted, washed and renewed.  That version of the “good news” is myopic at best and heresy at worst.  It just happens to be preached around the world because it appeals to a religious population of the self-preoccupied.  But that is not John’s gospel.  His good news is not that you and I will feel better because Jesus suffered.  His good news is that God is faithful and after hundreds of years of waiting, He has not reneged on His promise.  The Kingdom has been established on earth.  The guarantee is found in the Messiah.  The end of the age draws nearer.  John rejoices because the real joy is for all those who are already embracing the King’s command.  If you join this band of brothers and sisters, you too will discover the Kingdom of heaven on earth.  That is the truly good news.  

You and I may suffer because of this good news.  We may be rejected, scorned, misunderstood, persecuted, even killed.  But it is still good news and it is still worth rejoicing.  What happens to those who follow matters not.  No trials or tribulations will diminish one iota the glorious message, now cast as the cornerstone.  Nothing can defeat it again since death itself has been overcome.  

And that is really good news.

Rejoice.  Let your joy become full.

Topical Index: joy, chara, rejoice, good news, 1 John 1:4
February 1   For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments. And his commandments are not burdensome.   I John 5:3  NASB

Love and Obligation

Love of God – Whom do you love?  Visualize that person sitting in front of you.  His or her presence makes your heart feel a bit lighter.  You have a smile on your face.  Reflect on the love you feel.  Is it completely free of obligation? Ah, you will say, “But love means I am not compelled.  Love is voluntary—free!”  It’s true that no one is forcing your feelings toward this other person, but that does not mean you have no obligations.  Imagine what the relationship would be like if there were no expectations, no commitment, no mutual covenant.  Would you still call it “love”?  If your children completely disregarded your concern for them, ignored all familial and social expectations, spurned your affection and insulted your name and integrity, would you call that “love”?

When we experience “relationships” where mutual covenant expectations are not present, we call that “abuse,” not “love.”  Perhaps that’s why John is quite clear about the expectations and commitments necessary in loving God.  If we love Him, we keep His Torah.  We follow His instructions.  Not because we have to, but because love seeks to please the other, to honor the other, to delight the other, and God delights when we show our love in obedience.  What would ever convince you that loving God means freedom from expectations and obligations?  Augustine’s declaration is compelling, but wrong.  It is not true that we can “love God and do as you please.”  Augustine should have said, “Love God and do as He pleases.”

Love is a complicated concept in our culture.  We lack the range of words the Greeks found necessary to capture love’s nuances.  And we lack the Hebraic connection between love and duty.  For us, love is a free-floating idea, laced with Roman license and Enlightenment excuses.  We think love is closer to the dictionary definition of antinomian, that is, “relating to the view that Christians are released by grace from the obligation of observing the moral law.”  Luther’s version of grace is devoid of Hebrew foundation.  It is “against the law,” and leads directly to moral chaos.  In fact, today’s collapse of personal integrity evidenced by the attempt to legislate morality is merely the logical extension of preaching grace over law for 500 hundred years.  Ask yourself if you really want “loving” relationships without obligation.  Ask yourself if you want a marriage without commitments, children without parental respect, a government without compassion.  Then consider how God must feel when we tell Him we are happy He loves us but we have no obligation to do anything He asks.  Our tickets are already stamped.  Why should be care about how the Conductor feels?

Topical Index:  law, grace, love, commandments, 1 John 5:3
February 2  The Lord said, “Because they have forsaken My law which I set before them, and have not obeyed My voice nor walked according to it, but have walked after the stubbornness of their heart and after the Baals, as their fathers taught them,”  Jeremiah 9:13-14  NASB
Heart of Stone

Stubbornness – Obstinate – “refusing to change one’s opinion.”  Headstrong – “self-willed.”  Obdurate – “refusing to change one’s course of action.”  Perverse – “showing a deliberate and obstinate desire to behave in an unreasonable or unacceptable way.”  Recalcitrant – “having an uncooperative attitude toward authority or discipline.”  Contumacious – “stubbornly or willfully disobedient.”

All apply.

The Hebrew summation is sherirut,  “šĕrirût is always found with lēb ‘heart,’ ‘mind’ and refers to a people who stubbornly refuse to respond to God’s admonitions.”
  Jeremiah makes the definition a bit clearer.  The people refuse to respond to God’s Torah.  They are obstinate, headstrong, obdurate, perverse, recalcitrant and contumacious.  All apply.

The question is whether or not “all apply” to us.  The people Jeremiah calls sherirut were not irreligious.  They were not evil oppressors, sexual predators, tyrannical authorities.  From their perspective, they were just doing what they had been taught.  YHVH is very specific about this.  Their fathers taught them the way of life and they simply followed it.  But the result was disobedience to God’s instructions.  These people still worshipped, prayed, helped each other, baptized, married, raised children.  They still followed the traditions of their culture.  They just didn’t follow God’s instructions.

The common Christian explanation (and rationalization) for God’s words through His prophet is, “These were judgments for Israel.  They don’t apply to us.”  But don’t we drift into the ways we were taught by our fathers?  Don’t we live according to the religious customs and practices of our culture?  Don’t we ignore God’s instructions, with two thousand years of theological justification?

Aren’t we also sherirut?

Just like Israel in the days of Jeremiah, we cannot determine if we are stubborn by looking in our mirrors.  We can only determine if we are stubborn by asking what God thinks of the way we live.  Maybe we don’t ask because we don’t want to know.  The ways of the fathers are just so comfortable.

Topical Index:  sherirut, stubborn, Jeremiah 9:14
February 3  But for me, the nearness of God is good to me; I have made the Lord YHWH my refuge that I may declare Your works. Psalm 73:28 (my translation)

Do You Think . . . ? (rewind with additions)
God/ Lord/ YHWH – In the movie, Man on Fire, Denzel Washington plays a has-been black-ops expert who struggles with suicide over his past actions.  He finds redemption in the life of a little girl, but before his heroism, he asks our fatal question.  “Do you think God will forgive us for the things we have done?”

Please don’t jump to theological affirmations.  Allow the severity of guilt to penetrate your soul.  Consider what you have really done.  Is there really any justification for thinking that the holy One, the Sovereign God, has reason to forgive you?  If God alone is truly my good, how could I possibly explain all my wasted effort, disobedient acts, mindless fantasies and deliberate rejection of His ways?  What kind of fool have I been to think that God should even give me, a great sinner, any thought at all?

What does Asaph say about this one true Elohiym Adonai YHWH?  He says something quite remarkable, if we slow down long enough to read it without our added theology.  He says that being in the presence of Elohiym Adonai YHWH is all that matters.  Asaph is not longing for “heaven.”  He is not waiting for the escape hatch or for death to sweep him out of a world of turmoil.  He is not looking for blessings from on high or a comfortable ride here below.  He wants only one thing:  to be where YHWH is.  That is enough.  That is good.
Step back a moment and reconsider Asaph’s insight in light of your own attitudes and circumstances.  Are you able to say with Asaph, “The nearness of God is my good”?  It’s a powerful statement.  It means that trials and troubles are of no consequence if they bring us near to God.  It means that the encounters and experiences of our lives really don’t matter unless they draw us near to Him.  It means that we stop looking for a way out and start looking for the Engineer who arranged it for us.  It means that we seek Him in everything He brings across our paths.  Our lives pursues His presence.  Our attitudes adopt contentment.  It’s good to be where God is.
Brother Lawrence wrote a tiny book called Practicing The Presence Of God.  He lived what Asaph declared.  Our good is to be in His presence.  Where doesn’t matter.  With whom matters.  If you and I examined our lives on the basis of this simple distinction, do you think we would need to make some changes?  Would our attitudes need correction?  Would our “vacation” plans and “retirement” dreams be altered?  Would we need to take another look at our current location?
“Nearness” is a very unusual Hebrew word.  Qirbah is used only twice in Scripture.  It is tied to the verb qareb, to draw near, to approach.  The pictograph is quite revealing.  It is “the least (or last) person in the house.”  Ah, now we see it.  Drawing near is a function of humility!  The last shall be first.  God’s presence is found where we are humbled, and in Scripture, that usually means suffering.  So the question really comes down to this:  Am I willing to suffer in order to draw near?

The pictograph can also be read, “Behind (future)-person-house-revealed,” or “The future of a person in the house revealed.”  In other words, what we become depends on which house we live in.  David expressed this in another Psalm (Psalm 27).
Will I give up on my dreams of comfort and ease of life?  Will I stop chasing the elusive “success” model?  Will I put away all those self-medications that I use to compensate for my troubles?  Am I really going to make nearness to Him the singular goal of my life?

Asaph tells me that unless and until I do, life isn’t worth living.  I know the “isn’t worth living” part pretty well.  It is the nearness that remains distant.

Topical Index:  nearness, qirbah, humility, Psalm 73:28
February 4  One thing I have asked from the Lord, that I shall seek: that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, to behold the beauty of the Lord and to meditate in His temple.  Psalm 27:4  NASB

Home Away

One thing – Asaph makes it clear that being in the presence of YHVH is the one truly good thing in life (Psalm 73:28).  David echoes Asaph.  ‘ahat (from ‘ehad) – one (and only one) thing David asks.  He asks and then he pursues.  He turns his prayer request into committed action.  He does not wait for God to do what he must do.  He seeks (baqash).  

What does David desperately desire?  To live in the Temple?  Hardly!  The Temple didn’t exist when David lived.  His dream might be to spend his days in the Temple yet to be constructed, but God made it plain that David was not the one to build it.  With that in mind, why does David desire to be in the “house of the Lord”?  David desires to be in the presence of God, to experience life enclosed by the divine.  David wants to be consciously aware of favor (“beauty”) of God in the place of God’s abode.  David wants to be where God is.

What about us?  Where do we want to be?  Can we honestly say that our greatest desire is to be encompassed by the divine?  Do we really want to be at home with God?  

Perhaps we need to consider the implications of such a desire.  To be at home with God is to be completely given to His will.  Personal agendas must be dismissed entirely.  What matters in God’s house is what God wants.  This includes, but is not limited to, a life completely committed to following His instructions.  Is that what we really want?

To be at home with God is to feel as He feels, to suffer as He suffers over the sins of men and the lost of the world.  This means experiencing compassionate agony.  Weeping over a city.  Feeling anger over death.  Willing to be crucified so that others might find life.  Knowing the insatiable mix of joy and sorrow that the world of men presents.  Is that really what we want?

Don’t we really want to be left alone, to be exempted from this pain, to find comfort and peace and joy in the house of our God?  Are we really ready to make this the most important task of our lives?

“If you were to give this matter thought, you would, no doubt, conclude that true perfection lies only in communion with God. . . . For that is the only good, and all else that men consider good is vanity and illusion.  Only by arduous effort can man earn that good; only through works, that is, through the observance of the Mitzvot, can man enter into communion with God.”

Do we really think that God welcomes communion with those who reject His ways?  

Perhaps I am alone in this matter, but I often find myself overwhelmed with the thought that I must make such a commitment.  I falter, not because I do not desire to be in His presence, but because I am so weak, so filled with excuses, so quick to choose the path of least resistance.  Upon examination, I realize that there are but very few mitzvot that directly apply to me, but even these few are so demanding that I fail to keep them fully.  Perhaps I lack the strength of will, the moral character, to find my way into His presence.  And that possibility intimidates me.  It frightens me to death.  That I might ultimately fail to be at home with Him because of the seduction of my yetzer ha’ra is real!  I can hardly entertain the thought for it spells eternal consequences and I would much rather pretend that things are okay today.

But neither Asaph nor David will allow me.

Topical Index:  good, nearness, desire, mitzvot, Psalm 27:4
February 5  One thing I have asked from the Lord, that I shall seek: that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, to behold the beauty of the Lord and to meditate in His temple.  Psalm 27:4  NASB

Known by Synonyms

Meditate – David wishes to complete two actions in the full presence of YHVH.  The first is to simply experience favor.  Translated “behold the beauty,” the Hebrew la-hazot benoam is literally “to see kindness, favor, what is pleasant.”  This action is accomplished by simply being permitted to be present.  Nothing further is required.

But the second action, meditation (baqar) does not result from simply being in the right place.  The verb is only used seven times, but its synonyms help us paint the proper picture.  Baqash (to seek) and darash (to study) convey the necessary background, including the ideas of praying to a deity and searching for security.  
This means that David asks the impossible.  He is a man of war, a fighter, a king, yet he asks for the life of a priest.  He is a man whose tasks require him to determine economic and foreign policy, to subdue rebels forces, to govern subjugated people, but he wants to devote his life to study.  He carries out campaigns, manages an army, deals with treachery and fails miserably at moral purity, yet his one desire is to be in God’s holy presence and experience favor.  David’s song is a pipe dream.  It is also my pipe dream.

Make a list of all the things you are obligated to do.  Raise children?  Manage a business?  Go to the job?  Balance the checkbook?  Help your neighbors?  Fix the car?  Make the dinner?  Clean the toilets?  Catch an airplane?  So many things—important and trivial—that prevent us from being completely absorbed in dwelling in God’s house, enjoying His presence and studying His word.  When will it ever end so that our deepest desire to simply sit with Him as Mary sat with the Messiah can be realized?  Even Mary took flack from her sister over that choice.  Aren’t our days full enough, exhausting enough, discouraging enough without having to wrestle with the guilt of not doing what we most long to do?  When will peace prevail and the trivial become unnecessary?

David isn’t willing to wait for the olam ha’ba.  He decides to act now to bring about what he can.  He will seek.  That is all he can do.  Permission to enter into the presence of the King of kings isn’t David’s to grant.  YHVH grants our entrance.  Amazingly, He does.  Then we must act by seeking.  Intense, deliberate, consciously setting aside something else in order to get something good.  Priorities.  That’s the problem.  God ensures I have enough time.  I must ensure how I use what He grants.  And I, for one, need some serious adjustment.

Topical Index:  meditate, baqar, seek, baqash, Psalm 27:4
February 6  Therefore, since we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding us, let us also lay aside every encumbrance and the sin which so easily entangles us, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us,  Hebrews 12:1  NASB
Standing Around

Easily entangles – When I was a child, this verse frightened me.  I imagined my grandfather in heaven, looking down on all my sins.  I felt the embarrassment, the humiliation of knowing that he saw my worst behavior.  It was bad enough that God knew, but God always knows so there is no pretending with Him.  But my godly grandfather didn’t know my most shameful acts, until he died and went to heaven.  Then he saw everything, I thought.  For a long time this imagery confronted me when I read the verse in Hebrews.  It was debilitating to say the least.  There was no hope for me now that someone else knew how awful I really was.  Perhaps that’s how you read this verse.  That “sin which so easily besets us” must be some particular sinful act, personally condemning you to a life of endless shame.  Perhaps you read this verse and suddenly something comes to mind, something unique (you think) to your spiritual demise.  Perhaps we both need to re-examine this statement in order to realize that it might not be the baton of the policeman in the sky.

The idea of laying aside encumbrances and the entangling sin is preceded by a crucial word, “therefore.”  The heroes and heroines of the faith are the great cloud of witnesses.  The author names quite a few.  Because of the witness of their lives, we are to follow this exhortation.  Because they had faith, “therefore” we are to run with endurance.  But what is common to these faithful ones?  Why should they cause us to endure to the end?  

Read the list again.  Notice that it does not begin with Abel.  It begins with the statement that God brought the world into being from things invisible (11:3).  He created with His word, not from what was already present.  Such is the nature of the faith of these examples.  They acted on the basis of God’s word.  They demonstrated trust when there was nothing visible to provide evidence.  The repeated phrase “by faith” introduces not a creed or doctrinal declaration but rather action based solely on what God said.  Words converted into deeds.  “By faith” is a shorthand way of saying, “I will hear and I will do.”

What, then, is the sin that so easily entangles?  Is it not distrust of the Creator?  Is it not acting as though what God says is not true?  The rabbis would call this idolatry, that is, the belief that God is not the one true sovereign God of all creation.  Idolatry is not merely bowing down before some figure made with human hands.  Idolatry is a way of life; a way of life that rejects or ignores what God says.  Idolatry does not require a physical symbol of a false god.  It only requires that we act as if what God said does not matter to us.  Faith is trusting that what He says is true.  Idolatry is claiming that it is not true, no longer true or irrelevant.  If you apply this verse personally, the sin that so easily entangles might be some specific addictive pattern you fight.  But the author has a wider picture in mind.  What entangles us is the failure to act on God’s word.  What entangles us in the subtlety of idolatry.  Euperstaton—the combination of “good,” “around” and “to stand.”  What entangles is whatever hangs around that we think is good for us but is not what God says is good.  It is the tree in our own garden, the power to choose otherwise, the capacity to pretend that God’s word isn’t good for me.

Topical Index:  euperstaton, entangles, faith, trust, Hebrew 12:1,  Hebrews 11:3
February 7  And without faith it is impossible to please Him, for he who comes to God must believe that He is and that He is a rewarder of those who seek Him.  Hebrews 11:6  NASB

Power Play

Impossible – adynatos is the Greek word translated “impossible.”  If you look closely, you will see that it is the negation of the word dynamai, a word that is about power or the capacity to do something.  Therefore, “impossible” is not what is logically contradictory.  It is not saying that black is white or that good is evil.  adynatos is about the inability to accomplish something because the subject lacks the power.  Why is this fact important?  Because we are too often taught that “faith” is a matter of cognitive beliefs.  We think that faith is something I proclaim, and if that were true, then all I would need to do to please Him is to say the right words, even if I only say them in my head.  That, of course, is not what Hebrews teaches us.

Faith (pistis in Greek) is captured in the Hebrew word ‘emunah, famously revealed by the prophet Habakkuk (2:4).  It is derived from ‘aman, a word that conveys the idea of stability, firmness, reliability and support.  TWOT notes: “the heart of the meaning of the root is the idea of certainty.”
  In practical Hebraic metaphors, ‘emunah is like having the strong arms of a father surround a child.  You can count on him for protection, provision and loving care (and now you know why children without faithful fathers are at such risk for understanding God).  Isaiah 7:9 implies that without this kind of stability in life, nothing is established.  In the end, it is all undone.  

Now pay attention to the statement in Hebrews.  Without this confident trust, without this firm reliance, without acting on the certainty of God’s word, we are powerless to please Him.  That means that even if we say religious words, do religious deeds and appear as religious practitioners, we cannot experience favor with God if we do not act according to His directions.  Faith demands that we take God seriously and trust that what He says is certain.  Indubitable.  Unquestioned.  Incontestable.  Undeniable.  The absolute bedrock of life.  

What does this mean?  It means that we believe that God is one.  That He is who He says He is.  That He does what He says He will do.  That He does not change.  AND we demonstrate a course of action that affirms that God rewards those who seek Him, who long to be with Him and who will not rest until they have entered into His presence.  

Did you notice that the author suggests it is appropriate, even expected, to want to please God?  Did you notice that this is a continuing action, a progression toward perfection, the denial of the idea that nothing more needs to be done after the saving moment?  Did you notice that the only thing that stands in the way of experiencing the favor of the Lord is our powerlessness—our lack of action, not our lack of spiritual constitution.

Topical Index:  Hebrews 11:6, impossible, adynatos, power, faith
February 8   It is a terrifying thing to fall into the hands of the living God.  Hebrews 10:31  NASB

Government Intervention

Terrifying thing – Is there anything really terrifying in your life?  If you live in the Western world or in nations where Western ideas are part of the culture, you probably would have a very short list.  Perhaps some incurable disease.  Perhaps.  These days we expect to be plied with medications so that even the most excruciatingly painful illnesses are made tolerable.  Perhaps the death of someone very close.  But this happens quite often and we survive.  We don’t think too much about the typical horrors of living in some of the world’s worst dictatorships or destroyed economies.  Those frights are far removed; just images on a television screen.  The truth is that we in the West have used government to shelter us from really terrifying events.  It takes an act of God—a hurricane, a tornado, an earthquake—to really shake us with sudden terror.  As a result, we probably don’t appreciate the impact of this verse.  We live in the nanny-state.  Don’t worry. Be happy.

But a great part of the world today, and most of the world in the past, knew terrifying things intimately.  War and oppression followed by slavery.  Torture, agonizing execution, pestilence, sweeping plagues, the Black Death, starvation, natural and man-made destruction.  These and many, many more left the ordinary person in a rather constant state of deep anxiety and unquenchable fear.  Of course, men and women go on.  Life continues.  But life four thousand years ago, four hundred years ago, never contemplated the kind of insulation we have today.  Perhaps that’s why terrorists have such an impact.  A thousand years ago their tactics would have been par for the course.

While we would never wish to return to those days of complete uncertainty, perhaps we can’t really appreciate the devastating implication of the author without at least imagining what it would be like.  If we don’t attempt this exercise, we are likely to treat the threat as merely metaphor, or a reality for those wicked infidels who refuse to accept our truth.  We never think that such terror might befall us. As a result we walk away with a one-sided God.  We have a Christmas God instead of a holocaust God.  We seek peace and joy and plenty of good gifts instead of stumbling over God in the gas chambers or the ovens.  Since we have no real experience of unadulterated evil, we lack the experience of unbridled grace.  We cook our spirituality on medium.

Is it really terrifying to fall into the hands of the living God?  The Greek is phoberon.  You will recognize phobos, that useful Greek term associated with many psychological imbalances (which is also a Greek idea).  The Hebrew equivalent is yare.  We could translate this as “a fearful thing,” but that lessens the impact.  Sudden, sheer terror—life turned into flying shrapnel—is more likely the message.  Perhaps we should ask the relevant question another way.  If you put so much effort into avoiding confrontation with evil, how will you ever know the majesty of the good?

Topical Index:  phobos, terrifying, evil, Hebrews 10:31
February 9   It came about as they journeyed east, that they found a plain in the land of Shinar and settled there.  Genesis 11:2  NASB

Land Lines
East – Today let’s remind ourselves once again about the differences between ancient Near-Eastern thought and the cultural motifs we inherited from the Western Greek civilization.  Consider these when you read Scripture:

1. In the thought of the ancient Near-East, naming something brings it into existence via its function and role.  Existence is inseparable from operation.  What does not perform in relation to me does not exist.  This idea is not part of our Western thinking.  For the Greeks, naming is simply the assignment of a phonetic sound to an object or idea.  There is no essential link between the word and the essence of the thing named.  When we read Scripture as if it were Western, we ignore the sub-text meanings of the name-essence relation.  But that is a mistake.  For example, when the Genesis text says, “Let there be light, and there was light” we are reading about the Hebraic naming relation, not about a Greek scientific explanation.

2. Attributes of the gods (a Greek idea in itself) in ancient Semitic cultures are like standing orders, not ontological conditions (sorry, I know this is a “big” word, but educate yourself a bit).  In other words, while Western thought views the “attributes” of God as essential descriptions of God’s very nature, Eastern thought views these descriptions as if they are permanent determined functions.  The emphasis is on what the gods do rather than what the gods are.  Therefore, ultimate destinies are provisional.  What matters is what is happening now and for what purpose.  In Greek thought, attributes are descriptions of the nature of a thing.  Therefore, it is not logically possible for one entity to have attributes that contradict each other.  But Hebrew thought is about relations and roles.  God can be the author of good and evil because these terms describe what God does, not who God essentially is.

3. In the ancient Near-East, existence is functional.  Something exists because it is defined by the relationships it has, not by an interior sense of self.  A term like ish does not mean “man” in our Western sense of the word because we define “man” in terms of space and time.  In Hebraic thought, ish is defined by communal relationship, not by physical space-time existence.  This is abundantly clear when Adam uses the word ish to describe himself after he is in relation to the woman (Today’s Word, February 15, 2013 http://skipmoen.com/2013/02/15/switch/).  In the West, we think that something exists because it occupies space and time.  But in the East, something exists only when it is fulfilling its purpose.  Understanding Genesis 1:26-27 from an Eastern perspective radically alters the meaning of the verses.

4. The Greek world is filled with abstractions.  “Time,” “love,” “God,” and “righteousness” are just a few.  Because these are abstract terms, they can be applied in a wide variety of situations rendering many different definitions.  But in Hebraic thought, the world is not made up of abstract ideas.  The world consists of observable behaviors.  For example, God’s attributes are not interior qualities.  They are exterior actions.  God is what He does.  We are what we do.  Righteousness is an act, not a state of being.  Love is how I behave in relation to God’s instructions about my obligations toward Him and others.  Time is determined by what happens (i.e., when the barley comes out of the ground), not by an artificial measurement like a clock.  Whenever we read Scripture as if it were about abstract ideas, we are applying a Greek paradigm to the text that was not part of the author’s intent.

5. In Greek thought, morality is determined by the abstract idea of a universal code of behavior.  What is evil is whatever violates this abstract code.  Therefore, killing human beings simply because they are part of an ethnic group is evil because the universal code suggests that individual guilt is the standard for punishment.  But in Hebrew thought, good is what God does no matter what He does.  We do not have a list of moral actions that apply to God.  That is Greek conceptualization.  God is not accountable to some higher standard of moral behavior.  His actions define what it means to be moral.  If God creates what appears to be evil, that is because we are applying a Greek idea to a Hebrew God.  The standard is what God does, not our list of moral behaviors.

6.  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 not natural.  In Greek thought, faith is a state of consciousness.  Some contemporary translations of Hebrews 11:1 convey this Greek idea by suggesting the faith is “confident assurance,” a completely interior, mental condition.  But in Hebrew thought, faith is an action, just like everything else.  Faith is how I behave in life regardless of life’s difficulties.  I am faithful when I trust God and act according to His instructions.  I do not have faith as if it were some independently existing quantity I possess.  Faith is what I do when it counts.
“And whatever we ask we receive from him, because we keep his commandments and do what pleases him” (1 John 3:22).

Just some things to think about today.  Thus endeth the lesson.

Topical Index:  Near-Eastern thought, 1 John 3:22, Genesis 11:2

February 10   So Jesus said to them, “My time is not yet here, but your time is always opportune.  John 7:6  NASB

What Time Is It?

Time – Do you have time?  “Time for what?” you probably ask.  Well, if you were talking with Yeshua on this particular day, the answer might be, “Time to do what you were designed to do.”  In other words, do you have kairos time?  

All of us have a limited amount of chronos time.  That’s the minutes, hours, days and years that make up the changes we measure with some external instrument.  We are born, we live, we die.  That’s pretty much the summary of chronos.  But kairos doesn’t work like this.  Kairos is that moment when everything aligns, when all the circumstances come together, when what we were meant to do happens.  Kairos is the moment I become myself.  And kairos moments can happen any time (chronos).  

Yeshua’s comment demonstrates a clear understanding of purpose.  His kairos comes when his purpose is fulfilled.  “It is finished” is a kairos statement, not a chronos declaration.  Everything in his life leads to the exactly right moment when it is all fulfilled.  In fact, his birth is a kairos moment, a moment when the plans of YHVH were all aligned and the world was ready for the appearance of the Messiah.  Purpose is the current of kairos.  Yeshua understands the timing of his purpose because he knows the God who sent him.  

But Yeshua’s remark about the kairos of the opponents is also informative.  Since they lack awareness of a divine purpose, any moment is their final moment.  The Greek term is hetoimos, “to be ready, prepared.”  The Hebrew equivalent is kun.  The Hebrew word underscores the notion of being prepared for something in the future.  It means setting things in order now so that when the inevitable comes one will be ready.  With this in mind, the NASB translation “opportune” seems to miss the mark.  Yeshua suggests that his opponents should be preparing now.  The kairos moment of perfect readiness is upon them.  Now is the day of salvation.  Today is the last day of your life now.  It is therefore necessary to be prepared at this precise moment.
Yeshua could say the same words to us.  He knows what he must do to be ready.  Do we?  Do we know our divinely appointed purpose?  Do we have such clarity about our lives that we take every step possible now in order to be ready then?  Or do we float along, not really sure of what we are all about, and therefore, not really preparing for the final kairos moment?  Of course, these questions come down to clarity about purpose.  Just like Yeshua, YHVH designed you and me to play a special role in the plans of the Kingdom.  Each one of us has a different part to play but not one of us is expendable.  Therefore, without knowing our purpose, we cannot prepare and knowing our purpose is entirely dependent on knowing God’s design for each of us.  Do you want kairos slices in the routine of your chronos world?  Inquire about purpose—and prepare.

Topical Index:  kairos, chronos, hetoimos, kun, prepare, purpose, time, John 7:6
February 11  Then Nebuchadnezzar was filled with wrath, and his facial expression was altered toward Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-nego. He answered by giving orders to heat the furnace seven times more than it was usually heated.  Daniel 3:19  NASB
Servant of God

Abed-nego – Daniel’s friends had Hebrew names.  We just don’t remember them by their real names.  We remember them by the names given to them in Babylon; names that reveal the impact of cultural expectation and the conflict with Israel’s God.  Daniel’s friend’s real name was Azariah.  This Hebrew names means “YHVH has helped.”  You can see the combination of Yah with the verb azar.  This man’s name was a living testimony to the faithfulness of YHVH.  In spite of his captivity, he carried the name of the one true God wherever he went.

Until Nebuchadnezzar changed it.

In Babylon, carrying the name of the God of the conquered was not appropriate.  So his name was changed to Abed-nego.  And what does Abed-nego mean?  “Servant of Nebo.”  And who is Nebo?  A Babylonian god.  The man who was helped by YHVH is to become the servant of a pagan god.  The name change is significant.  In ancient Near-Eastern thought, naming produces existence.  If I rename you, I call into existence something new.  I “convert” you from whatever you were before into the essence of your new name.  “Yah has helped” becomes a “servant of Nebo.”  A Hebrew is converted into a Babylonian.  A follower of YHVH becomes a servant of a false god.  In Babylon, your name should reflect what the culture believes, not what you used to believe.  By the way, all of these men once had names about YHVH and all of them are converted into Babylonians.

So what’s your name?  Does it reflect the popular culture?  Have you been “converted” into a Babylonian?  Most parents today don’t even think that names have essential properties.  Names are merely sounds, sometimes associated with a family tradition, sometimes with a celebrity, sometimes with something important to the parents.  But few today think like the ancient cultures of the Near-East.  As a result, most names in the West have little to do with God—and a great deal to do with our culture.  Perhaps that’s why your true name, the one that God inscribed on His palm, will be yours when you are revealed as the one He designed you to be.  Once we understand the thinking of the Near-East, name conversions become an important part of the Bible.  

You have a name.  Perhaps you know the history of your name.  Perhaps you know why you were named with this particular sound.  But perhaps you have never considered your name from the perspective of the biblical ancient Near-East.  Perhaps you were “converted” from the moment you were named and now it’s time to renew the name God gave you, the secret name you have carried since conception that reveals who we were designed to be.  Perhaps it’s time to refuse to be abed-nego and recover azariah.

Topical Index:  abed-nego, azariah, names, Daniel 3:19
February 12  Then the Lord said to Moses, “Now you shall see what I will do to Pharaoh; for under compulsion he will let them go, and under compulsion he will drive them out of his land.”  Exodus 6:1 NASB

Ridley Scott’s God

I will do – The typical cultural characterization of the God of the Old Testament is a God who is morally suspect, angry, vindictive and definitely in need of psychological counseling.  While Christians may claim otherwise, most people consider the God of Israel, that is, the God before Jesus came along, to be a God of revenge, indiscriminate punishment on innocent people and unworthy of worship.  One of my daughter’s friends commented, “If what I read in the Old Testament about God is true, then He is the most evil person there ever was.”  If God does all those terrible things to people, how can anyone actually worship Him?

The Church’s denial of the continued relevance of the Tanakh and its fixation on the passive and pleasant Jesus is just one contributing factor in this mistaken view.  The popular culture contributes to this image too.  For example, Ridley Scott directed the current film, Exodus.  A far cry from anything resembling the biblical account, Scott’s portrayal of YHVH is particularly significant.  First, YHVH is incarnated as a young child—a child who clearly lacks emotional maturity.  At one point, the child-God spews forth a tirade, proclaiming that he will seek vengeance on all those who don’t bow to him.  His anger is palpable as he bellows his demands.  Secondly, Moses is portrayed as a man of reason, one who eschews the superstitious rituals of the religious establishment and, most importantly, who attempts but fails to bring reason to the child-God.  In fact, at one point in the movie, Moses simply says that he will have nothing to do with a God who acts like this.  Finally, Scott makes sure that his rendition of the plagues concentrates on the innocent victims of God’s wrath, especially the children and families of the Egyptians who are portrayed as loving, caring and helpless.  Scott’s God of the Hebrews is a God bent on revenge, an egomaniacal deity interested in power.  In every sense, this God is the petulant child whom Moses, the true father, must try to educate and control.  When Ridley’s God says, “Now you will see what I will do” (the film character says, “Just watch”), the film removes every biblical meaning from the text.  In Hebrew the phrase is ‘atta tire’ asher.  It is not a declaration to witness revenge.  It is an invitation to examine and understand the actions of YHVH.  Scott’s God is in serious need of maturity.  The biblical God of Israel demonstrates ultimate capacity.
Is it any wonder that my daughter’s friend wants nothing to do with the God of Exodus?  Scott’s mischaracterization demonstrates how far the culture is removed from any biblical understanding.  The God of Exodus is pathetic.  Powerful, but tragically immature.

However, there is one redeeming lesson here.  There is no question that the plagues reeked havoc on many people who were not directly connected to the confrontation with Pharaoh.  Scott’s portrayal should cause us to grieve over this.  But the fact that they were not directly connected does not exonerate them.  Egypt served pagan deities.  All of Egypt worshipped many false gods.  All Egyptians were accountable.  They may not have directly opposed releasing the Hebrews, but they were all idolaters.  Scott’s view of moral action is entirely Greek.  It is Enlightenment thinking.  He believes, as do most Westerners, that guilt is individual.  If I am not directly connected in some way to the offense, then it is unjust if I suffer the consequences of someone else’s guilt.  But this is not Near-Eastern thinking or biblical thinking.  All are guilty for the disobedience of one if they do not repudiate the sin or take measures against it.  All of Egypt is guilty before God.  There are no innocent victims in a culture of idolatry.  


Scott’s Moses is a Renaissance man, not a Hebrew.  Scott’s God is a cultural counterfeit, not the biblical YHVH.  Scott’s moral law is Roman, not biblical.  Scott’s Exodus will appeal to those who don’t know anything about the Bible, but it is pure fiction.

What is not fictional at all is that we share in the corporate guilt of tolerating sin in our society, and God is perfectly justified in eliminating whoever opposes His holiness.
Topical Index:  Exodus, Ridley Scott, evil, morality, Exodus 6:1
February 13  It was also about these men that Enoch, in the seventh generation from Adam, prophesied, saying, “Behold, the Lord came with many thousands of His holy ones,  Jude 1:14  NASB

Inspired vs. Sacred vs. Canon

Enoch – According to some theological schools of thought, Scripture is the only true basis for interpreting Scripture.  In other words, if I want to know what a verse means, I must determine that meaning from other verses in Scripture, that is, in the canonized text.  Unfortunately, this doesn’t seem to be the thinking of the authors themselves.  In this passage, Jude quotes from the Book of Enoch.  The prophecy that Jude cites is found nowhere in the canon of Scripture.  But Jude doesn’t seem to have any qualms about using it in his letter.  And Jude isn’t the only one.  Examples of this adaptation of other inspired but not canonical writings occur throughout the Tanakh and the apostolic writings.  Look at http://www.evidenceunseen.com/bible-difficulties-2/nt-difficulties/jude/jude-9-14-15-why-does-jude-quote-the-assumption-of-moses-v-9-and-the-book-of-enoch-v-14-15/ for many occurrences and a discussion of the material in Jude.  The author attempts to exonerate Jude by suggesting that Jude uses this material in the same way a contemporary preacher might use an atheist’s material.  But that overlooks the point that even if elements of this citation are found in the canon, they are not attributed to Enoch.  Jude clearly says that Enoch prophesied, but the closest canonical text comes from Isaiah, not Enoch.  Jude clearly borrows the material from the Book of Enoch, a pseudepigraphic work known in the first century.  That means Jude uses non-canonical material to explain the meaning of his message to his readers.  He uses material not in the Bible.  And he doesn’t bat an eye.

Jude, Paul, the narrators of Kings, large sections of Proverbs, portions of the Psalms, etc. all come from material outside the canon.  This fact should cause us to rethink what we mean by inspired, sacred and canon.  Inspired is not the same as sacred.  Inspired means something that moves me to greater understanding, greater emotion or greater moments of experience.  Sunsets can be inspired.  Music can be inspired.  Poetry can be inspired.  Inspired material becomes sacred when a group adopts it as part of the group’s practice of faith.  Thus, the Tanakh is sacred.  The Quran is sacred.  The Vedas are sacred.  For Christians in particular, the apostolic writings are sacred.  None of these are necessarily canon.  Canon is that material recognized as inspired, treated as sacred and officially sanctioned by the greater organizing body or institution of the religion.  The Bible is canon (although what it contains is determined by what religious organization is involved).  When it comes to the Bible, no canon existed during the time of Yeshua.  The canon is a much later addition to what was fluid, sacred and inspired writings.  One might even ask, given what we find in Jude and other examples, if there was any idea of canon in the Jewish way of life in the first century.  The answer is “Yes,” but not in the sense of the later Christian idea.  What was canon for the Jews was the word of God dictated by God through His prophets.  All the rest was simply inspired and sometimes viewed as sacred.

So now we need another distinction.  In some theological circles, the term “word of God” is applied to all canonical writings, and only to these writings.  This leads to the statement that Scripture is the interpreter of Scripture.  After all, if the canon contains God’s words, every one of them, then it is the only secure way to understand God’s words.  But if we pay close attention to the use of the terms “word of God” in the Bible, we discover that only those words given directly by God to His prophets are actually the words of God.  Everything else, the narrative, the poems, the songs of praise, the stories, the history, the letters and the accounts are inspired, treated as sacred, but not the words of God.  What God says directly through His prophets are His words.  The rest is (can I even say it?) commentary.

That means that Jude’s use of Enoch is not inappropriate.  Jude is communicating to readers who need help.  They need to know.  So Jude uses what’s available, what his audience would already recognize.  He alters the citation to fit his message.  He is not writing “the words of God.”  He is writing an inspired message of hope.  When we use the term "Word of God" loosely, we gloss over the distinction between God's words and our definition of what is sacred.  Clarity helps.
If you re-read your canon (which ever one you choose) with this in mind, you will discover very quickly that what God actually says is but a small part of the material we consider sacred.  It is all inspired, but it is not all God’s words.  That means what words God actually said are even more important.  You might start in Genesis and read only those words God actually spoke, just to see how differently your understanding would be if you cut out the commentary.

And then ask yourself, “What do those words mean for me?”

Topical Index:  inspired, sacred, canon, word of God, Jude 1:14, Book of Enoch
February 14   “ . . . to execute judgment upon all, and to convict all the ungodly of all their ungodly deeds which they have done in an ungodly way, and of all the harsh things which ungodly sinners have spoken against Him.”  Jude 1:15  NASB

All and Some

Ungodly – Are you “all” or “some”?  According to the inspired message of Jude, all (pos) will face judgment.  You and I are in that group.  We don’t get a pass on that day.  We will have to stand before the throne along with everyone else.  The verdict over us may turn out differently, but the circumstances will not.  So, we are “all.”

But are we also “some”?  Some of the all are ungodly.  Actually, the Greek word here is asebes.  Its meaning is best understood in contrast to the positive eusebeia.  Eusebeia describes reverence and respect, particularly concerning the gods.  The usual translation of eusebeia is piety.  But that is also a problem.  We don’t use this word much anymore.  From Old French and Latin, it used to mean unthinking devotion and duty.  These days, if we use it at all, it generally is about religious devotion or extreme moral commitment.  The important point is that the positive use of the Greek term is about worship of pagan gods.  Therefore, the negative term (asebes) would be about disrespect of the gods.  In the apostolic writings, the meaning shifts since respect or disrespect for pagan deities is still idolatry.  Asebes becomes disrespect for order, particularly divine order found in the commandments.  In other words, the “ungodly” (asebeis) are those who show disrespect in action and attitude toward the law of God.  Now who do you think is in this group?

We read Jude as if he were writing to replacement theology Christians.  Therefore, we think “ungodly” means those people who act sinfully and that means those who break the universal moral law of humanity.  That means people who steal, who murder, who lie, who commit adultery and who do all those other hideous things that we don’t do (usually).  But Jude isn’t writing to replacement theology Christians.  He is writing to Jews and Gentiles in the Messianic movement of the first century.  For them, asebes clearly delineates the group that opposes Torah.  They are the ungodly because they deny the order given by God.  Their attitude and actions demonstrate that they do not care for God’s revealed commandments.  Consequently, says Jude, they will be judged severely.

Exegesis that ignores the geography of the author and reader, the historical time of the writing and the cultural background of the audience often misses the real point of the message.  Every verse in the Bible has a place, time and audience.  None of the verses were written for us.  We cannot understand the meaning of the text unless we know what the author said to his original audience.  Discovering what Jude said using words that belong to a first century Greek reader radically alters our usual presumptive explanations.  Jude is very clear.  If you don't keep God’s Torah and if your attitude toward God’s orders is hostile, you are in serious trouble.  You might think you are being reverent and respectful toward God, but He doesn’t think so.

Topical Index:  asebes, eusebeia, piety, reverence, order, Torah, Jude 1:15, ungodly
February 15  “Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our God, the Lord is one!  Deuteronomy 6:4  NASB

Hopeless

One – Paradigms, paradigms, paradigms.  Everywhere we look, people operate according to paradigms.  “Evidence” is a function of presupposed paradigmatic expectations.  Once I have made up my mind about a worldview, I will find all the evidence I need to support it (and I will discount any “evidence” that doesn’t support it).  Thomas Kuhn’s seminal work
 and Ludwig Wittgenstein’s examination
 forever changed our way of thinking about language, thought and reality.
  With this in mind, consider the “evidence” in Chaim Bentorah’s book Hebrew Word Study.

“In Christianity we believe in one God but in three persons.  Without the beth [the second letter of the Hebrew alphabet] this could not be expressed.  The numerical value of the word bereshit [the first word of Genesis] or BYASYT when using the mispar katan (digit sum) you have  . . . a total of 913.  When you add 9 + 1 + 3 you have 13.  Applying the principles of the Gematria you would look at the Hebrew word echad  . . . and find that the numerical value of that word is  . . . 13.  The word echad is the word for one and expresses the idea of oneness.  Thus the Bible starts off expressing not just God but that God is one.  But the Gematria would not work if the Bible started with an Aleph but starting with the Beth we have Scripture not only starting off with God but the oneness of God.  I should point out that this is even important from a Christian perspective as the word echad not only expresses one but expresses a unity in one, a joining together into one, like ten ball players are one team.  God is one, but one in an echad or a unity of one in three persons.”

Are you kidding me?  When I read this I had only one immediate thought:  hopeless!  What Bentorah proposes is that Moses and his audience really never understood the meaning of the words Moses used.  He had to wait until some rabbis thousands of years later invented an esoteric mathematics for examining the Hebrew text and then he had to wait another thousand years until the Christians invented the idea of the Trinity and then we all had to wait until we figured out how to anachronistically apply this esoteric exegesis to the first word of the Torah in order to claim it supports God in three persons.  Hopeless!

His suggestion that echad means a unity of plurality is nonsense.  It is still one team, not 10 teams.  One is still one, not many.  Saying that God is one made up of many is like saying one is really ten, or three.  One is not three.  It is one.  That’s what echad means—ONE!  Playing with the numbers doesn’t help.
What’s worse is that it all depends on number manipulation.  Do you suppose that only the word echad has a number value of 13 or that only bereshit had a numerical value of 913?  Does every Hebrew word with the numerical value 13 support the doctrine of the Trinity?  Let’s see.  2 Kings 18:2 mentions a woman named Abi.  The numerical value of Abi is 13 (Aleph-Bet-Yod).  Therefore, this woman must be a unity and must be connected to bereshit, right?  Perhaps God is a woman, or this woman is God.  Or take ‘oyev (Aleph-Yod-Beth), the Hebrew word for “enemy.”  It has a numerical value of 13.  Therefore, it must be a unity and God must be an enemy.  Need we continue?

The problem isn’t the numerical values of Hebrew letters. Hebrews used letters as their counting system. So did many other cultures. The problem is having a theory first and then going to find evidence to support it. El has the numerical value of 31. El is one of the most ancient words for “God.” The Hebrew word govb also has a numerical value of 31. It means “grasshopper.” Of course, that fits God.  God is a grasshopper, right?  And 31 is 3 and 1, so that means el and govb are also connected to 3 and 1 which equals 4, and 4 is the value of Dalet. Therefore, God and  grasshopper must be like doors since the Paleo-Hebrew of Dalet is a door.   Oh, I forgot.  31 is also the numerical value of lo, meaning "not."  So I suppose this mean that God is also "not."  I hope you can appreciate the nonsense involved here. (If you want to see all the Hebrew words with a value of 31, click here.)
It is bad enough to stretch this into Kabbalah.  It is ludicrous to stretch it into support for the Trinity.  Paradigm thinking is just that—paradigm!  If we decide that God is three in one, we will find it wherever we look.  We will even make the evidence fit the doctrine.  But that doesn’t make it true and it certainly does not mean that Moses disguised the Trinity in Gematria.

Let’s please, please stop being hopeless.  What did the author mean?  What did the words mean to the first audience?  What were the cultural thought forms?  Not how can we manipulate the structure to fit something we came up with thousands of years later.

If you want to believe all this craziness about Gematria, please be my guest.   But don’t tell me that God hid all these things in the text and you are the only one who really understands.

Topical Index:  Gematria, Genesis 1:1, Deuteronomy 6:4
February 16  Then the LORD said to Moses, Numbers 7:4  ESV

Untranslated Yeshua
(said) – Things happen in Hebrew that never make it into translation.  You know all about the ‘et, that particle in Hebrew that designates the next word in the sentence is the direct object.  Never translated.  Then along come Messianics and make a very big deal of this linguistic marker, claiming that the alpha-omega of Revelation is really the aleph-tav of the Hebrew alphabet and this, since it spells ‘et, means that Yeshua is found everywhere in the Tanakh.  Fascinating.  But certain?

Now let’s look at another oddity of Hebrew.  In this sentence, the Hebrew contains two words expressing “said.”  The translation could be, “Then YHVH said to Moses saying,”

Both words are from the verb ‘amar.  The first form expresses the action of YHVH (He speaks), but the second form (lemor) repeats this action.  It is not translated.  Why?  “Grammatically, it is used simply (like a colon) to indicate that a direct quotation follows.  However, most of the time lemor precedes a teaching or law that Moses is required to communicate to the Israelites.”
  Tucker points out that what is odd about this verse is that lemor does not precede something Moses is required to communicate to the Israelites.  This give rise to several midrashim attempting to explain this exception.  The rabbis worried about such things.

We, however, might notice another connection.  In the Greek text of the gospels, we often find something like the following (from Matthew 5:2), “And he opened his mouth and taught them saying.”  The sentence seems odd to us.  After all, is it possible to teach verbally without opening your mouth?  Why the redundancy?  But it wouldn’t be odd at all if Matthew were thinking of Yeshua as the new Moses.  The redundancy would occur because Matthew wrote the Hebrew word lemor and the Greek translator actually translated the word, yielding two words for “speaking” in the same sentence.  Furthermore, if this is what Matthew had in mind, then he is literally incorporating into the text a suggestion that Yeshua is in precisely the same place as Moses, receiving from YHVH something that he must pass on to the children of Israel.  The pattern of lemor in Numbers shows up in Matthew.

If Matthew wrote in Hebrew, every Jew that read this would immediately connect it to the way YHVH spoke to Moses.  Every Jew would immediately understand that Matthew is proclaiming Yeshua as the prophesied new Moses.  Every Jew would realize that what Yeshua says comes right from YHVH.  The untranslated lemor becomes evidence for the Messianic status of Yeshua.

Amazing what we can’t read in translation, isn’t it?

Topical Index:  lemor, said, ‘amar, Numbers 7:4, Matthew 5:2, Messiah. Moses
February 17  The word of the Lord which came to Hosea the son of Beeri, during the days of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, kings of Judah, and during the days of Jeroboam the son of Joash, king of Israel.  Hosea 1:1  NASB

And God Said

Word of the Lord – If I asked you, “What is God’s word?” how would you respond?  Would you say, “Oh, God’s word is the Bible.”  Or maybe you would give me a list of the books in the Bible or something like that.  But what if I asked, “But what words did God say?”  Would you still tell me that all the words in the Bible are what God said?  Or would you realize that most of the words in the Bible are not what God said but rather what men wrote about the circumstances, feelings and interpretations of what God actually said.  If you were very careful about your reply, you would tell me that God did say some things, but God inspired men to write the rest.  Do you agree?

God’s actual words are found in the mouths of His prophets.  They speak what God actually said, even if those words are recorded in narrative (like Genesis 1:3).  Those words, and only those words, are the words of God.  All of the rest of the biblical material, although we view it as inspired, treat it as sacred and consider it canon (remember the differences?), are not God’s words.  They are the words of men writing about God’s words.  Without a prophet, we simply do not have words from God.

Unfortunately, most believers do not consider this distinction.  They treat everything in the Bible as God’s words.  They think that inspired, sacred canon means “the words of God.”  But clearly it does not.  The Bible is full of material borrowed from other sources than God.  It contains inspiring and uplifting encouragement, warnings, historical records, erotic poetry, songs, letters and a host of other words of men.  The fact that these words are motivated by a love of YHVH does not make them YHVH’s words.  It makes them inspired and sacred, but not divine.  This distinction prevents us from becoming idolaters of the Bible, worshipping the Book rather than the God who inspired it.  And it answers a lot of questions that come up if we treat all the words as if they are God’s actual words.  All of it might now be canon, but God only spoke some of it.

And that helps us realize that what God actually spoke is of utmost importance.

Suppose you went through your Bible and paid special attention to only those words that YHVH said.  What would you find?  You could begin with Genesis 1:3.  But most of the spoken words of God would occur in the revelation to Moses and the prophets.  Would that make a difference in your understanding of the text?  Would you treat all the rest of the biblical material differently?  It is sacred and inspired, but is that the same as theopneustos (“breathed out by God” – 2 Timothy 3:16)?  What exactly did Paul have in mind in that often-quoted verse?  Would it be possible to ignore the actual words God spoke on the basis of an inspired commentary by the writers of the Bible?

Topical Index:  inspired, sacred, word of God, theopneustos, Hoses 1:1, 2 Timothy 3:16
February 18  And the tempter came and said to Him, “If You are the Son of God, command that these stones become bread.”  Matthew 4:3  NASB

The Question Mark Man

If – Tiny words cause big problems if you and I don’t notice them.  This tiny word is ei (if).  “If you are the Son of God.”  Just a little suggestion of doubt that is designed to force a display of power, a display that overturns required submission and trust.

“If you are really saved, does that little sin really matter?”

“If you know God heals, then why are you still sick?”

“If God really delivered you from your addiction, then how come you still struggle?”

“If you are a Christian why aren’t your prayers answered?”

Perhaps you can add a few question marks that have been part of your life.  The role of the accuser is not to overwhelm you with evil power.  It’s not to make you cower before his wrath or fear his minions.  The role of the accuser is to get you to question the sovereignty and faithfulness of YHVH.  If you rely completely on God’s words, the accuser will simply question your true loyalty.  If you have ever been disappointed with God’s answers, the accuser will push you to reconsider God’s benevolence.  If you have ever been discouraged, the accuser will suggest that God really doesn’t care about you anymore.  But most of all he will remind you of your sins.  He will simply point out that you have been unfaithful, disobedient and rebellious.  Therefore, you don’t deserve the favor of God.  Ha-satan doesn’t need to overturn the words of the Lord.  He just needs you to put yourself into the ethical equation.  He just needs you to feel your guilt.
Are you a failure?  Of course you are!  How many times have you failed to do what you promised to do?  How many people have you disappointed?  How many vows have you broken?  How many times have you said to the Lord, “Never again,” and yet it did happen again.  Don’t you know you are worthless?  Who would want such a loser?  Do you feel it?  Do you feel how useless you are?  The accuser points out that the fine exterior public image you carry around isn’t the real you.  That’s just posing.  “See,” he says, “inside you are still appalling.  Who do you think you are?  If you’re so righteous now, prove it!  Tell the whole world all the things you have done and then see how much they love you!”

Now, in this moment,  you must remember YHVH!  Remember His mercy and grace.  Remember His covenant promises.  Remember His continual love.  Remember Him—and rejoice that He chooses the worthless of the world, the useless, the downtrodden, the rejected, the inferior, the abandoned.  He chooses what the world would throw away.  The only requirement for finding God’s favor is to be in need of grace.  

Write your failure résumé.  Include it all.  All those things that make you feel ashamed.  All those things that the accuser can use against you.  Write them all down.  Then give the résumé to God.  It is your real offering.  And watch what He does with garbage.

Topical Index:  if, ei, accuser, failure, Matthew 4:3
February 19  I know, O Lord, that Your judgments are righteous, and that in faithfulness You have afflicted me.  Psalm 119:75  NASB

God Made Me Do It

You have afflicted me – We give the devil way too much credit.  If something bad happens, he is to blame.  If we are tempted, he is responsible.  Tragedies and horrors follow in his wake.  If we were to believe the popular cultural ideas about Satan, it is amazing that anyone survives.  But like most religious things, these ideas don’t originate in Scripture.  In fact, in Scripture “God made me do it.”

Notice what David says.  First he acknowledges that whatever God does is righteous.  God’s actions are tsedeq, correct, equitable, accurate and the right thing to do.  They are above suspicion.  Amazingly, some of these righteous acts bring affliction.  God is faithful.  He forces His children into submission.  Emunah is the motive for ‘anah.  God uses affliction (‘anah) for His purposes and His purposes are to bring about confession and repentance.  Because God made a covenant commitment to His people, He will not hesitate to correct them and this often means causing bad things to happen in order to change the direction of those He loves.  Stop giving Satan all the credit.  Most of the time, God is doing the afflicting.

David’s commentary on the character of YHVH teaches us two critically important lessons.  First, God is good.  Period!  Nothing God does serves evil purposes.  With that in mind, we next consider the sovereignty of the Lord in relation to what happens to us.  And the surprising answer is that God is good even when bad things happen because He brings those things upon us in order that we might repent and return to Him.  Lesson number two.  God is untiringly faithful to see to it that we come back to Him.  Therefore, He will do whatever it takes to bring that about.  It isn’t Satan who is causing your distress.  Satan is but a minor player on the universal stage.  His time is limited.  He doesn’t get headline billing.  God is the one who is at work here.  Lesson two is that if you have eyes to see what’s really happening, you will recognize that God is forcing you into submission.  Gently, carefully, considerately, but nevertheless, determinedly.  Open your eyes.  See the truth.  This is God at work.

‘innitani.  “You have afflicted me.”  Can you say that with full consciousness?  Can you stand in front of the throne and say, “You, Lord, have afflicted me”?  If you can, then the next words from your mouth must be, “And I thank you.”  What would you have become were it not for the corrective action of YHVH?  Aren’t you glad that He cared so much about you He was willing to do whatever it took to bring you back?  Did you really suffer so greatly that you can’t see God’s handiwork in the events?  Were you so damaged that faith is no longer possible?  I am not suggesting that there is no such thing as evil.  Of course there is!  Human history is a litany of evil, usually caused by other people.  But I am not willing to discount the faithfulness of YHVH.  He corrects.  Affliction—what a wonderful word!

Topical Index:  affliction, ‘anah, righteous, tsedeq, faithfulness, emunah, Psalm 119:73
February 20  “Woe to the one who quarrels with his Maker-- An earthenware vessel among the vessels of earth! Will the clay say to the potter, ‘What are you doing?’ Or the thing you are making say, ‘He has no hands’”?  Isaiah 45:9  NASB
Living Curses

Quarrels – Have you argued with God lately?  Watch out!  According to some translations of this verse, you might be cursed.  Better shut up and never raise a question or complaint, right?  If that is what you were taught, or if that is what is expected of you in your religious assembly, then you need to know something more about rib.  And, no, it’s not about a bone to pick with Adam.

Rib is the Hebrew verb that means “to strive, to contend, to oppose, to fight.”  We might classify the various applications of this unusual verb as follows:  1) physical combat, 2) verbal combat, 3) arguing a case in court, 4) lying in wait, i.e., to plot against, and 5) complaints.  Which one do you suppose applies here?  Most of the times when God is the subject of the sentence, the sense of number 3, the judicial proceedings of argument in a court of law.  In fact, God sometimes employs this verb in His analysis of Israel’s illegal affiliations with other nations.  God brings a lawsuit against Israel because Israel has broken the contract.  It is this sense of rib that we find in this verse.  Isaiah’s statement is not about you and me individually.  It is about Israel as a nation, a nation that has broken the covenant with God and has determined to make of itself whatever it chooses.  God points out that He made Israel.  He is its creator and as creator He determines what Israel will be.  Therefore, Israel has no right (legal grounds) to argue for independent determination.

And, by the way, neither do we.

God warns Israel.  “Don’t you know what will happen if you continue in this illegal action?  Aren’t you aware of my claim over you?  Do you suppose I will simply let this slide?  Not a chance.  Just as the pot has no right to tell the potter how it should be formed and for what purpose it should be made, so you, Israel, have no grounds for telling me, your creator, how I should make you and what I should use you for.  Woe unto you if you proceed with this deluded idea.”

God’s warning applies to us too.

While Isaiah is not speaking to you and me, or even to the unique individuals of the nation of Israel, the thought still applies.  God does have a purpose for each of us.  We all fit into His plans.  But they are His plans, not ours.  We have no legal right to claim otherwise.  In fact, arguing for independent determination is not only foolish, it is dangerous.  The potter can always start over.  This kind of rib is borderline idolatry.

So, can I strive with God?  Of course you can.  You can fight over your submission.  You can complain about your circumstances.  You can contend concerning your understanding of His words.  God likes a good argument.  But never, never imagine that you have the right to tell Him how He must treat you and what He must do for you or with you.  After all, you and I are simply clay pots with mouths.

Topical Index: quarrel, strive, rib, pot, curse, Isaiah 45:9

February 21    I, even I, am the Lord; and beside me there is no savior.  Isaiah 43:11  NASB

Lost in Translation

I, even I am the Lord – The One New Man Bible claims to “make the Jewish roots of Christianity come to life.”
  You might find that statement problematic just as I do, but I appreciate the attempt.  Certainly faith in YHVH demands a deep appreciation and understanding of Hebrew and Hebrew thought forms.  While I am not so sure that Christianity ultimately rests on those Hebrew roots, I know that most believers have little or no awareness that the themes of the apostolic writings are saturated with Jewish ideas.  But we must be very careful not to let one paradigm (the one God of Israel) slip into another paradigm (the Triune God of the Christian Church).  Otherwise, subtle shifts in translation will go unnoticed and be accepted as if they are accurate.  For example, the One New Man translation of this passage in Isaiah is:

“I AM, I AM the LORD!  Besides Me there is no Deliverer/Savior.”

But the Stone Tanakh translates:

“I, only I, am HASHEM, and there is no deliverer aside from Me.”

The Hebrew phrase is:

anochi, anochi YHVH ve-eyn mibaladai moshia
The Stone Tanakh adds the qualifier “only” in order to communicate the exclusive claim of the verse.  At least this is closer to the context of Isaiah where worship of false gods was leading Israel down a disastrous path.  But the capitalization and bold lettering of the One New Man Bible deliberately connects this statement to the Exodus Tetragrammaton, something not justified by the text alone, and further connects Isaiah’s declaration to the Greek translation of ego eimi, a phrase that means “I am he” but is often translated “I AM” as though it were a statement of divinity.  Is this faithfulness to “Jewish roots”?  Perhaps so if by “Jewish roots” we mean those things that Christians claim are connections.  But it seems unlikely that Jews would make such assertions.  In fact, anochi anoki YHVH merely states “I, I YHVH.”  The emphasis of the verse in Isaiah is that this name, YHVH, is the name of the only God who can deliver.  Even “savior” is a theological addition.  The audience that heard Isaiah was not concerned about the Christian idea of salvation.  They were concerned about being delivered from the hands of the invading army of the Babylonians.

What can we learn from this investigation, as truncated as it is?  Perhaps we learn to be a lot more careful when it comes to reading the text in translation—any translation!  Perhaps we might recognize just how entrenched paradigms of Christian thought are in re-reading the Tanakh.  Perhaps we may glimpse how opposed the two religions really are despite claims of mutually shared sacred material.  One thing we must learn for sure.  Translators have opinions.  Translations are not mechanical.  They are filtered by human hands and what I believe often finds its way into how I decide to decode one language into another.

So pick a Bible.  Any Bible.  Just make sure you realize that you are reading the interpretation of the translator along with the translation.  Then try to find an unbiased native speaker from the 6th Century BCE to tell you what Isaiah really meant.
Topical Index: translation, anochi, I am, Isaiah 43:11, One New Man Bible
February 22   “Your words have been arrogant against Me,” says the Lord. “Yet you say, ‘What have we spoken against You?’  You have said, ‘It is vain to serve God; and what profit is it that we have kept His charge, and that we have walked in mourning before the Lord of hosts?  So now we call the arrogant blessed; not only are the doers of wickedness built up but they also test God and escape.’”  Malachi 3:13-15  NASB
WIIFM

What profit – “What’s in it for me?”  WIIFM has replaced WWJD.  As we survey the cultural landscape, we are impressed not by the compassion of the partisans, nor by their renunciation of power or glory, but rather by their yearning for recognition.  Bigger edifices to human validation litter the landscape, built on mountains of debt and chasms of sectarianism.  All, of course, in the name of God.  But not, it seems, in the name of the God of Israel.  He seems to prize humility, anonymity, hesed, forgiveness and unity.  Not the kinds of commodities that command tithes for more mortar.  I wonder if our religious self-assurance isn’t far more akin to the temples of Egypt than the wastelands of YHVH.  Ah, but we all love slaves, don’t we—as long as we are the ones in power.

The children of Israel were not atheists.  They were not agnostics.  They had plenty of religion, enough for everyone to imbibe.  But YHVH was not pleased.  Their religion was a spirituality of profit, a devotion to gain.  “Bigger, bigger, bigger,” they sang in melodic tones.  YHVH accused them of arrogance.  Arrogance?  How could this be?  Arrogant people are full of pride.  “But we worship you, O Lord.”  Arrogant people are pompous.  “But we bow our heads and close our eyes, O Lord.”  Arrogant people are immodest.  “But we wear the robes and carry the sacred implements.”  Ah, zedim (Hebrew – arrogant) is the word for proud.  Three elements characterize the zedim:  presumptuous self-importance, rebellion and willful disobedience.  In other words, doing what we think serves God’s interests rather than doing what God directs.  “Spiritual” acts for personal (or corporate) gain are vanity before the Lord.  

Notice how Malachi characterizes these protestors.  They claim justifiable ignorance.  “How have we spoken against You?”  God answers.  “You have called the arrogant blessed.  You have idolized those who act wickedly.  You have tested My sovereignty.  You considered your deeds and thought you would escape.”  Isaiah says much the same thing.  The ethics of God’s kingdom have been reversed.  Humility has fallen victim to self-esteem.  Righteousness has been converted to correctness.  Grace has replaced obedience.  Sovereignty is superseded by bureaucracy.  The god of this world is profit, inside or outside the Church.  

What must we do?  How can we repent for our corporate sin?  Arrogance is not only individual.  Return to the ways of the Lord.  Make compassion more important than programs.  Give grace the feet of obedience.  Turn away anger.  Produce the fruit of hesed in all its flavors.  Forgive, especially those who do not agree with you.  And exercise justice for the sake of the children and the children’s children.  Love is vacuous without the verbs of Exodus 34:6-7.  Tithing is useless.  Weeping in front of the altar is a sham.  Revivals are fiction.  Unless!  Unless the character of YHVH becomes the behavior of His people.

Topical Index:  profit, zedim, arrogant, Exodus 34:6-7, Malachi 3:13-15
February 23  The things which you have heard from me in the presence of many witnesses, entrust these to faithful men who will be able to teach others also.  2 Timothy 2:2 NASB

Bank Accounts

Entrust – How do rabbis educate?  They choose students and teach the students to copy them.  For what purpose?  Not for creating a storehouse of information.  Not for banking all those good things in the student’s account.  The purpose of rabbinic education is to pass it on to others.  A rabbi trains a student to become a rabbi who will train another student.  The biblical model of education is multi-level marketing.  I choose you.  You choose someone else.  That person chooses another, and so on.  You copy me.  Your students copy you.  Someone else copies them.  And so on.  All that is required for biblical education is that you follow someone and someone follows you in a continuous chain of learning.

Paul instructs Timothy to entrust what Timothy has learned in the lives of others.  Timothy is the conduit, not the container.  The Greek verb is paratithemi, literally, “to make a deposit, to leave something in another’s keeping.”  Biblical education is spiritual banking, but (and this is an important but) the purpose is never to create a retirement account.  The purpose is always to put the money to use, to loan it out all the time, to invest it in the lives of others.  Spiritual currency is spent, not saved.

Of course, it isn’t spent on just anyone.  You can’t just drive down the street throwing spiritual insights out the window.  Standing on the corner with an “End of the World” sign is not investing.  It is an attempt to sell insurance.  Paul directs Timothy to invest this spiritual insight into the lives of those who will also spend it on others.  Those are called “faithful men.”  Pistois anthropois.  Of course, we know that the Greek adjective pistos is derived from the idea of trust.  Faith is not having the right thoughts.  It is acting on the basis of absolute trust in God.  It is living according to God’s faithfulness by doing what He asks us to do.  So Paul instructs Timothy to find people who are living according to God’s instructions, who demonstrate trust in God, and invest what Timothy has learned from Paul into the lives of these people.  Why?  Because people who live like this are fulfilling the words of the prophet Habakkuk, “And the righteous man shall live by his faith.”  These people will pass it on.  That’s what it means to live by trust.  They are not people who accumulate for themselves.  They are people who spend what the trustworthy God has given them.

Do you have the model well in mind?  Good.  That means you are following someone who is spending spiritual currency into your life and you are passing that currency on to someone who is following you.  You have a relationship with the teacher and you also are the teacher of another, who is the teacher of another.  So name them.  Just to make sure you aren’t pretending, name the one you follow and the one who follows you.  Name the cash flow chain.  And rejoice that God finds you worthy of such an honor.

Topical Index:  entrust, paratithemi, education, 2 Timothy 2:2

February 24   No soldier in active service entangles himself in the affairs of everyday life, so that he may please the one who enlisted him as a soldier.  2 Timothy 2:4  NASB
Life on the Boat

Entangles – Don’t be empleko, says Paul.  The verb paints an important picture.  It means to be braided into.  Imagine you are vacationing on a Caribbean island beach.  Along comes a woman who offers to braid beads into your hair.  It’s an island thing.  You agree and she begins to entangle you hair with beads.  When to try to remove them later, you will find the process more difficult than you thought.  Paul uses the same imagery in his instructions to Timothy.  Don’t get the things of the world braided into your hair.  Remember that you are a soldier.  Stay focused on the war.  

My daughter Rachel served on the John C. Stennis nuclear aircraft carrier for two deployments in the Persian Gulf.  On board ship, it’s all business.  Sixteen hours a day on the flight deck.  Eight hours to sleep, eat and get ready for the next sixteen.  Living by the book.  Orders given.  Orders taken.  Life on the boat has no time for civilian distractions.  And if by chance you should get entangled in civilian endeavors, you put others at risk because you are not paying attention to the task at hand—war!  You can be a civilian when you are home, but not on the ship.  

So what about you?  Are the world’s distractions braided into your life?  Are you entangled with career, shopping, raising children, cleaning the house, making money, cutting the lawn, vacationing, watching television or the hundreds of other civilian activities the distract you from the task at hand?  Oh, none of these are sins.  None are unimportant.  None are insignificant.  They are just distractions that could prevent you from paying attention to the life and death battlefield.  

One time when Rachel was on the flight deck, she thought her Chief was motioning her to cross to his side of the runway.  She walked out on the deck just as a Hornet was about to land.  Panic!  The pilot had to abort.  Someone could have died because Rachel was just for a moment distracted.  Lesson learned.  Every moment demands maximum attention when lives hang in the balance.  Every moment as a soldier is a life and death moment.

Of course, we aren’t built for one hundred percent attention all the time.  God knows that.  So we do have time for civilian activities.  But we are at war even if today it feels relaxed and comfortable.  The issue is not about having civilian responsibilities.  We all have them.  The issue is how tightly they are braided into your hair.  The issue is how quickly you can remove yourself from any distraction when you are called on to fight.  Maybe today is a day for asking, “If I were called into action right now, what would hold me back?”

Topical Index:  entangle, empleko, braid, war, 2 Timothy 2:4
February 25  “You lift me up to the wind and cause me to ride; and You dissolve me in a storm.”  Job 30:22  NASB

The God Mugging

Dissolve – Ever heard the expression, “God is my co-pilot”?  The truth is that God is the pilot and I am just along for the ride.  That means sometimes He flies where I never want to go.  I mean you have to be crazy to fly into a hurricane, but it often seems that the God we serve is crazy.  He takes us right into the storm.  At least He is unpredictable.  And sometimes that means you and I get mugged.

The Hebrew word, mug, is used by Job to express his emotional upheaval in the face of God’s silence.  Job says that he is dust and ashes.  He cries out but God doesn’t answer.  He feels as if God has abandoned him in cruel ways.  Then Job says, “You lifted me up and blew me all over the place like the wind and You tossed me about like a man in a tornado.  You mugged me when I least expected it.”

I used to think that if I didn’t pay much attention to God He wouldn’t pay much attention to me.  I wanted to stay under the radar, just doing what came next in life, away from all the “spiritual” battles in high places.  After all, why make a spectacle of myself and suddenly be noticed by God (and Satan).  How much better to just stay clear of all that craziness!  Then I read Job.  Here’s a man, a righteous man, who is just minding his own business, not harming anyone, not showing off, just doing what life is all about—getting along.  And God calls attention to the fine example of faithfulness!  God points out Job to Satan.  The rest is history.  Job’s life comes apart.  Job suffers for no apparent reason.  Job is the victim of some hideous cosmic joke.  Why would I ever want God to make an example of me?  All kinds of bad things might happen if He really paid attention to my less-than-righteous life.  “No, please Lord, look after the saints and the stars, but leave me alone.  I have enough fear of You to know that if You really started pointing me out, I would be in for a godly mugging too.”

So how did that work out?  Ever been there?  Ever thought, “If I could just stay hidden from the omniscient eye in the sky”?  Are you like Job, wondering why God decided to use you as an example of suffering, torment and tempest?  God loved Job.  So how do you explain what happened?  How can a God who loves and cares for those who serve Him do such things?  Makes you wonder, doesn’t it?  Are we nothing more than puppets in the hands of a God who can bring any sort of disaster upon us just to see if we can take it?  Are we so insignificant that God refuses to answer us when He is the one who causes our troubles?  Is the mugger not responsible to the victim?

There are no easy answers!  There is a side to the God relationship that seems quixotic.  Oh, we have lots of theological explanations, but they really don’t suffice.  There is something mysterious and terribly frightening about God.  There is something dangerous about being righteous.  There are questions here that have no answers.  In the end, I serve a God that I really don’t know, a God who is the one true God, but just a little beyond my ability to understand.  That’s a good thing since it prevents my God from ever becoming my invention.  But it scares me too.

In the end, what I must have is trust, not so much in what God does but in who He is, because sometimes I just can’t understand the things that He does.  Sometimes God seems to mug me up in a dark alley.

Topical Index: Job 30:22, mug, toss about, dissolve, Satan, evil
February 26  “They say to God, ‘Depart from us!  We do not even desire the knowledge of Your ways.  Who is the Almighty, that we should serve Him, and what would we gain if we entreat Him?’”  Job 21:14-15  NASB

The Sin of Not Knowing

Do not even desire – Job suffers.  So do you.  If God is so good, why should Job (and you) suffer?  Job was righteous.  He followed the ways of the Lord.  So do you.  Then why do bad things happen to good people? More importantly, why do the wicked seem to prosper?  Why do they live in comfort?  Why are they spared punishment?  It’s bad enough that the righteous should be afflicted, but there would at least be some consolation if those who really deserved trouble received it.  But they don’t.  They escape.  They die contented.  OK, so they might be punished in the next world, but why should God trouble the righteous now and let the wicked get away now?  It just doesn’t seem fair.

Job’s examination of this conundrum contains an important insight about the wicked.  They don’t even desire to know God’s ways.  As far as they are concerned, there is nothing for them to gain by serving Him.  The Hebrew verb is haphets.  In Paleo-Hebrew, it is the picture of separating the person from what is needed.  To desire is to want something I do not have.  But the wicked have it all.  They have influence.  They have money.  They have personal comfort.  They have control.  From their perspective, there is nothing that they lack and since they are motivated by gain, nothing God offers seems necessary.

But you object.  “Wait, the wicked are going to hell.  They will be punished.  They need to be saved.”  The wicked man considers your warning.  “Oh, you mean I should change my ways and follow the God who leads His children into suffering?  Are you serious?  Salvation?  What do I need to be rescued from?  I have it all now.  Do you really think it makes any sense to give up a good life in order to follow a God who allows His children to be abused, rejected and afflicted?  What kind of God is that?”  You see the problem, don’t you?  How will anyone who carefully observes the lives of the righteous by persuaded to walk away from a life of comfort in order to serve a God who takes His own into the storm?  No, I’m sorry, but “Where will you go when you die?” just isn’t very motivating.  Especially when Job is a model of devotion to God.  Most of us are not Francis of Assisi.  Most of us would rather not be Job.  Don’t try to convince me to give up what I have in order to follow a God who doesn’t protect me from the enemy.  The failure of “heaven later” evangelism is its disregard for “heaven now” living.  Quite frankly, the man who has everything he wants doesn’t need God.

Job’s insight means that our approach toward those who have no desire for God’s ways needs to be much more tactile.  It seems useless to attempt to convince them that God’s way is the better way.  As far as history is concerned, it isn’t.  There is no point in painting a rosy picture of discipleship.  Nor is there any point in focusing on what might happen later.  True evangelism comes when we face life exactly as it is.  The question is not about God giving me more.  The question is about God, period.  If there is a God, then He has some claim on me because I am not God.  And if He has a claim on me but I refuse to acknowledge that claim or make any attempt to understand it, then I have rebelled against Him.  And everyone knows that rebellion must be quashed.  No one, not even those who live in splendid comfort, can ultimately tolerate insurgence.  The rebel must die if life is to have order.  And once I realize that I am that rebel, all of my life, all that I worked so hard to keep, all of the order I brought to my own world, is threatened.  It’s not threatened because I am going to hell.  Who cares about hell now?  It’s threatened because rebels must be eliminated and that means all I have held so dear will be lost.  In the end, my life will be nothing.

Now I have a real reason to want to know what He says.

Topical Index:  wicked, haphets, desire, evangelism, Job 21:14-15
February 27  When the sound of the trumpet grew louder and louder, Moses spoke and God answered him with thunder.  Exodus 19:19  NASB

Zeus or YHVH?

Thunder – At least the translators were kind enough to add a footnote explaining that the word for “thunder” is really the word for “voice.”  The KJV and NIV get it right, but the ESV and RSV follow the NASB and use “thunder” instead of “voice.”  Since the Hebrew is qol, used multiple times for the sound of a human voice, it’s incumbent upon us to ask, “Why did the translators choose ‘thunder’ rather than the obvious ‘voice’?”  The answer is found in the rabbis’ astonishment about this verse.  Read it with the word “voice” and ask yourself what this means.  Doesn’t it suggest that Moses spoke and God answered?  Doesn’t that reverse the appropriate hierarchy?  God should speak and Moses answer!  Who would ever dare to expect God to answer a man, even if it’s Moses?  This incident is the beginning of the delivery of the Ten Words.  This is the seminal event of God’s revelation of the covenant expectations.  This is God descending on Sinai.  And Moses speaks?  Moses, just an ordinary man, commands God to come down on the mountain?

The rabbis had a lot of trouble with this implication.  Apparently so did the translators of the NASB.  The rabbis go to great lengths to propose that what really happened is that God spoke through the voice of Moses, so that in fact Moses answered himself although it was God using Moses’ mouth.  They point to Exodus 20:18.  “Now when all the people saw the thunder and the flashes of lightning . . .”(ESV)  Literally, the Hebrew reads, “All the people saw the voices and the flashes.”  The verse uses the plural of qol (qolot).  Once again, the translators sometimes substitute “thunder,” but that is not what the text says.  The text says that the people saw the voices.  The rabbis claim that this means each person heard (saw) a voice unique to the capacity of that particular person to understand.  In other words, God fit His voice so that it was received according to each person who heard it.  His voices were manifest at Sinai.  On the basis of this plural instance, the rabbis argue that Exodus 19:19 should be understood as God answering Moses in Moses’ voice.  Therefore, the verse does not imply that Moses held a superior position.

Now you know some of the convoluted rabbinic explanation for these two very unusual verses.  But that isn’t quite enough.  Knowing how the rabbis treated these verses only prods us to ask, “Is this how God speaks to me?”  Does God answer me in my own voice and is that voice unique to my individual capacity to understand?  That certainly seems to be the case.  What I comprehend about the words God speaks is not exactly what you comprehend.  It is as if God speaks directly to my heart, and, at the same time, directly to  your heart, in ways that are completely unique to each of us.  We hear His voices even though we hear the same words.  Furthermore, I discover that my personal spiritual journey is often conducted in a conversation where I seem to be both parties.  I find myself “talking” to myself in my head as I ponder and wrestle with God’s words.  It is as if God is answering me with my own voice.  In fact, hearing God’s voice outside my own inner consciousness is extremely rare.  Most of the time I hear God in my own silent words.

The NASB translation, “thunder,” pushes me to think of YHVH like Zeus.  Moses confronts God.  God answers with a bolt of lightning and thunder.  It’s all about power and fear.  The imagery is common Greek mythology.  Perhaps that’s why we don’t question it.  But the Hebrew text was not written by Homer.  What is happening in these two verses is far more complicated and far more personal.  God speaks to you—and to me, according to our capacity.  I hear Him in my own words.  Isn’t this what Paul tries to capture with his comments about the Spirit?  And I learn this.  What God says to you isn’t what God says to me.  We might agree on the words, but how that actually affects you or me will be different because we are different persons.  God’s words are never “one size fits all.”  So relax.  Don’t get frustrated if someone else doesn’t “see” it exactly like you do.  Listen to the words in your own voice and rejoice that He is speaking to both of you.

Topical Index: voice, qol, Exodus 19:19, Exodus 20:18
February 28  not by way of eyeservice, as men-pleasers, but as slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from the heart.  Ephesians 6:6  NASB
Omniscient Choices

Will of God - Doing God’s will is doing exactly what I would do if I had all the facts.  God’s will is the most reasonable choice I could ever make since it is in perfect alignment with the universe, the ultimate purposes of the Creator and the final destiny of who I was designed to be.  God’s will is perfect for me in all my relationships.  If I had all the facts, I would instantly see this—and make the right choice.

But I don’t have all the facts.  And with the little bit of facts that I do have, I often make choices based on my comprehension of the situation rather than on the omniscient understanding of the Creator.  This is the ultimate human predicament.  But there is an answer (just wait).

The second, and more serious issue, is not lack of information.  The second issue is insanity.  You see, even if I have all the facts, I can still choose to do what the facts do not suggest.  This is insanity.  It is the deliberate disregard for what I know to be true and the willful decision to do what I know to be false.  The first human predicament is epistemological.  I just don’t know all that I should know.  The second is volitional.  Even if I know what I should know, I choose insanity instead of alignment with the truth.

So how do I solve the first issue?  How do I choose when I don’t know all the facts?  Simple.  I listen to someone who does know it all.  Recognizing that I am epistemologically limited (that I don’t know everything) should propel me to take the advice of someone who does know everything.  It’s just common sense.  If I don’t know how to fix my refrigerator, I don’t hire a carpenter.  I hire someone who knows how to fix refrigerators.  I don’t know.  He knows.  I follow his advice.  When it comes to life choices, God knows what to do.  In fact, knowing that we don’t know, God provides both an manual and personal guidance—and a community of others who don’t know it all but know some things better than I do.  Reason suggests that I should listen and act accordingly.  To do anything else is simply crazy.

But crazy is the real issue.  We may acknowledge that we have the manual.  We may even hear the personal life coaching from the one who invented life.  We certainly could avail ourselves of the community that seeks to understand what the manual means.  But far too often we don’t.  Why?  Well, technically, it’s because we are insane.  We choose death rather than life.  We ignore all that could benefit us in order to claim personal freedom (which we know is just another form of slavery).  But mostly we pretend.  We deny.  We rationalize.  We justify.  We do anything but confront our insanity.  We think that as long as we live in an asylum, we will be considered normal.  

The truth is that men don’t need omniscience in order to do what is true.  They need shock treatment.  They need a very big dose of reality.  They need to wake up to their own madness.  This is a much bigger problem since if I believe I am perfectly normal I will discount all the evidence that I am not.  If we want to reach the insane, we will have to find a way to expose their insanity so that they will see it.  God help us!

Topical Index:  insane, omniscience, will of God, Ephesians 6:6

March 1  But when Simon Peter saw that, he fell down at Jesus’ feet, saying, “Go away from me Lord, for I am a sinful man!” Luke 5:8  NASB

Left Behind

Go away – Peter’s reaction to being in the presence of a holy man is Hebraic.  “Depart from me for I am a sinner.”  Peter doesn’t flee.  That comes later and it related to shame, not sin.  On this day, Peter recognizes that God is with Yeshua in extraordinary ways and that is enough for Peter to want this man of God to leave him.  Peter knows that his sin defiles the presence of YHVH and since he cannot remove his sin, he must ask someone who is very close to the holy God to leave.  Peter has enough spiritual savvy to understand that he is the defiler and holiness cannot occupy the space of one who defiles.

We, on the other hand, somehow think that our sins draw us closer to the Messiah.  We think that because we are sinners we need his presence all the more.  We are focused on what we need, namely, forgiveness.  Peter is focused on what God needs, namely, purity.  Our focus is egocentric.  Peter’s is God-centered.  Peter’s statement is about maintaining God’s glory and honor at his own expense.  We usually take just the opposite approach, that is, that God should be more than willing to sacrifice His honor and glory in order to help me deal with my dishonoring and insulting acts.  Our preoccupation with ourselves prevents us from even recognizing our unworthiness before God.  We have come to believe that God serves our interests, even in removing our defilement.  Peter would never have agreed.

The Greek verb here is exerchomai.  It is, of course, made up of the Greek words ex (ek – out from a point of origin) and erchomai (to come).  Peter’s expression is ironic since the same verb is used of Yeshua’s calling of the disciples.  “Come after me” is precisely the opposite of “Depart from me,” using the same Greek verb but only changing the prefix.  Perhaps this is telling.  The only difference between asking the Messiah to leave and following after the Messiah is the prefix we attach to the verb.  That prefix is ek.  It is entirely about motion or action from a point of origin.  It has multiple nuances in Greek but its principle idea, movement, never changes.  Movement, not destination.  Origin, not end.  We are either moving toward the Master or away from the Master and the direction is entirely ours to determine.  We either ask God to leave or we follow after Him.  The prefix only specifies our starting point, where we are right now.  How it is applied is up to us.

Peter is the prefect example of someone who is quite aware of his own unholiness.  At the very beginning, this causes him to implore holiness to depart.  He is unworthy and he knows it only too well.  Just like me.  But holiness attracts and Peter cannot resist following.  He knows that this Messiah has the words of life.  Men who are acutely aware of their desperate sinfulness are attracted to what is good and pure.  Men who are egocentric are oblivious of the wretchedness of their sins.  Peter’s declaration may be yours and mine—if we realize how much our lives tarnish the reputation of YHVH.  Peter’s point of origin is the dreadful awareness of his failures.  That place begins his journey.  Perhaps too many of us have attempted to walk with the Master without ever starting at exerchomai.  Perhaps the journey of a thousand steps can’t even begin until we understand the first one.

Topical Index:  ex, ek, exerchomai, come, go, depart, Luke 5:8
March 2  … And Jesus said to Simon, “Do not fear, from now on you will be catching men.”  Luke 5:10  NASB

Fishers of Men

Do not fear – How many times have you heard someone refer to this verse as the basis of evangelism?  “If you follow Jesus, you will be a fisher of men.”  Perhaps that’s true, but it comes after the really important note in Yeshua’s remark.  “Do not fear.”  In fact, if we have any hope of being the kind of catchers Yeshua has in mind, we must first embrace the power in his consolation, “Do not fear.”  Ignoring this leaves us thinking that somehow we are going to enjoy a privileged status in the Kingdom.

The worst thing that someone with a Hebraic worldview can do is to tarnish the name of God.  Realizing he is in the presence of someone who is God’s representative, Peter fears that his sins have tarnished the Name.  Peter’s consciousness is seared by the holiness of Yeshua.  The miraculous catch of fish does not bring him joy.  It brings him fear.  If he has tainted HaShem by even accidentally being in the presence of holiness, he has committed a terrifying additional sin.  Peter doesn’t fear for himself.  He already acknowledges he is a sinner.  Peter fears that what he holds most sacred, the NAME, has been desecrated.  Such violations have severe consequences.

Therefore, the action of first importance is reassurance.  “Do not fear.”  “You have not defiled YHVH by being in the presence of holiness.  You have not desecrated His name.  Your sins have not tarnished His character.”  In fact, the Messiah came for you.  Before Peter, James and John can hear their new assignment, they must first hear that they are acceptable, sins and all.  It’s a wonderful thing to be asked to bring men into the Kingdom, but it is a hopeless fantasy if the catchers do not believe they are accepted as they are.  If you and I think we must first measure up to the high calling of holiness before we can engage in the assignment given by God, we will never begin.  Our sins and our shame will prevent forward progress.  Our sense of failure, our acknowledgement of unworthiness will stop us dead in our tracks.  We will only want the Holy One to leave in order to remove the pain of disqualification.  We must first know this:  “Do not fear!”  
Are you afraid that God is finished with you?  Do you fear that you will never measure up?  Have you failed so many times to remain pure that you are now convinced He will leave you behind?  Does you day end with shame and disappointment?  How long do you think God is willing to start over with you?  Seventy times?  Seventy times seven times?  Ah, but we have already exceeded those limits, haven’t we?  Are you now afraid that God has passed you by, unworthy, disgraced, disqualified?  Then you stand with Peter, at the lakeshore with a load of fish.  Then you prostrate yourself with Peter before the Master, hopeful that this pain you feel will depart when he does.  And then you hear the words spoken to Simon, “Do not fear.”  Could there be any words sweeter than these?  

I have been afraid that my failures removed me from His presence.  I have been afraid that He no longer needs me.  I have been afraid that I have turned away one too many times.  Simon and I are the same—afraid.  We know we aren’t good enough.  What we need to know is that we are called anyway.

Topical Index: fear, fishers of men, phobeo, Luke 5:10
March 3  The mind of the hasty will discern the truth, and the tongue of the stammerers will hasten to speak clearly.  Isaiah 32:4  NASB
Hurry Up and Wait

Hasty – First we need to clear up the footnotes.  If you read this verse in the NASB, you will see footnotes for the words “mind” and “truth.”  There should probably be another one for “hasty,” but we will get to that.  The word translated “mind” is lev, so it should be “heart” (correctly translated in the ESV).  The NASB choice of “mind” shifts the exegesis toward Greek patterns rather than Hebrew.  Mistake number one.  Similarly, the word “truth” is really bin, the Hebrew word for “understanding,” not “truth.”  Since the NASB moves the original thought to cognitive rather than volitional emphasis, truth follows.  But not in Hebrew.  Mistake number two.  Finally there is mahar, in this verse, nimharim.  It is not a prepositional phrase.  It is a verb, a plural participle.  So we should read, “The hurrying heart will understand.”  

So what does this mean?  Well, the context suggests that usually someone quick to choose is vulnerable to mistakes.  The Bible usually recommends patience and diligence.  But here Isaiah is contrasting the reign of the righteous king with the current situation.  In the days when the leaders of the nation are righteous men, decisions can be made quickly because the leaders can be trusted to do what God intends them to do.  They will act as refuge, as water in a parched land, and shelter for the oppressed.  Then decisions come speedily.  Then things work the way God intended.  But not until then.
What do we learn by correcting the text according to the footnotes (and the missing one)?  We learn that we must choose carefully now.  We learn that patience is required.  We  learn that acting with mehera now is probably a mistake.  Now we live under unrighteous kings.  Now we must be discerning.  Now is not the time for rapid decisions.  Now is the time to listen to the instructions in Proverbs and act slowly.

Torah obedience is not found in merely fulfilling the legislated requirements.  It is also found in the approach to action.  Do not be hasty to decide.  If God is slow to anger (and He is), why do we rush to judgment?  There’s time to wait, to contemplate, to discern and then to act.  When the Millennial King rules with righteousness in his hand, then we will know what to do instantly, from the heart.  But until then, be gentle in Spirit.  Allow God to work.  Go slow.  So much of our present disunity seems to arise from the need to make a decision right now!  And since none of us have all the facts, perhaps the lesson from Isaiah is one to take to heart.  Mahar is a verb of the Millennium.  Wait for it!

Short and sweet, but with a long nose.  That’s today’s approach.  The rest will come later, when the King arrives.
Topical Index:  hasty, mahar, Millennium, Isaiah 32:4

March 4  Then Peter came and said to Him, “Lord, how often shall my brother sin against me and I forgive him? Up to seven times?”  Matthew 18:21  NASB

Moses and the Rabbis
Seven times – So how many?  Don’t be so quick to answer with the mistaken “seventy times seven” or the spiritualized “forever.”  Taken out of context, such quick answers avoid the truly painful experience of disregarding the real offense caused by another.  This is not theology.  This is personal injury.  

How many times are you to forgive someone who steals continually from you?  Your son has a drug problem.  He constantly takes possessions from your house and sells them for money.  He steals money in your billfold.  You can’t trust him at all.  How many times do you forgive him?

How many times do you forgive someone who lies to you?  Your husband struggles with the demons of pornography.  You know he is trying to change, but time after time you catch him in a lie.  He pleads for forgiveness.  How many times?

How many times do you forgive someone who slanders your reputation?  A member of your faith community spreads a rumor about your children.  You hear it from someone down the line.  Now you know dozens of people believe something that isn’t true.  This rumor has grown a hundred fold.  How many times do you have to forgive?

Perhaps you should add your own real-life example to Peter’s question.  Peter gives you the “over the top” rabbinic answer.  According to b. Yoma 86b-87a, three times is sufficient.  Peter more than doubles it.  Enough already!  But Yeshua does not focus on the individual problem even though it is individual injury.  He focuses on the effect on the community.  His answer is not “seventh times seven.”
  Neither is it seventy-seven.  It is rather an idiomatic illusion to a phase in the Tanakh.  Can you guess where?  Try Genesis 4:24, the statement of revenge in the mouth of Tubal-cain (“If Cain is avenged sevenfold, then Lamech seventy-sevenfold”).  Yeshua’s answer is not mathematics but attitude.  The real answer is about what brings unity.  If my forgiveness or lack thereof makes no contribution to restoration and repair of the unity of the community, then it really doesn’t matter how much or how little.  We are called upon to rebuild.  How many bricks it takes to do that is irrelevant.

Peter asks the question on all of our minds.  How many times do I have to put up with this?  There must be a limit to insult and injury.  Yeshua answers with the famous parable of the great debtor.  You know, the man who refused to honor hesed.  Hesed, that great character trait of God and godly men, passes on the grace of the Father without calculation.  Today God will arrange an opportunity for you to demonstrate which slave in the parable you really are.  Don’t be tempted to count.

Topical Index:  seven times, seventy times, forgiveness, Matthew 18:21
March 5  But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word. Acts 6:4 NASB

Church Business

Ministry – Two criteria.  Just two.  Prayer and “the ministry of the word.”  The first should be obvious (although all that is involved in the word “prayer” might not be obvious to us
).  The second requires some investigation.  After all, most Christian leaders would consider whatever they do as “the ministry of the word.”  We will see.

The Greek uses the key word diakonia.  You will recognize it immediately as the root for our English “deacon.”  Ah, but this is a problem.  According to Acts, the apostles did not take on the task of preacher, evangelist, teacher or overseer.  They took on the business of waiting on others.  They took the lowly jobs, not the positions behind the pulpit or up on the stage.   And they did their job according to the word.  Now what does that mean?

Some translations gloss the text as “study of the word,” as though the apostles spent their time praying and pouring over the Tanakh (remember, there is no New Testament at this time).  That’s as misleading as “ministry.”  It would fit second century rabbinic yeshiva thinking, but diakonia is about action, not just cognition.  Besides, we have many examples in the book of Acts where the apostles are out among the people doing what they were supposed to do.  They are not cloistered away in some room studying the Talmud.  But this does not give us exegetical justification for the kind of hierarchy we find today in most religious environments.  In fact, if our leaders wish to emulate the apostles, they should be praying (a full time occupation) and serving, and I don’t mean serving from the position of status or power.  I mean taking out the garbage, cleaning the toilets, sweeping up after the group meets, serving the tables at the meal and generally adopting the foot washing position of their Master.  Perfunctory displays of “down on bended knee” make no difference at all if they are done to challenge others to perform.  This must be serving from the heart, grateful to be called worthy of suffering for His name.  In biblical terms, leaders are found in the basement, not the penthouse or the ivory tower.  Today “ministry” of the word would normally be interpreted to mean “preaching,” but this simply cannot be the case.  Today’s preachers are center stage, “lights, camera, action” displays of a priestly class never intended in the qehelah (the assembly of apostolic times).  Architecture and hierarchy are both inherited from paganism.  

What would happen in the assemblies we call our places of worship if the leadership acted like the apostles?  What if they didn’t preach, didn’t stand up on the stage, didn’t pontificate.  What if they served the people all week long, at the places of employment, in the schools, on the street—and left the business of running the community to the members of the community?  What if they prayed and served, and nothing else?  Could you handle that?

Topical Index:  diakonia, ministry, serve, apostles, Acts 6:4
March 6   And the Lord said, “The outcry of Sodom and Gomorrah is indeed great, and their sin is exceedingly grave.”  Genesis 18:20  NASB
The Problem (1)
Sin – Sin is a problem.  It’s not just a moral problem or a spiritual problem or a theological problem.  Sin is an etymological problem.  Why?  Because the meaning of the terms used for sin show dependence on ancient near-eastern cultures, have striking dissimilarities with those same cultures and progressively change over time.  While we may know what we mean by “sin” today, it’s not so clear that we understand what “sin” meant to the authors of our Bible.  And that’s a problem.  If we don’t know what they meant by the word, then we could hold ourselves accountable for ideas about sin that were never part of the biblical message.  

The word translated “sin” in this verse is hatto’t (plural of hatta’t).  Lexicons typically offer “sin, sin-offering, expiation” as the meaning.  But the ancient near-east cultures viewed cognates of this word as “religious disqualification” or “antisocial behavior.”  In other words, hatta’t is understood in contrast to accepted cultural norms.  It is behavior that goes against the agreed upon order of things.  For example, if the agreed upon order describes marriage as a union of a man and a woman, then homosexual “marriage” is not only not “marriage,” it is sin.  But it is sin because it violates a standard, not because it is some eternal evil.  The standard determines what is acceptable and what isn’t.  The current cultural debate about homosexual marriage is precisely that—a cultural debate!  It is an argument over what is acceptable in the culture, and since the cultural meanings of the terms can change when the culture changes, so can the acceptable standards of behavior.  If our morality is based on the same foundation as the cultures of the ancient near-east, then over time we would expect to see changes in what is admissible.  Today no one considers attending church in casual dress as sin.  But 100 years ago, it would have been.  From a cultural perspective, things change.  No doubt homosexuality will become an acceptable behavioral choice in our culture.  But not in every culture!

That’s the first thing to recognize about YHVH’s cultural instructions.  He sets the norms.  If we are going to participate in His Kingdom, then His standards are the acceptable ones, regardless of what other cultures (and competing kingdoms) accept or deny.  Sin is a cultural idea.  You become subject to “sin” defined by the Bible when you are a subject of that Kingdom.  How others define “sin” makes little difference.  They simply live in another kingdom.  This is why legislating morality is inherently bankrupt in cultures where there is no absolute standard.  In the end, it is simply a semantic argument.  If there is no absolute, then the meanings of the terms can be redefined to suit the populace.  

But if the word of the King is the law of the Kingdom, then redefining the terms is impossible.  Now it is simply a matter of understanding what those terms actually mean.  In this case, hatta’h means a violation of a communal relationship standard.  According to Scripture, the Kingdom of God will one day rule the entire earth and all who abide on it, just as it now rules Heaven.  This means that the cultural re-definitions of “sin” will disappear and the meaning of “sin” will be uniform.  It will be what the eternal King determines it to be.  Therefore, the etymological problem is a very great one.  Wherever we have allowed a culture other than the Kingdom of YHVH to define what “sin” means, we do not understand, or follow, the standard of the King.  It is incumbent on all those who claim to embrace the Kingdom to obey the King according to His standard and that means solving the etymological problem.

So press on, my fellow travelers.  Let’s see what these words mean—all that they mean—and determine to follow the Kingdom norms.

Topical Index:  sin, hatta’h, norms, behavior, Kingdom, Genesis 18:20
March 7  And the Lord said, “The outcry of Sodom and Gomorrah is indeed great, and their sin is exceedingly grave.”  Genesis 18:20  NASB
The Problem (2)

Sin – What is sin?  According to the Hebrew word, hatta’h, sin means “to commit an offense against someone with whom one stands in an institutionalized community relationship.”
  Notice that sin assumes a set of shared communal obligations, that sin is quite personal and that it is observable by both parties.  This is why God Himself is often the victim of sin.  The presupposed condition is that God and the offending party share a relationship built of expected behaviors.  Koch asks, “Did ht’ originally mean the breaking of a taboo?”
  It might seem so, especially if the cultures surrounding Israel understood “taboo” as doing something forbidden by either religious or social standards.  Perhaps we could grasp the biblical idea of sin in its own culture if we thought of YHVH’s prohibitions in the Torah as taboos, not universal moral laws.

But hatta’h is more than simply committing an offense.  In biblical thought, a sin includes its inevitable consequences.  Our legal system distinguishes between verdict and punishment, but not so in biblical thinking.  The sin is already pregnant with the ensuing disaster.  In fact, YHVH accelerates this inevitability.  He increases the calamity that the sin already generates.  Of course, He also provides atonement, both through cultic actions (like sacrifices) and through His own desire to demonstrate compassion.  He carries away (nasa’) the guilt of the offending party, sometimes before the disaster occurs and sometimes afterward.  In some cases, hatta’h includes corporate consequences.  It is infectious.  Since its very presence means disaster, it is to be avoided at all costs, even when the offender is someone else.  We can think of hatta’h as transitive.  Its properties (the inevitable consequences) pass on to others whose only personal qualification is proximity or lineage.  

Now we understand two crucial facts.  First, defining hatta’h as “missing the mark” obscures the communal and relational aspects of sin.  One might even suggest that sin is never exclusively personal.  It always infects others.  It is much more than failure to meet some expected standard.  It is lethal disease, destroying the relationship bond between the parties and creating an inevitable calamity that will suck others into the maelstrom.  

Secondly, sin is behavioral.  Thanks to Augustine and Luther, our concept of sin often focuses primarily on the inward moral conscience.  In Christian thought, sin is principally a personal affair that begins with cognitive mistakes.  Descartes’ Cogito ego sum finds its way into Christian theology with the notion that mental error is sin and is the genesis of outward behavioral sin.  But Scripture takes a different approach.  Sin is what I do, not generally what I think.  Luther’s idea that we sin every day in thought, word and deed does not reflect the cultural situation of Mosaic Israel.  If we realize that sin is not the inner moral struggle to believe the right things in order to have the right spiritual attitude, we can understand why the opposite of hatta’h is not righteousness but rather hesed.  Christian (Catholic) guilt is a ubiquitous adoption of the Greek soma found ontologically insufficient (oh, I know I have to explain this sentence
).  Hebrew sin is doing what I have been told not to do.  And between the two is a hell of a difference.

But hatta’h is not the only word for sin.  We have more to learn before we know what God thinks of our actions.

Topical Index:  sin, hatta’h, hesed, righteousness, punishment, Genesis 18:20
March 8  When morning dawned, the angels urged Lot, saying, “Up, take your wife and your two daughters who are here, or you will be swept away in the punishment of the city.” Genesis 19:15  NASB

The Problem (3)

Punishment  - Something happened about the time of the Babylonia captivity.  The principal word for “sin” changed.  Hatta’t was replaced by ‘awon.  In the writings of this period, ‘awon is used 231 times for sin, guilt and fate.  TDOT notes, “Roughly speaking, the semantic scope extends from ‘transgress incur guilt, sin’ toward human beings or God to ‘be distraught, destroyed.’”

Koch notes the change as follows:

It represents the expansion of the simpler form of the individual or collective admission of guilt before either human or divine authority which can be expressed only with the verb hata’. This expansion of the formula can be explained such that hata’ refers to the sinful acts, with he’ewa meaning “(thereby) incurring guilt” . . . and hirshia’, “make oneself evil = incur an evil occurrence.”

Accordingly, ‘awon represents the dynamic envelope that contains the entire misdeed-consequence process and captures the inner experience as well as the outward behavior.  ‘awon does not lose the intrinsic connection to a violation of expected relational norms.  Its opposite is still hesed.  But now “sin” is described as an almost alien power that combats the desire to fulfill the commandments.  It is a power that resides with Man, attempting to bring about the death of the subject.  ‘awon is a “fateful guilt caused by a person’s iniquitous transgressions; neither ‘guilt’ nor ‘sin’ nor ‘punishment’ provides an adequate translation in such cases.”
  Paul speaks directly about this alien force in his discussion in Romans 7.  

Koch makes it clear that:

1. “The cause of ‘awon is found not only in false behavior toward God, but also in misdeeds against one’s fellows.”

2. ‘awon is seen as an existing, invisible, substantive, personal power, not as an abstract, cognitive idea.

3. ‘awon is the driving force of the behavior of the wicked.

4. ‘awon inevitably destroys its victim.

5. God “brings to fruition the fate of the wicked commensurate with the ‘awon.”

Paul’s description of sin and its power is completely aligned with the post-exilic use of ‘awon.  Romans 7 is not a Christian idea.  It is thoroughly Jewish.  Furthermore, the rabbinic explanation of the combative nature of the yetzer ha’ra and the yetzer ha’tov is influenced by the prophets’ use of ‘awon.

Sin—hatta’t—is violence to expected personal norms within a community.  It carries inevitable consequences, spilling over into other lives within the community.  It is by nature dependent on subscription to the covenant of the community.  It is bad behavior.  But ‘awon goes further.  ‘awon gathers up the internal war between this alien power and the duty toward the Lord of the community.  ‘awon brings the inner experience into the fold.  Now it is no longer simply what I do, what my social behavior is like.  Now it is all of me, wrapped up into forces that seem as if they have lives of their own, resident within me, victimizing me—and yet, at the same time, I am the enemy displaying in outward actions my refusal to submit to the demands of the relationship.

Sin is a big deal.  The concept of sin grows in the progress through Scripture.  Perhaps once it was cultic misbehavior, but by the end of the prophets, it is a living force intent on destroying me.  Nothing is lost of the personal obligation to kingdom expectations, but a lot is added.  The struggle is not a list of outward actions.  It now comes with an inspection of the heart.  

Sin is a big deal.  What we have learned is that ignoring the clear communal expectations of the lord of the kingdom is sin.  It is not possible to claim that the rules have changed if the Lord of the Kingdom hasn’t changed and the constitution of the Kingdom hasn’t changed.  But sin is defined within the community.  So the Christian community, which is not the same community as the one established by YHVH at Sinai, has simply redefined the word.  The issue is not a change in morality.  The issue is about what kingdom am I a part of.  Sabbath is a requirement of one.  It is not a requirement of the other.

We have also learned that sin is more than misbehaving.  It is capitulation to the inner driving force that seeks my death as its victory.  Sin involves my volitional processing even before the action is executed.  The battle begins at home.

There is some good news here too.  Guilt is not intrinsic to being human.  Guilt comes by actions.  Guilt is determined by cultic expectations.  Guilt, like sin, is a function of the kingdom I choose.  

“I set before you this day, life and death.  Choose life.”

Topical Index:  sin, guilt, ‘awon, Romans 7, Genesis 19:15, kingdom
March 9  for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, being justified as a gift by His grace through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus;  Romans 3:23-24  NASB

The Problem—Solved? (4)

Sinned – Paul (Sha’ul) grew up in the rabbinic tradition.  He considered himself a strict adherent to Torah.  That means he knows hatta’t and ‘awon (two Hebrew words for sin) and he knows them very well.  So when Sha’ul uses the Greek word hemarten, he isn’t thinking Greek.  He is thinking Hebrew.  As Quell notes, “The LXX with its summary use of hamartía, adikía, anomía, etc. hardly does justice to the rich and flexible Hebrew original and often misses the point, e.g., when ‘guilt’ is in view. The Hebrew terms translated by hamartía and the like do not have an exclusive religious use, so that it is easy in translation either to import this or to weaken it. No uniform or self-contained concept of sin is present in the OT authors, and detailed questions of linguistic history further complicate the matter.”
  Sin is multifaceted in Hebraic thought.  It involves covenant obligation, communal affiliation, social protocol, guilt, punishment, inner psychological battle, behavioral misdeeds and alien forces.  Negligence, rebellion, guilt and error are all encompassed in this ancient near-eastern container.  To translate this transcendent concept with a single word is a sham, and worse than a sham, it leads to compounding the distance we may feel between God and us.

Paul attempts to clear away the underbrush.  But he uses a Hebrew axe, not a scalpel.  Let’s see how he does this.  First, he universalizes the concept.  Everyone, without exception, has sinned.  For those in the covenant community, the meaning is obvious.  We have all intentionally or unintentionally violated God’s Torah instructions.  But what about those who know nothing of Torah or the Hebrew idea of obligation?  Sha’ul wraps them in the same garment.  Violation of conscience, social protocol, relationship expectation is not limited to Torah disobedience.  It’s not Torah that all fall short of.  It’s God’s doxa, His glory.   TDNT points out that doxa covers twenty-five Hebrew words.  Once more we are faced with Greek reductionism.  Primarily, however, it is linked to God’s honor, splendor and sovereignty.  Sha’ul does not have to be specific because in first century Rome everyone knew that the gods ruled, were fearsome and demanded respect.  No matter what “higher power” you acknowledged, you knew that you had at some point failed to show proper regard and obeisance.  You were condemned.  End of story.  The details of Torah were not necessary for Sha’ul to declare all had sinned.  All that was necessary was not being an atheist (which, by the way, was a capital offence in the Roman Empire).  Of course, those who understood Torah and the God who gave it had a much clearer sense of Sha’ul’s meaning, but everyone got the message.  Everyone had the problem.  Everyone was hysteresis, “in need,” “lacking,” “left behind.”
What is the solution?  Justification.  The Greek is dikaiosyne.  Ah, but now Sha’ul shifts the view from “higher power” to universal law.  Dike is law—religious, ethical or political—the supports the idea of society.  And dike is about giving directions and instructions for living properly.  Dike in Hebrew is like tsadaqa’, righteousness.  The implication is that justification can occur only where there is law (instruction) because “to be justified” implies conforming to the accepted standard.  Suddenly Sha’ul transports the reader, not to the first century polytheism of Rome, but to the Law of the Hebrew God.  You and I can be justified because this God, and only this God, offers reconciliation as a gift.  His justification is freely given.  The emphasis is on the giver who provides what we lack without prior worthiness.  

The problem of sin is solved.  It is not solved by universal fiat.  It is solved by entering into a relationship with the one God who is willing to provide grace.  It is solved by joining His Kingdom and coming under His rule.  It is solved by accepting His offer and following His instructions.  We all know we have issues.  He alone provides the answer.  All the other “gods” remain silent.

Topical Index:  sin, grace, justification, Romans 3:23-24
March 10   But He said to him, "Allow the dead to bury their own dead; but as for you, go and proclaim everywhere the kingdom of God."  Luke 9:60  NASB

Gestation Period

Dead – When do you think you will be born?  When will God start what He has finished with you?  It’s nice that the NLT adds “spiritually dead” to its translation of this verse, but I think it misses the point.  If God’s intention is to birth human beings, i.e., those who are fully alive to Him and obedient to His will, then we are all waiting to be born.  We are all not-yet-alive (dead) because we have not yet become what He purposed.  It’s just that the gestation period is seventy or eighty years or more.

Thinking of ourselves as being formed in the womb now helps explain a lot.  First, it tells us that this is a growing process.  When God is finally finished with making us who He intended, then we will be born as He purposed.  Now we grow.  We struggle, stretch, move, learn, eat, breathe and make lots of fruitless mistakes while we are being formed.  Secondly, it helps us understand why things are so difficult here.  God knows what He wants but we think we are already complete.  So we try restoration and recovery work instead of birth preparation.  Because we confuse consciousness with being human, we try to manage our own births.  It doesn’t work.  Finally, if we think of ourselves as children carried in the womb of the Lord, we may be comforted knowing that He is arranging the birth, not us.  It’s not really in our hands.  What He intends to bring about will be much easier if we stop trying to induce our own arrivals and let the process take care of itself.

There is also a profound implication in understanding life in this backwards way.  It is perhaps the implication hidden within this statement from Yeshua.  We are not on the way to death.  We are on the way to life.  We are dead now, that is, we are not conformed to the image God has in mind so from a Hebrew perspective, we are not serving our ultimate purpose.  And in Hebrew thought, that means we do not yet exist.  We are like the men in Plato’s cave, convinced that the shadows on the wall are the real world.  We think this is it, when in fact, we are now waiting to become what He intended.  But God will see to it that some day we will transition from death to life.  Your birth is yet to come.  Your death is a present reality.

Perhaps this explains why we become much more sensitive to spiritual realms when we approach what we call death.  In fact, our birth is coming very near and we suddenly realize what really matters in all the death we have been experiencing is just a tiny sliver of those things that portend life.   

In the end, we will be born and leave this body of death behind.  A mother elephant carries its unborn child for twenty-two months before birth.  Apparently God carries us for as long as we "live."  I, for one, can't wait to be born.
Topical Index:  death, life, born, Luke 9:60

March 11  “But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word.”  Acts 6:4  NASB

Why?

Prayer – Okay, we get the idea that someone in leadership has to serve.  We understand that diakonia must be evident in the lives of those who lead.  The assembly of believers is a hierarchy of service.  Its leaders are at the bottom, not the top.  But why pray?  What is the purpose of the leaders devoting themselves to prayer?  The Greek verb is proskartereo.  It means a great deal more than setting aside a few minutes a day to converse with the Almighty.  The root verb is about steadfast endurance and forceful persistence.  In some uses, the verb means “to be constantly at the ready.”  Perhaps Paul had something like this in mind when he exhorted readers to pray without ceasing.  It does not mean hiding away in the “prayer closet” all day long (but it could, if the circumstances demanded it).  It means that whenever it is necessary and appropriate to call upon the Lord, in praise or pleading, leaders must be ready, willing and able to do so.

Why?  Because this assembly does not move forward without the direction of the Spirit.  It doesn't take up noble causes because they are worthy of being done.  It doesn’t do what’s next just because it is next.  This assembly is the hands and feet of the Spirit and it must know what the Spirit of the Lord desires before it makes a move.  It must be ready to serve the one true God, without hesitation, without reservation.  Ruthless trust is a function of relationship communication.  Prayer is the methodology.  And if the stories of YHVH’s interaction with Israel are any guide, most of the time YHVH’s directions are completely counterintuitive.  They are definitely not what we would choose on our own.
This raises a serious issue for most of us.  We are not going to be chastised because we didn’t spend enough time praying.  We are going to be disciplined because we acted without praying.  We led from the front rather than behind.  We didn’t follow because we didn’t ask (sounds like James, doesn’t it?).  You see, biblical leadership is never about being out front.  It is about walking behind the Master.  In the wilderness, Israel had to learn to follow.  When the leaders made decisions without consultation, disaster usually overtook them.  We are in a wilderness.  God alone knows the way.  Action without prayer is futile.  But action is our usual default.  “But I have to do something!”  No, you don’t.  You have to do the one thing that God wants you to do, and that isn’t just anything you might think of.  In fact, one measure of God’s direction might be this:  Is it something you would never have though of?

Let’s be clear.  Prayer is communication.  It is two-way dialogue.  Listening is praying.  Acting without listening first is true folly.  Maybe Paul’s “pray without ceasing” is really “be in a constant state of listening.”  It seems that sin finds a foothold when we aren’t attentive to the small voice God provides.  

The leaders of the assembly needed to do two things, both for the same reason.  First, they needed to know what God already said in His instructional revelation.  That is like being able to read the road signs along the journey.  The written words tell me what to look for and what to look out for.  They explain what it means to become human.  Secondly, they needed to pray.  With the road signs in view, they needed to listen to the voice of the Spirit and call upon the name of the Lord in order to accurately apply the words they studied.  Head and heart together.  There is no other way to lead.

What is today’s “action” step?  Are you listening?

Topical Index:  prayer, devote, proskartereo, Acts 6:4
March 12  Now may the God of peace Himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul and body be preserved complete, without blame at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. 1 Thessalonians 5:23  NASB

It’s Not My Fault

Without blame – Are we making excuses or striving for a result?  We all know the phrase, “It’s not my fault” very well.  But do we realize that in the end this will be a statement of spiritual excellence?  In the end, it actually won’t be our fault.  We will be amemptos, “blameless.”  No fault will be found in us.  The problem is in the meanwhile, not in the end.  In the meanwhile, we have plenty of blame.  In the meanwhile, YHVH is doing serious surgery.  We are getting a complete makeover.  And it hurts.

Notice, if you will, that Paul does not say that our “souls” are being preserved.  He includes all three Greek words that are the equivalent of the one Hebrew expression nephesh.  You as a whole person are the subject of this process.  You are not going to end up as some kind of purified spirit in heaven.  You are going to end up as a person without blame.  Don’t think that this isn’t going to affect your living now!  Everything must change.  Every fear must evaporate.  Every sinful habit must be eradicated.  Every mistaken belief eliminated.  Every decision examined.  It’s all on the chopping block.  Be prepared to bleed.

Ah, but there is good news among the slices.  You aren’t doing it on your own.  God is cutting you up.  And, by the way, He knows exactly where to cut.  That’s why when He goes to work on us it hurts with exquisite precision.  And He isn’t doing just an adequate job.  He is sanctifying you entirely.  He doesn’t overlook a single ounce of fat.  He cuts—deeply!  So cry.  Weep.  Feel the agony of your life, the one you thought you had to have in order to be yourself, feel it bleeding to death.  Gasp for air.  You are suffocating in your sins.  God will make sure you die so that you can live.  Far too often we have taken an observer’s approach to the process of sanctifying.  We act as if being made blameless is like watching a battle on television.  The bullets don’t really rip through our flesh.  They only alter the pixels.  But God doesn’t work this way.  If you are being conformed to the image of His son, you feel it. Sometime you feel it so much that you just want the pain to stop.  That’s when you know He is really cutting to the bone.

What’s the good news?  He is the “God of peace.”  He doesn’t cut in order to make you suffer.  He cuts in order to bring you peace.  In the process you don’t feel anything like peace.  You feel battle-weary, scarred and defeated.  You feel ground down to nothing.  All you know are your tears.  That is the place where Paul reminds you that He is a God of peace.  He uses the Greek eirene, but he doesn’t mean only a state the opposite of war.  He means well-being, the wide open territory of uninhibited relationship with the Father.  He means walking in the Garden in the cool of the evening.  He means being held at night.  He means never being alone again.  When the war ends, love begins.

Topical Index:  blameless, amemptos, nephesh, person, eirene, peace, 1 Thessalonians 5:23
March 13  that you may be blameless and innocent, children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and twisted generation, among whom you shine as lights in the world,  Philippians 2:15  ESV

Lambs to the Slaughter

Without blemish – Are you ready to be sacrificed?  Are you ready to climb onto the altar like Isaac?  Are you ready to let your life be burned up in the fire in order to be a sweet smelling savor to YHVH?  Oh, sorry.  If you answered, “Yes,” to any of these questions, then I must quickly tell you that you do not qualify.  Why?  Because you are not amomos.  

The Greek adjective is the equivalent of the Hebrew word for the requirement of cultic sacrifice.  Such a sacrifice must be without blemish.  Hauck points out that, “The NT adopts the term for the perfect piety to which believers are obligated by membership in the eschatological community.”
  Did you catch the imperative in his remark?  We are obligated to demonstrate amomos, perfect piety, a life without blemish.  But how is this possible?  Can you really stand up and declare that you are perfectly spotless before the judgment seat of the King?  Is there any way in the world that you and I would ever qualify as sacrifices for His name’s sake?  Given the standard of holiness, the answer must be, “No.”  The standard is just too high.  

Of course, Paul’s objective is not to make his readers throw up their hands in despair and throw in the towel of trying.  This imperative is conditioned by Paul’s prior remarks.  “Do all things without grumbling or disputing.”  In fact, this entire section (Chapter 2) focuses on the imperative of service on behalf of others, not on personally attained holiness.  According to Paul, we end up amomos when we work out our salvation with fear and trembling by doing whatever it takes to bring well-being into the lives of other people.  According to Paul, the high moral standard is not so high after all.  In fact, it is completely attainable, being found in unselfish acts, humble attitudes and servant behavior.  Paul never even suggests that we must reach the measure of total holiness.  He simply says, “make my joy complete by being of the same mind, maintaining the same love, united in spirit, intent on one purpose” as the model of the Messiah demonstrated.  Can you do that?  Of course you can!  You can be amomos.  Just put yourself on the line for another.

What a relief!  I thought that I had to become sinless and perfect in order to be saved from this crooked and perverse generation.  And since I too am crooked, bent by my past life of sins, there would be little hope for me.  But Paul straightens out my ethically impossible goal.  The love of God is found in my acts toward others.  I need to be like my Master, giving myself away so that someone else can thrive.  The standard isn’t heavenly perfection.  It is earthly compassion.  Today you and I can make a difference to someone, and when we do, Paul will call us amomos—blameless.  Wonderful!  Now, go do it!

Topical Index:  amomos, blameless, purity, holiness, Philippians 2:15
March 14  Therefore if there is any encouragement in Christ, if there is any consolation of love, if there is any fellowship of the Spirit, if any affection and compassion,   Philippians 2:1 NASB

Stand by Me (1)
Encouragement - Do you need encouragement?  According to Paul, only one kind of encouragement will actually make a permanent change.  That is encouragement in Christ.  For Paul, this is a technical term.  That means it has a special meaning unique to Paul’s writings.  We might think Paul is talking about the movement of the Spirit within us or the change in spiritual legal status precipitated by the coming of the Messiah.  We will have to tendency to read this as if we are “hidden in the Lord,” because we will read the two words against the background of movement.  But that’s not the way Paul uses this term en christo.  For Paul, to be “in Christ” is to be in the community that follows His way.  In Christ places the believer within the assembly as one of the many parts of the one body.  The reason there is encouragement is because there are others who are also following.  We see what God is doing in their lives and we discover a reason to trust in the Lord.  We are encouraged because there are changes and results in the whole body, even if today we don’t see any of those changes in us.

We would probably have recognized this if we read the word “encouragement” in Greek.  It is paraklesis.  Generally it is about calling someone to aid or summoning a helper.  In the LXX, this Greek word is used for a variety of Hebrew words, but perhaps the most important is the Hebrew naham, a word that describes comfort and consolation. 

According to biblical thought, there is no true comfort apart from God.  Real encouragement is a spiritual event.  It reminds us of the sovereignty of God and His utter faithfulness in fulfilling His promises.  For those in the assembly, this means remembering what God has already done and realizing that He absolutely will not leave any of His purposes unfinished.  This includes His purposes and plans for you and me.
There are days when we need encouragement.  We need someone to come alongside and comfort us, exhorting us to persevere because God is faithful.  There are times when it seems as if we are making no progress, when personal struggles remain unresolved, when fighting the good fight seems impossible.  There are times when it appears as though God has abandoned us.  Every follower has experienced the momentary terror of thinking he has lost the way.  But while today we may be disconsolate, others will see His handiwork.  Others will know His presence.  Others will remind us that He has not cast us away.  In the community of the faithful, encouragement is a contagious affair.  If you fail to let someone know your victories, you rob them of paraklesis in their moment of need.  If you fail to express your discouragement, you rob someone of the blessing of revealing God’s goodness.  Up or down, we share the life of the assembly.  One “Christ,” one Messiah, one body.  What do you need to tell us today?

Topical Index:  encouragement, paraklesis, in Christ, Philippians 2:1
March 15  Therefore if there is any encouragement in Christ, if there is any consolation of love, if there is any fellowship of the Spirit, if any affection and compassion,   Philippians 2:1 NASB

Stand by Me (2)

Consolation - What’s the Difference?  Paul already used the word paraklesis, the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew na​ham, a word for comfort, so why use another Greek word, paramythion, that means essentially the same thing in English.  Stählin’s article in TDNT notes, “There are only six instances in the NT, two in John and four in Paul. Since the reference in Jn. 11:19, 31 is to Jewish practice, and John does not use parakaléō, there is no word in John for Christian paramythía. In Paul paramythéomai is subsidiary to the more important parakaléō (cf. 1 Th. 2:12; 5:14; 1 Cor. 14:3; Phil. 2:1). Since both terms combine admonition and comfort, it is hard to draw any clear distinction between them. . The only possible difference is that paramythéomai is not used directly for God’s comfort or for eschatological comfort, but always for comfort in the earthly sphere.”

This helps, especially when we realize that paramythion has the root meaning of “speaking toward someone in a friendly way.”  The possible distinction teaches us a critical lesson.  God can provide encouragement in the Spirit but only you and I can provide consolation (paramythion).  How many times have we failed along this line?  How many times have we said to ourselves, “Well, God will comfort him” or “She just needs to turn to the Lord for comfort”?  How many times have we been silent when the Lord was relying on us to provide the right words to a fellow member of the community?  May God forgive us for being so selfish!  We have robbed others in their need by simply not speaking.  Don’t pretend any longer that God will provide the comfort a brother or sister really needs.  God will provide alright—through your mouth.  Speak up!

Now let’s explore the wider nuances of paramytheomai.  Yes, it’s about speaking up, offering friendly words when needed.  But this also includes admonition.  Have you considered admonition as a form of consolation?  Oh, and that’s not all.  The word also includes the idea of compensation.  Yes, it’s about money.  It’s about filling a need financially as a sign of consolation.  In fact, it is even extended to mean a “tip.”  Did you ever think that your tipping habit was a sign of consolation?  Paramytheomai is also used when someone explains a contradiction, when someone resolves a dispute or argument, when someone atones for a sin.  And you thought it was only about the warm and fuzzy feelings of the Spirit?  This is a human effort, practical, go-do-it word; a godly act you and I can perform as His representatives.  There are no more excuses.  Consolation involves your words, your money and your habits.  For a little word only used six times, there is more than enough to bring us up short.  Some personal examination may be in order.

Topical Index:  paramythion, paramytheomai, consolation, comfort, Philippians 2:1
March 16  Therefore if there is any encouragement in Christ, if there is any consolation of love, if there is any fellowship of the Spirit, if any affection and compassion,   Philippians 2:1 NASB

Stand by Me (3)

Fellowship – Ah, the “church” word.  No, it’s not ekklesia (which should be translated “assembly,” not “church”).  It’s koinonia, the word that means “in common.”  It is the word for what is ordinary, what is not “sacred,” what is of little value.  This word means that all of us are on equal footing.  We are all just members in the Kingdom.  Individually we are of little value, that is, we aren’t as important as we might think.  This is a fellowship of the ordinary.  In this fellowship there is no hierarchy of economic status or social position or hypothesized authority.  This is a society where what we have is given up for the benefit of others.  Your gifts, your assets, your energy are put in the service of the community.  And, of course, so are everyone else’s.  I eat because you give.  You eat because I give.  It doesn’t matter if what I give isn’t digestible food.  I give what God has given to me so that you might eat from His hand through me.  And you do the same.  Since the Messiah is the only head of the fellowship, if we all give what we were blessed to have been given, everyone eats.  If someone withholds, everyone suffers.

Let me give you a real, personal example.  In a Christian school that I know, twenty percent of the students cannot afford lunch.  That means one out of every five students who attend this school go hungry during the day.  A friend of mine suggested a solution to this problem, a solution that did not require any additional funds and that taught critically important communal obligation principles at that same time.  The solution was simple.  Every student would be assigned one of five colors.  Every day at school, one color would offer what they brought for lunch to anyone who did not have a lunch.  That means that every day twenty percent of the students would not eat, but four out of five days all the students would eat.  Furthermore, every student would learn the principles of compassion, sharing and the obligation to take care of another.  Simple.

No, not really.  Not simple because it meant a radical change in the idea of ownership.  “But it’s my lunch,” was the complaint.  No, it’s not.  In this community, it is our lunch and everyone is responsible for each other.  “So why should I bring a lunch if I am not going to get to eat it?’  Ah, and what makes you so important that you deserve to eat when another does not?  “Well, OK, then.  I’ll just bring the minimum on the day when I don’t get to eat.”  Yes, you could do that, but it would demonstrate that you do not understand compassion or the gifts of God.  On that day, those who truly care will bring the best that they have.  Koinonia is about changing our view of community, removing the natural instinct for self-protection and becoming like the Master.  

Let’s eat.  Or not.

Topical Index:  koinonia, fellowship, community, Philippians 2:1
March 17  Therefore if there is any encouragement in Christ, if there is any consolation of love, if there is any fellowship of the Spirit, if any affection and compassion,   Philippians 2:1 NASB

Stand By Me (4)

Affection – Apparently Paul got it backwards.  We would have expected the next word, translated “compassion,” to be this word, splanchnon.  Or maybe Paul got it right and the translation just reverses the terms.  At any rate, “Only the noun occurs in Paul, and he uses it not merely to express natural emotions but as a very forceful term to signify an expression of the total personality at the deepest level.”
  In classical Greek it is essentially a word about being so moved with emotion that you literally feel sick.  Don’t for a minute think that Paul has some timid expression of sympathy in mind.  Or the kind of cute sayings found in greeting cards.  This is not a pat on the back, firm handshake, “thanks for sharing” kind of feeling.  This is deep, abiding, personal, emotional commitment to another.  This is “love one another” in the koinonia of the Messiah.

Of course, Paul combines this essential characteristic of community with the next term, oiktirmoi.  The two go together.  We will see why soon.  But for now we need to ask some serious questions.

1.  How emotionally distant are you from the plight, the problems and the joys of your fellow believers?  Do you hold back?  Or are you weeping with and rejoicing with?

2.  Have you have experienced the movement of the Spirit over the need of another with such intensity that it almost made you ill?  What did you do?  Retreat? Or engage?

3.  If the mountains can clap for joy, why can’t you?  If the sky can cry over the tragic deeds of man, why can’t you?  How much of the Greek world of anti-emotional “balance” has infected your life?

4.  David shows us that emotions are the vehicles of korban, drawing close to God.  All of them.  Anger, joy, despair, elation, sorrow and hopefulness—all of them lead to God if we let them.  What about your emotions?  Are they transporting you into God’s presence or are they forcing you into your own castle?

In the fellowship of the King, splanchnizomai (to have compassion) is one of the true hallmarks of faith.  Following YHVH is an emotional experience.  We feel His presence just as much as we investigate what it all means.  It is head, hand and heart in this community.  Don’t rob yourself of weeping, laughing, growling or clapping.  And don’t hold back when others do.

Topical Index:  splanchnon, affection, compassion, emotions, Philippians 2:1
March 18  Therefore if there is any encouragement in Christ, if there is any consolation of love, if there is any fellowship of the Spirit, if any affection and compassion,   Philippians 2:1 NASB

Stand By Me (5)

Compassion – Sympathy comes last.  Oiktirmoi is the Greek term for “sympathy.”  Translating it “compassion” might be stylistically acceptable, but it obscures the fact that the real word for compassion has already been used.  Of course, oiktiro is used in the LXX for the Hebrew raham (compassion) but it is also used for hanan (grace) and in a lot of instances, there is no Hebrew original.  Interestingly,  the use in the LXX is almost always about God’s compassion, sympathy and pity.  But things change in the apostolic writings.

“The verb oiktírein occurs in the NT only in Rom. 9:15 (quoting Ex. 33:19), where it is parallel to eleeín. The noun oiktirmós is always in the plural and denotes God’s compassion in Rom. 12:1 and 2 Cor. 1:3. In the latter verse God is the Father from whom all compassion comes and is then imparted to all. Human sympathy is at issue in Phil. 2:1 and Col. 3:12, specifically the mercy of the judge or the law in Heb. 10:28.”

What do we learn from Bultmann’s analysis.  First, we notice that this word is plural.  It is not “sympathy” but “sympathies.”  Secondly, we see that Paul connects directly with the Hebrew.  Here compassions are attributed to something regarding the Messiah, the divine representative of the Kingdom on earth.  Community has a foundation “not of this world,” as Yeshua said to Pilate.  It is rooted in YHVH.  Next we see that all real oiktirmoi come from God.  He is the author, suzerain and judge of the koinonia.  He provides the way.  We provide the will.  On this basis, we demonstrate oiktirmoi.  We show sympathy in the same way, and of the same quality, as the Father.  We represent Him.

What does this mean?  How do we show the sympathies of the Lord in the fellowship of the Kingdom?  By exhibiting mercy.  Ah, but eleos connects us to hesed, doesn’t it?  Mercy is not empathy.  It is not a feeling of understanding another’s feelings.  Mercy is action just as hesed is action.  To exhibit sympathies (oiktirmoi) is to do something about the situation.  It is to accept the mutual, reciprocal, transitive obligation to act as God would act.  It is to view the other with the eyes of the Lord and create righteousness.  Now that doesn't mean you will always come across as empathetic.  In fact, sometimes being empathetic is pathetic.  What is called for is acting on God’s behalf.  Exhorting.  Admonishing.  Teaching.  Uplifting.  Fulfilling.  Reproving.  Carrying.  Think of the ways that God demonstrates His commitment to Israel.  Then do them.

Plural action means the involvement of the many.  Don’t delegate when you can do.  Don’t demonstrate oiktirmoi by proxy.  Pick up the stick and stir the pot.
Topical Index:  oiktirmoi, sympathy, empathy, hesed, mercy, Philippians 2:1
March 19  In You, O Lord, I have taken refuge; Let me never be ashamed.  In Your righteousness deliver me and rescue me; Incline Your ear to me and save me.  Psalm 71:1-2  NASB
You’re Not Getting Out of Here Alive

Righteousness – The Tanakh’s parallel to Yeshua’s parable.  Yeshua tells a story about a common man and a religious authority.  The religious authority declares his prominence in the world, his unique favor with God and his deserved blessing.  The common man can do only one thing—plead for mercy.  In the Psalms, David says essentially the same thing.  “Deliver me.”  But not on the grounds of my worthiness.  I have none.  Deliver me on the grounds of your righteousness.  

How can that even be possible?  Isn’t God the God of holiness?  Doesn’t holiness demand perfection?  Can God just let things slip by because we ask?  How can His righteousness be upheld if we sinners are not punished?  Does God condone wickedness, or even overlook it?  Heaven forbid!  What kind of God would He be?  No, something else must be involved here in order for David to plead his case.

Righteousness (tsedaqa’) is essentially about conformity to a standard.  Certainly David understands this (see Psalm 145:17).  After all, he is king.  A standard is expected.  God has a standard of righteousness too.  In fact, as with most Hebrew concepts, it is displayed most clearly in action.  “The man who is righteous tries to preserve the peace and prosperity of the community by fulfilling the commands of God in regard to others. In the supreme sense the righteous man (ṣaddîq) is one who serves God (Mal 3:18). Specifically, he, like Job, delivers the poor and orphan, helps the blind along the way, supports the weak and is a father (provider) to the poor (Job 29:12–15). This was the righteous ‘clothing’ of Job’s life. To return the poor man’s pledged coat before sundown so that it may serve as his night clothes is righteousness (Deut 24:13), the purpose in this case being the man’s comfort. But the ‘righteousness’ consisted in obedience to God’s law and conformity to God’s nature, having mercy for the needy and helpless.”

The last line from Stigers’ quotation is the answer to our dilemma.  Tsedaqa’ includes mercy toward the needy and helpless.  Showing compassion on those who cannot fend for themselves is righteousness.  In fact, any version of tsedaqa’ without compassion and mercy is not Hebraic, not biblical, and idolatrous.  The pagan gods may need to be appeased, but YHVH does not.  His righteousness includes forgiveness without measuring the cost.  In other words, God is not keeping a tally of your sins, exacting punishment according to the insult and injury you have committed before Him.  He is waiting to be the Father of the prodigal, hoping that His grace will woo you back.  He forgives at great expense because He is righteous.

Deliverance.  Oh, how we need to be rescued!  So much of Babylon has crept into our lives, deliberately or inadvertently.  So much needs to be washed away.  We need the clean, new heart that comes from experiencing God’s mercy.  How does this happen?  You may be inclined to say, “Well, I can’t do a thing.  God has to do it all.”  And you would be correct, except for the parable of the great debtor.  Yes, there is nothing you can do about rescuing yourself.  The great God of righteousness must act on your behalf.  But there is everything you can do afterward, and to fail to do it is to reject the righteousness of the Lord.  Do you know what it is that you must also do?

Topical Index:  righteousness, tsedaqa’, deliverance, Psalm 71:1-2
March 20  Be to me a rock of habitation to which I may continually come;  You have given commandment to save me,  for You are my rock and my fortress.  Psalm 71:3  NASB

Orders from the Commander-in-Chief

Commandment to save me – The NASB translation is a bit awkward.  What does it mean for David to say that God has given commandment to save him?  The verb, shawa, in this case might be translated, “you have given the orders to save me.”  In other words, just as David is king and gives orders that will be fulfilled, so God is King and gives orders that will be fulfilled.  God has ordered that David be saved and what God commands to be done will be done.

Let this idea of the chain of command sink into your heart.  So often we find ourselves plagued by our failures and disobedience.  We think, “Oh, my goodness.  How can God ever even think of rescuing me when I have been so wretched?”  Our sins press us down.  There is no way we can repair the damage we have done.  We are lost.

But . . . God has ordered our salvation.  He has commanded the universe to conspire with Him to bring about His intended purposes in our lives.  He has charged history with a decree of rescue.  He has ordained it and it will come to pass.  Everything in your life, including those detours, is ordered to bring you back to the Lord.  Everything is working to make you become the human being He created.  All the slips and slides are but instruments in His hand to fulfill the divine mandate.

David was a man of intensity.  “Why are you standing here when that Philistine taunts our God?”  “Absalom, Absalom, how can I love you more?”  “Oh, Lord.  All night long I have cried in my bed!”  Even in his sins he was impassioned.  “You are the man!” were words shouted at a king who knew righteousness and wickedness.  So do we.  Are there any emotions in the Psalms that have not been in our hearts?  Are we not men and women of passion, even when those passions push us away from the hesed of the Lord?  Do you suppose God wants passive parishioners, quietly sitting in neatly assigned rows, nodding heads with each new pearl delivered from professional cheerleaders?  A thousand times “No!”  God seeks women who are so distraught they open their mouths but no words come forth.  God delights in men who sweat drops of blood.  God loves children who unreservedly trust Him.  And God loves the soul that struggles to hold on even when defeated.  God is filled with passion.  His orders are passionate expressions of His great desire.  He is the Great Hunter seeking whom He may ensnare.  The hearts God wants are the hearts that have been captured  by His love.

Can we not rejoice in the fact that God orders our lives to bring about our rescue?  Does this relieve you of the weight of perfection?  The King of the Universe is in charge.  What else do you need?

Topical Index:  commandment, shawa, save, yasha’, orders, Psalm 71:3
March 21   Rescue me, O my God, out of the hand of the wicked, out of the grasp of the wrongdoer and ruthless man,  Psalm 71:4  NASB
In the Shadows

Rescue me – Rescue is a very practical experience.  It isn’t to be found in the next world.  There is little point in waiting to die so that you can be saved.  What is required is deliverance now while the enemies are circling for the kill.  David knew the immediate necessity of palat.  In fact, the verb palat is found most often in the Psalms.  There it is a poetic expression of rescue or deliverance.  You might have expected to find yasha’ (to save), but that verb is in the previous verse.  Now that God has ordered salvation, something needs to change the current state of affairs.  Today the hand of the wicked and the grasp of the wrongdoer are as close as my own fist.  Today the ruthless man hides behind my own shadow.  Today is the day of salvation!

The frequent parallel of palat is ‘azar.  We know that word very well.  It is the verbal form of ‘ezer, the helper, the deliverer, the rescuer.  It is, of course, essential to the role of the woman as the ‘ezer kenegdo (Genesis 2:18 and the subject of my book Guardian Angel).  God is the consummate ‘ezer, but just as salvation must come today if we are to be rescued from the enemies, so God places an ‘ezer in close proximity in order that we men will find help at hand.  And, brother, do we need it!  When David pleads for rescue, he does not rule out human intervention.  After all, God directs the universe.  He sends the prophet with words of warning and the shepherd with words of comfort.  When did we decide that only God Himself has to show up to rearrange our worlds?

What is the enemy that pressed against David?  First, it is the hand of the wicked.  But this is poetry.  The “hand” is a symbol of power, authority and dominion.  Yes, it might be a real person, but most of our battles with wickedness seem to come from the power, authority and domination of our own yetzer ha’ra.  In fact, it is my own hand that often trips me up.  The power of grace is in conflict with the power of my will.  
David’s poetry emphasizes this with the choice of kap (translated “grasp”).  Kap is the palm of the hand in a particular position.  It is turned upward so as to expose itself to receive.  In other words, the gesture is not grasping but rather opening to wrongdoing.  Instead of yad, the word for “hand” whether open or closed, David recognizes that the real issue here is what I open my hand to in order to receive.  Are my hands lifted to Him in prayer in order to receive His righteousness, or are they open to the passions and pleasures of men and women in order to care for myself?  

Last on David’s list is the “ruthless” man.  The word is ‘ul (Ayin-Vav-Lamed).  We might think ruthless describes someone without compassion, lacking in basic human decency.  But that isn’t the meaning of this word.  ‘ul is about deviation from the standard.  We can be filled with passion, demonstrate altruism, advocate for noble causes and be good people while still deviating from the standard.  How?  By altering Torah to fit what we like.  

“Lord, rescue me from the person I am in the shadows.”

Topical Index:  rescue, palat, ‘azar, kap, hand, ‘ul, ruthless, Psalm 71:4
March 22   My mouth is filled with Your praise and with Your glory all day long.  Do not cast me off in the time of old age; do not forsake me when my strength fails.  Psalm 71:8-9  NASB

When Is Enough?

Not forsake – Hebrew poetry puts words in order of importance, not English syntax.  Our translations rearrange the words for proper English, but when we do so we can lose the author’s emphasis.  That’s what’s happening here.  The verse actually reads, “when is finished (spent) my strength do not forsake me.”  The emphasis is not on forsaking.  It is on the fact that a day will come when you and I are no longer able to put up the good fight.  David pleads that in that day, when he is depleted, he will not be cast away as an expendable soldier.

I’m not dead yet, but I know the day of powerlessness.  I know the day when I could no longer fight.  I know the day when I was spent, finished, incapacitated, done.  I know that day when I realized that I no longer had the resources to continue the battle for righteousness.  And just like David, I needed to plead, “Lord, even though I am empty, please don’t forsake me.”

We often overlook the possibility that God might be finished with us before we are finished with Him.  Perhaps we are so accustomed to the idea of God’s continual faithfulness that we simply push aside any feelings of uselessness.  In the evangelical Christian world, most of us were taught that God will never abandon us.  While all of this is theologically true, that is not David’s concern.  David’s concern is how he feels in the moment of exhaustion.  Your head might be telling you that God will never leave you or forsake you, but you don’t live in your head.  David is a man after God’s heart and sometimes the heart is so depleted that it feels as if we are no longer any use to God.  Sometimes we are so tired, so weary, so drained that there is just nothing left to give.  In those moments, it is possible to believe that God is like those pagan idols.  If you can’t perform, what good are you?  Just a throw-away.

Everyone comes to the limit sometime, but not everyone is willing to recognize the challenge to the relationship with God that emptiness brings.  The man or woman of faith is not immune.  In fact, this is the moment of greatest intimacy!  When I am filled with vigor, when I am strong, when I have the world within my grasp, God is often an afterthought.  Even if He is present, I am inclined to think of Him as helper rather than rescuer.  But take away all my strength, all my reserves, all my expectant hopes, and my relationship with God changes dramatically.  Now I begin to realize what I really am—broken pottery, empty vessel, cast-aside garments.  Now God becomes the real creator of me, the author and finisher of my faith.  

We avoid the brokenness of our exhaustion at our own peril.  God lives in the wilderness where no man can survive on his own.  Go find Him in the barren places.

Topical Index:  forsake, strength, powerlessness, wilderness, Psalm 71:8-9
March 23  “When you pray, you are not to be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and on the street corners so that they may be seen by men. Truly I say to you, they have their reward in full.”  Matthew 6:5  NASB

Prayer Language

Pray - You can’t speak Italian like a native by having a lesson once a week.  You have to immerse yourself in the culture and speak it every day.  Learning to speak (and think) the language of the Most High cannot be accomplished with a once-a-week improvement session either.  You must immerse yourself in the culture of Scripture, speaking the heavenly language every time you can and listening to the Master Teacher every moment.  You don’t learn this language naturally.  You must train yourself to think like God thinks in the language He uses to communicate who He is.  And most of all, you must live according to the assumptions of the language.  After all, you could take a class in Italian and learn to translate it, but then you still wouldn’t be Italian.  You would just be translating Italian into your own language.  If you want to speak Italian like a native, you’ll have to move to Italy.  If you want to speak God’s language, you’ll have to move to His paradigm view of the world.  Otherwise, you will just be a tourist with a phrase book.

“In Western thinking knowledge is the intellectual apprehension of reality, the mind’s affirmation of a truth perceived. In the Hebrew and Christian scriptures, knowledge is felt; it arises from an experience of God in faith and love rather than from human investigation.”
  In Hebrew the relationship with God moves along the line of “feel this” instead of “think this.”  This is why collecting information about God is useless.  What matters is not how carefully I can articulate the doctrines.  What matters is how exquisitely I am engaged in the drama of being with God.  And a great deal of that drama occurs when praying.

But just like becoming a native speaker of a foreign language changes how you think and how you respond, so praying like a Hebrew changes how we think and how we respond.  Oh, you thought it was easy.  Just open your mouth and say whatever comes to mind in the presence of God, right?  Wrong!  Learning to pray is learning to see the world from God’s point of view, not by translating biblical culture into your common tongue.  And seeing the world from God’s perspective means unlearning your natural cultural inclinations.  That’s hard.  You will notice the difference immediately as soon as you realize that the formal word for “to pray” in Hebrew is used less than twenty times in the Tanakh (but there are more than 500 prayers).  Most Hebrew words for praying are emotional expressions of everyday experiences.  Crying, pleading, agonizing, growling, shouting, singing, clapping, uttering inarticulate sounds, falling prostrate, jumping up and down, dancing and many more all describe Hebrew prayer.  Are you beginning to suspect that your prayers are but a tiny translated sliver of the reality of prayer in Hebraic thought?  Great!  Now what are you going to do about it?

Topical Index:  prayer, Matthew 6:5

A Special Request:

Today is the birthday of my son Michael.  Many of you know Michael from the material that he has posted on this site.  Now Michael is working very long hours with very distressed teenagers who are often victims and victimizers.  He is doing everything he can to bring God’s care into their lives, but the work is often exhausting and discouraging.  Would you take just a minute to write to him today and tell him “Happy Birthday”?  It would mean a lot to this father to know that my son has heard from supporters all over the world.  Thank you.  Michael is moenm33@yahoo.com.

March 24 “What can I do with you, Ephraim?  What can I do with you, Judah?  Your love is like the morning mist, like the early dew that disappears.”  Hosea 6:4  NIV
Victimizing God

What – Victim: a person harmed, injured or killed as a result of a crime, accident or other event; a person who is duped or tricked.  In our judicial system there are “victimless” crimes.  But there are no victimless crimes in the Tanakh.  “Against You and You only have I sinned,” said David.  God was the victim, the injured party.  And we are no different than David.  

“Wait a minute!” you object.  “When did my behavior victimize YHVH?  When did my actions make Him suffer?”  The answer is found in YHVH’s expression through Hosea.  When?  When your love for Him disappeared like the morning mist.  

Ah, but you will say, “That isn’t true of me.  I have been faithful to the Lord.”  Let’s see.

Some time past I saw the world in terms of what it could offer me.  I pursued a course of action that gave me protection, pleasure and comfort.  In that process, I involved others.  They became instruments in my pursuit.  I did not consider the fact that what I was doing was opposed to God’s view.  I only thought of myself, what I wanted, what I needed, what I could gain.  I didn’t consider myself selfish.  I only thought that I was taking care of my needs like any ordinary human being would.  But as a result of my use of others to care for myself, I left permanent scars on the lives of these other people—scars from a wound that pointed them away from God.  They saw me as a man who just was using them to get what he wanted, even if they were somehow complicit in the act.  In that act I violated the second great commandment.  And now I can’t undo what I did.  They are damaged because of me.  My refusal to see the world from God’s point of view means that I am accountable for the lives that I turned away from Him.  My actions might have been perfectly explainable from my perspective, but my perspective doesn’t count!  My sin had consequences far beyond me.  I can only pray that somehow God will restore them to His world.  But even if God heals those wounds, I am still responsible.  And I will have to answer for that.

By treating others as less than what God purposed for their lives I victimized the Lord.  I injured Him because I destroyed His purposes.  When I violated the second great commandment, my love for the Lord disappeared like the mist.  Oh, I still attended church.  I still sang the songs and prayed the prayers.  But it meant nothing.  My actions toward other people spoke of my true spiritual condition.  I was an abuser—of others and of God.  I took advantage of His grace and let my yetzer ha’ra deal with the rest.  

Then one day I came to my senses.  I saw that the real world is not the world from my perspective.  It is the world from God’s point of view.  And I was way out of line.
This change in perspective means nothing in print alone.  This change must result in working hard at never making those mistakes again.  Today prayer is listening to the Spirit guiding me to think beyond myself, to ask, “What message will I leave with this other person?  How will they see God in what I am about to do?”  Saying the words of a prayer is easy.  Doing a prayer is hard.  Especially so when you have nothing to say—and you don’t even want to listen.  Then you must pray with your hands and your feet.  If you want to know your true spiritual state, pay very close attention to your “victims,” those whom you are about to use to meet your own needs.  Change your direction before it is too late.  Do it now!  Now is the day of salvation.  Only you can prevent God from being your next victim.

“What must I do with you?” says the Lord.  “How will you ever see what you are doing to Me?”  Wake up, o Man.  The time is short.

Topical Index:  what, victim, love your neighbor, Hosea 6:4

March 25   Therefore, just as through one man sin entered into the world, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men, because all sinned—  Romans 5:12  NASB

Living on the Edge
Death - “The death of the soul is never quick. It is a slow dying, a succession of little deaths that continues until we wake up one day on the edge of God's voice, on the fringe of God's belovedness, beyond the adventure of God's claim on our lives.”
 
Where is the fringe of God’s belovedness?  Where do you or I step off the adventure of His claim on us?  Where is the fence around the Tree?  The first step in answering these questions is to know where I am now.  And the answer to that question is actually pretty straightforward.

Is your present experience filled with the joy of the Lord?  Are you discovering His contentment?  Do you feel His embrace?

Take a fearless assessment.  Don’t pretend.  This is far too serious a matter.  Look in the mirror and ask yourself the real questions.  And if your completely honest answer is, “I’m not sure,” or “No, I’m not,” then sing praises.  You are ready to find the edge.  [For all you spiritual giants who have never been close to the edge, we salute you, and you can go back to living without reading any more.]

The problem most of us have is that we don’t see the fence around the Tree until we are on the wrong side.  Death is disguised in small defeats.  We discover the geography of sin after we have crossed the invisible line.  Then we know what it means to be without His presence and it is not a good feeling.  As a result, we first try to recover the good feeling.  But it’s too late.  We are standing on the wrong side of the fence.  The feeling we seek can’t be found here.  We must stop trying to recover the feeling and move back to the right side of the fence.  We have come to this place through dozens of tiny steps, none of which seemed so terrible at the time, but all of which add up to death.  Now we have to retrace our steps, backing away from the path we have taken, until we return to the place where we first made the wrong choice on the road.  Far too often we attempt to simply skip this recovery process.  We want to feel better so we think we can just jump back to the beginning.  But that leaves all the tiny steps still there, still hidden from our sight, still luring us back.  In order to prevent the slow dying, we must make the slow journey back to the first wrong step.  We must recognize each part of this journey to the edge of life, acknowledge it as our deliberate choice, renounce it and step backwards once again.  

It took God forty years to bring Moses through all these steps, back to the place where Moses was ready to be used as the Lord commanded.  It took forty years to unravel all the plans of Moses, the pathos of Moses and the confidence of Moses so that those essential elements of leadership could be replaced with God’s ways.  Forty years training to be Pharaoh.  Forty years ​untraining.  The path back is as long as the path that got you here.  But you have time.  God will see to that.

There are no shortcuts on this road.  Yes, we are inclined to think that repentance is the shortcut to presence.  It is not.  God’s presence will be with you while you step backward but it will not exempt you from stepping backward.  If you attempt to shortcut the process, you may soon discover you are right back at the edge.  Some things must be dealt with over time.

Death is a process.  So is life.  Choose today to start the journey back home.  It is the direction that matters today.  All the steps of a man or woman who journeys toward home are ordered of the Lord no matter how long it takes to get there.

Topical Index:  death, journey, Romans 5:12
March 26  You will know them by their fruits.  Grapes are not gathered from thorn bushes nor figs from thistles, are they? Matthew 7:16  NASB

Mixed Bag

Fruits – Of course we all know that the real test of faithfulness to God is found in the fruit of one’s life.  Love, joy, peace, long-suffering; all that good stuff we recognize as the hallmarks of a follower.  But what about the mixed bag?  What about the life that has some good, some bad; some victories, some defeats?  What about the man or woman who demonstrates good fruit in most areas but rotten results in some area?  What do you do with the fruit that needs just a tiny piece cut out?  Do you throw the whole thing away?

I don’t know many perfect people.  In fact, when I really think about it, I don’t know any.  My guess is that most of us fall somewhere in the “trying to be perfect but failing” category.  That raises a real problem.  How much failure requires God to throw you out?  If you show compassion and mercy most of the time, if you’re generous with God’s assets under your supervision, if you study the Word as much as you are able, if you love your children and your parents and your spouse, if you do look out for others, if you are struggling to be obedient, but . . . anger gets the best of you at times, or you act with selfish interests once in awhile, or you just can’t break that bad habit, or there are days when you just want the world to go away . . . what then?  Are you bad fruit because you aren’t perfect all the way through?

Those who grew up in the theological paradigm of Augustine, Calvin and Luther might feel as if we can never really be good enough.  Yes, we are consoled knowing that God doesn’t require perfection before salvation, but we also know that perfection is the goal.  Right?  Doesn’t Yeshua say that in Matthew 5:48?
  Who can actually achieve that?  But still we don’t feel comfortable just claiming that it really doesn’t matter, that we are saved anyway.  We want to be good, to be holy, to be saints.  But it’s the doing that hurts us.  Every time we fail it’s like suddenly being told, “Oh, you’re just rotten fruit.  You are going to be cast aside.”  Is that what Yeshua had in mind with this comment about grapes and thorns?  If we are accountable for all our actions, does that mean God will cast us aside when we don’t come up perfect at the end?

You know, maybe you never struggle with this.  Maybe your God is so kind, so loving that He will always overlook your mistakes because you are saved.  But that’s not the kind of God I read about in the Scriptures.  I read about a God who does love us but who expects (can I say “demands”?) holiness.  Yes, we fail.  That is the point of sacrifices.  But how many times?  How many times before even God says, “It’s too much”? And how much of our good lives, our righteous acts, are swept away by moments of disobedience, some of which can be pretty terrible?

If sin is serious (and it is), then it is serious for those who have been called according to His purposes as well.  And if it persists, then doesn’t that bother you?  Doesn’t that scare you?  Doesn’t that make you wonder how long God will actually put up with it?  Is it possible that all those good things you do can be erased because of some bit of rot in the fruit?

It seems to me that anyone serious about being holy must ask this question.  The problem, of course, is that God and I know the real state of my fruit far more intimately than anyone else, even if all those other fruit inspectors only see the good stuff.  So when I go to answer the question, I often find that I am far more critical than anyone else and consider my own efforts much more filled with rot than anyone else can see.  That is my reality.  The question is what does God think about it.

Topical Index:  holy, fruit, perfection, Matthew 7:16, Matthew 5:48
March 27   When the disciples heard this, they fell face down to the ground and were terrified.  Matthew 17:6  NASB
Theophobia

Terrified – We live in a visual world.  Tele-transportation of visual images has altered the face of our reality.  In fact, even what used to be ordinary audio communication has now been converted into visual display of characters like the ones you are reading.  But the world of the first century Jewish mind was not visually oriented.  The thrice daily invocation does not say, “See, O Israel, the Lord is our God.”  Speaking was the means of divine communication and hearing was the requirement of the follower.  With the loss of audio primacy, a radically new conception of God and the world dominates.  Just how much this radical revision separates us from the words of the Lord can be easily determined by asking an ordinary believer to recite correctly even the basic Ten Commandments.  Could you do that?  Probably not.  You would just go look them up in print—in visual form.  Remembering what God actually said is no longer thought to be necessary.

But the disciples Peter, James and John were not products of the television and print age.  For them, hearing made all the difference.  In fact, seeing the transfiguration of Yeshua didn’t strike them with fear.  It would probably have had that effect on us (as special effects movie technicians know so well).  But the sight of the appearance of Moses and Elijah with Yeshua didn’t drive them to the ground.  The voice did!

Why?  Why were they effectively unmoved by the sight but terrified by the sound?  Ah, when they heard the sound of YHVH’s voice, they suddenly knew they were in the presence of the Most High and that meant they were extremely close to extinction.  Just as the children of Israel elected not to approach YHVH after they heard the voice, so the disciples instantly recognized that they were in a place where no man can live.  They knew theophobia, the terrifying fear of God.

Unfortunately, we don’t.  We have been immunized to the words of God.  We have converted those words into visual form, easily put aside, not necessary to memorize, not echoing from the mountains nor spewing forth from His prophets.  We read them and consider them no more sacred than any other words.  Yes, the meaning is sacred, but without the voice, they are just words.  And that leads us to Yaconelli’s observation:

“Faith has been reduced to a comfortable system of beliefs about God instead of an uncomfortable encounter with God.”
 

If you and I heard God speak, would we be terrified?  Maybe, maybe not.  The point is that we do not expect to hear Him speak.  We have the Book.  We don’t really need the author.  But the words God speaks written in this Book are the voice of the Lord and they should terrify us.  Why?  Because if we manage to put ourselves into the scenes described in this Book, we will hear those words from the divine voice and we will be afraid.  We must overcome the visual immunity, unlearn the filtered expressions and encounter the living God in the Book, for it is not the Book that matters.  It is the God whose words are in the Book that matters, and until we can hear His words voiced from the Book, we will be removed from the uncomfortable encounter.

“But to avoid mystery is to avoid the only God worthy of worship, honor, and praise.” (Manning, p.57)

Topical Index:  terrified, phobeo, fear, visual, audio, Yaconelli, Manning, Matthew 17:6
March 28  “Have I sinned? What have I done to You,  O watcher of men?  Why have You set me as Your target, so that I am a burden to myself?”  Job 7:20  NASB

God of the Night

Watcher of men - May Your desire overtake my desperation, Lord, and when it does I will delight in You.

But not tonight.  Tonight You haunt me with visions and dreams, the fear of Sheol, the absence of all I hold dear.  Tonight I am afraid to sleep lest you demand my soul of me and I am yet unprepared to give it.  Tonight I am still treading the road to Mordor, and there is no inn safe for me.  Tonight, O Lord, I am alone.

The view from 30,000 feet is little comfort.  An endless expanse of clouds obscure what small signs of population are scattered about the planet, itself a lonely ship careering through the vast emptiness of space.  The stars are only dim reminders that You are the watcher of men.  Remote in the heavens.  Beyond comprehension.  I am cast adrift on those clouds, traveling somewhere once again, carrying an inconsolable emptiness wrapped in rice paper veneer.  “It is not good for man to be alone” is a truth that bears heartache in the vowels.  I am the burden of myself, alone in a desperate search for Your peace, bloodied by the failures of the past.  What navigation star offers the promise of a journey home?  How can I atone for the roads that should not have been traveled?

Would the watcher of men become the rescuer of the unrighteous?  Could the God of the holy cleanse the defiled?  Notser ha-adam, are You not also the One who guards my soul to deliver me (Psalm 25:20)?  Have you not promised perfect peace (Isaiah 26:3)?  Am I to be undone because You see me?  Are Job’s words to be my legacy?  “What is man that You magnify him, and that You are concerned about him, that You examine him every morning and try him every moment?” “Why then do You not pardon my transgression and take away my iniquity?”

Is my sin so great that You turn Your face from me forever? All I have tonight is this:  I hope in You.  For I am unworthy of hope in myself.  The watcher of men knows my secret self and has found me wanting.  I am not Job, the righteous afflicted.  I deserve the punishment You have allotted to me.  I am guilty—and desperate.  I know the searing embrace of regret, the piercing gaze of remorse.  The savagery of the yetzer ha’ra executing me in delicate torture.

You, watcher of men, know my cry.  You, watcher of men, know my helplessness.  You, watcher of men, only You weep with me.  Is it not enough?

Now is the time to remember ‘ayyeh. http://skipmoen.com/2015/01/29/the-first-rhetorical-question/

Topical Index:  Job 7:20, Psalm 25:20, Isaiah 26:3, Job 7:17, Job 7:21, natsar
March 29  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  NASB
Drops of Jupiter
He has told you – Worried about the destiny of your life?  Wondering how all of it can fit into His purposes?  Concerned that somehow you have missed something along the way?  Maybe you’ve spent too much time looking for yourself, as the lyrics of “Drops of Jupiter” remind us.
But tell me, did you sail across the sun?

Did you make it to the Milky Way to see the lights all faded

And that heaven is overrated?

Tell me, did you fall for a shooting star–

One without a permanent scar?

And did you miss me while you were looking for yourself out there?

Have you spent time sailing across the sun, longing for heaven, looking for yourself?  Did you yearn to dance along the light of day?  Has there been a hungry place in the center of your heart, longing for the passionate embrace of the true lover of your soul?

Ah, the byways we travel to find ourselves!  When all along, “he has told you.”  The Hebrew is simple.  Higgid, from the verb nagad, in the perfect (completed) tense.  There is no more to be said.  It has all been revealed.  YHVH has disclosed the right way, the highway, the steps toward being what you were intended to be.  “He has told you” how that empty place will be filled, how your dance will be joyous, how heaven will regain its splendor.  “He has told you” what it is that you are missing, that you have been seeking all your life along all those lonely paths.  The verb nagad is more than just telling something.  It is to place something in conspicuous view, to make what was previously unknown knowable, to heighten attention on something.  “He has told you” should be followed by several exclamation points.  This is something you are not to miss!
Do you want to listen like spring and talk like June?  Do you want to walk like rain?  Then hear, O Man, what YHVH says.  Do justice, love hesed and walk humbly with Him.  He has danced along the light of day.  He has traced His way through the constellations.  He has sailed across the sun.  He knows life, the life you and I so desperately want to experience, the life filled with awe and joy and beauty.  And He has told us.  

Did you think you could find your own way among the stars?  Did you think your human map of the heavens was sufficient?  Did you imagine that you knew your own destination?  Of course not!  Beyond is beyond us.  That is why “He has told you.”  Three simple steps to launch you into the greatest journey of your life.  And drops of Jupiter are only the beginning.

Topical Index:  drops of Jupiter, higgid, nagad, to tell, to announce, destiny, Micah 6:8
March 30  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  NASB

Rules of Engagement
Require – Has YHVH gotten your attention?  Has His announcement riveted your interest?  Do you really, truly want to know what God demands?  Or are you content to keep going in your own direction, making up the rules of spiritual engagement according to your inner voice of the “Spirit”?  How’s that working out?  Feel like you’re right on target?  Absolutely confident that you are doing exactly what God wants?  Executing precisely the orders for today?  Never finding anything in Scripture that might challenge your spiritual assumptions?

The Hebrew verb darash covers a lot of territory.  “To seek with care, to inquire, to require, to demand (recompense).”  Of course, you realize that this verb is the root of midrash.  Perhaps we need to comprehend that midrash is not simply optional elucidation.  Midrash contains elements of demands.  It just depends on how deeply you look and how open you are to have your heart melted.

But back to the story.  One of the most important differences between our Greek-Roman culture and the ancient Near-Eastern culture of the Hebrews is the understanding of “law.”  As we have discovered before, law (nomos) for Romans is restriction; necessary for the smooth operation of society, but nevertheless viewed as limitations on one’s personal freedom.  For Romans and Greeks, law is the opposite of freedom.  Law demands compliance for the good of the many, but it necessarily stands opposed to my individual desires.  Not so in Hebraic thought.  For the Hebrew, law (torah) is freedom!  Why?  Because “law” (torah) instructs me precisely how to live in accordance with the will of God.  It therefore frees me from anxiety, confusion, concern, distraction and misdirection.  I know what to do because God tells me what to do.  I am free of all those questions that otherwise haunt me when I do not know for sure what to do.  With this in mind, when YHVH tells us what is required, He is not laying down restrictions.  He is giving us the road to freedom.  He is telling us exactly what is needed in order to be at peace with the universe and in alignment with His purposes.

Why, then, do you refuse His requirements?  Why, then, do you claim that His instructions for the Jews are not applicable to you?  Why, then, do you select what fits your cultural conveniences and leave out the rest of His torah?  Who persuaded you that YHVH changed His mind about what brings peace to the soul?  That He told Micah one thing and Sha’ul something else?  Is there more than one universe to live in?  More than one world that is our home?  More than one God who created it all?  If He gave instructions for freedom to His children for two thousand years before the crucifixion, do you really think He altered all those instructions after the crucifixion?  Why would He?

What is required of us is straightforward.  It has been clearly, carefully, concretely revealed.  It has never changed.  So why are you wandering around looking for another answer?

Topical Index:  require, darash, midrash, torah, nomos, law, Micah 6:8
March 31  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  NASB

Walk This Way

Humbly – Once only.  Hatsnea is only used in this verse in Micah.  We know what it means to walk, but what does it mean to walk “humbly”?  There are no other places where we can compare this word in other contexts so we are forced to look at the only derivative found in Proverbs 11:2.  We find that tsana’ is contrasted with pride.  So walking humbly probably means walking without attracting attention, without seeking glory and without concern for yourself.  That certainly seems appropriate given our position before the holy God.  Now perhaps we can fill in the rest.

There is little doubt that “walking” is used as a metaphor in Scripture for following in the ways of the Lord.  The idea is to exercise the instructions given by YHVH.  In other words, “walking” is doing what God asks.  From Micah’s perspective, this is what God requires.  God gives guidance.  God gives commands.  God gives direction.  We do.  But Micah’s use of tsana’ reminds us that when we do what God asks, we are merely fulfilling what any good servant would do.  We do not get special merit or honor for doing what is expected of a servant.  Yeshua’s comment reflects this perfectly.  How will the servant reply to the Master when he is given recognition for fulfilling the command?  “I only did what I was expected to do.”

The epitome of walking humbly is to do whatever God asks anonymously.  No credit can be given if no one knows who did what.  Perhaps that’s the real message behind not letting the right hand know what the left hand is doing.  Seeking anonymity is a sign of a deeply spiritual attitude.  

Micah’s one time use of tsana’ calls a lot of our actions into question.  How many times have our noble acts and our charitable deeds been laced with just a pinch of the desire for recognition?  “Oh, that wing of the hospital was donated by  . . .”  “Don’t you know, she gave all of these to the church bake sale.”  “I supported that ministry with a substantial gift last year.”  “Just look at all the time he has given to this cause.”  Yes, even those great deeds can become tools in the hands of the yetzer ha’ra.  It doesn't spoil the result.  The hospital wing gets built.  The bake sale is a success.  The ministry thrives.  It only spoils the giver.  Most of the time it’s really quite sufficient that God knows—and no one else.  Most of the time it is quite sufficient that God knows you fulfilled that mitzvah.  Most of the time there is really nothing more accomplished by recognition.  And if God decides to honor your effort, ah, well then you can answer, “But I was just doing what You asked of me, Lord.”

Topical Index:  hatsnea, tsana’, humbly, anonymous, Micah 6:8
April 1  The voice of the Lord will call to the city—And it is sound wisdom to fear Your name: “Hear, O tribe. Who has appointed its time?”  Micah 6:9  NASB

Who’s the Audience?
Hear – There is a lot of translator liberty in this verse.  You have read the NASB.  Here’s the NIV:  

Listen! The Lord is calling to the city—and to fear your name is wisdom—“Heed the rod and the One who appointed it.”   

Now compare these with the rendition of Hebrew World:  

The Lord’s voice cries to the city, and the man of wisdom shall see your name; hear the rod, and who has appointed it. 

Do you see significant differences?  Notice the verbs of the second phrase.  In English we “fear” the name and “heed” the rod, but in Hebrew we “see” the name and “hear” the rod.  The actual verbs are ra’a and shama’, so the Hebrew World translation is much closer to the original text, but it doesn’t communicate what English readers expect, so the translators have substituted verbs that make sense to the contemporary audience, not the original audience.  In our culture, we don’t see names and hear rods.  So the text is glossed.  But what happens when we read it according to the real Hebrew?

First, the metaphor is unsettling.  Because it is unusual for us, it jolts us.  But it wouldn’t jolt the original audience.  That audience would recognize that “seeing” God’s name involves regarding, perceiving, feeling, learning and understanding.  This is not simply visual apprehension.  This is the metaphorical extension of “seeing” as the action of deliverance, the perception of the heart, the prophetic revelation of truth.  This is recognizing YHVH as the ro’eh, the ultimate “seer.”  The verse in Hebrew does not read, “it is sound wisdom to fear.”  It reads, “it is sound wisdom (judgment that leads to practical success) to see Your name.”  Everything that profits a man comes from understanding who God is, from “seeing” His name.  The Hebraic use of ra’a (to see) forces us to shift our naïve visual perspective from the surface to the depths, to see behind what is visible, namely, the invisible hand of YHVH.

Secondly, Micah proclaims that we are to hear the rod.  The verb is the familiar shama’.  Of course, it means to listen and to obey.  When the NASB translators choose “tribe,” they personify the literal “rod” to symbolically portray the tribal leader’s staff and therefore, the tribe itself.  The translation is usual, but it obscures the root idea, that of a rod or staff.  No Hebrew reader would have missed both meanings.  But the words, “and the One who” or  “Who . . . its time” are strictly additions to the text.  The Hebrew simply reads, “and the rod appointed” (yeadah).  This makes the translation of “tribe” difficult.  The tribe is not appointed.  It is the rod, the symbol of punishment, that is appointed.  And this makes the imagery even more startling.  How can we hear an appointed rod?  Ah, but we can, can’t we?  “Now listen to me,” says that father with the rod in his hand.  We hear him because he represents the punishment of correction.  We hear the rod because we fear its use.

So Micah offers us greater depth than the translators.  He provides us with metaphors that do not easily fit our worldview and in those metaphors we find something more profound about the character of God.  We don’t need a text watered down to our expectations.  We need a text that jolts us into asking, “What can this possibly mean?”  That’s when we begin to learn reading the Bible requires changing paradigms.

Topical Index:  see, hear, ra’a, shama’, gloss, rod, name, Micah 6:9, paradigm
April 2  When both are blown, all the congregation shall gather themselves to you at the doorway of the tent of meeting. Numbers 10:3  NASB
Divine Appointments

Congregation – What connects the elect of the Lord to the feasts, the place of atonement, the marriage of YHVH to Israel, the assembly of the apostolic times and the worshipping community?  One word—ya’ad.  The Hebrew verb, ya’ad, “to appoint, betrothe, assemble or meet” is the root of ‘edah (congregation), mo’ed (appointed time or place), mo’ad (place of assembly) and the synonym of qahal, the worshipping community of the apostolic writings.  In other words, all of these are based on the idea of God’s appointments. 

When the English translations substitute “church” for ekklesia (assembly), they obscure the inherent connection between God’s appointments and the appointed community.  They remove the essential historical relationship between the ‘edah of the Tanakh, the mo’ed of God’s festivals and the continuation of all these appointments in the apostolic writings.  There are not two congregations of the Lord, the Jews and the Church.  There is one ‘edah, appointed by YHVH centuries ago, continuous over the course of YHVH’s purposes and plans, with us at Sinai and with us today.  All that the Lord has appointed remains exactly as it was intended when He first used the verb ya’ad to describe His favor toward men.

This fact is especially important in a world where religious sectarianism predominates.  God is not the God of 42,000 denominations.  Nor is He the God of a dozen sects of Judaism.  He is the God of ‘edah, the one appointed fellowship of those who are called to Him.  His instructions provide one mo’ad, one order of mo’ed, one qahal.  We are called to be in fellowship under His one banner.  Our divisions are artificial, human attempts to delineate boundaries of identification.  But they are not His and until we act toward each other as ‘edah, we will diminish His name on the earth. 

Let us lay down those differences that separate us from each other, remembering that He gives guidance for all who follow Him according to His choosing.  Are we so concerned with being correct that we refuse to be a community?  Of course we are striving for truth and understanding, but do our present differences prevent us from praying together, worshipping together, celebrating together?  If you and I met Abraham on the road, would we pass by because he couldn’t tell us the proper name of the Messiah?  Have we insulted the God who calls us when we decline friendship?

What would change in you if instead of arguing theological points you and I simply held hands and offered our lives together to His service?  How would your participation with me change if we spent an hour together in prayer?  What would happen if you invited me to break bread with you?  Is it really so important that we agree doctrinally before we can laugh with each other?

Topical Index:  ya’ad, ‘edah, mo’ed, mo’ad, qahal, ekklesia, appointment, Number 10:3
April 3  “I have made a covenant with my eyes; how then could I gaze at a virgin? Job 31:1  ESV

Determined to Know

Gaze – Maybe this verse is just for men.  Maybe.  In its simplest rendition, it declares Job’s promise not to determine to know.  It isn’t that Job says he will never look at an appealing woman.  “Gaze” doesn’t really capture the Hebrew idea of bin.  Both yada’ and bin can be translated “understand” or “know,” but yada’ is usually knowledge gained by the accumulation of facts through investigation whereas bin is about seeking to know through discernment.  In this verse, it implies careful consideration and examination.  In other words, contemplating the possibilities.  Job has made a promise that he will not look upon a potentially sexually available woman in such a way as to contemplate the possibility.  He might compliment her.  He might even thank God for her beauty.  But he will not take the next step.  He will not imagine embrace and all that it might portend.

Now be honest.  Men are often arrested by women (and probably a great number of women wish that the other meaning of this verb were also true).  It is a natural function of human response to be struck by someone interesting.  But that’s the point where we men must decide which road to travel.  That’s the point where the yetzer ha’ra suggests imaginative dalliance.  And most of us have at one time or another indulged in the “harmless” fantasy.  It was private, all right, but it wasn’t harmless.  It probably did not result in any overt action toward a woman, but it harmed us anyway.  How?  By allowing the yetzer ha’ra to strike a blow against taking every thought captive.  In other words, it diminished who we are by reducing the image of God in us to drives instead of choices.

A long time ago a man named Roy told me that every time he is tempted to gaze he immediately begins to pray for the person.  He prays that God will fill that person’s life with joy.  He prays that the person will be drawn closer to the Almighty.  He prays that this small opportunity to intercede for that person will not be wasted in fantasy.  He prays that this person will discover God’s immeasurable grace and divine purpose.  And by the time Roy had consciously prayed these requests for that person, the yetzer ha’tov is in full force.  The moment passes with a blessing rather than a failure.

Maybe this is just for men, and if it is, then men have almost constant opportunities to become praying machines for God.  Rather than being diminished by the fight to avoid fantasy, men can take each incident as a blessing to pray for even complete strangers, for those who pass by in a moment’s glance, for those who will never know that we have prayed for them today.  But God will know—and honor our efforts to lift up those women we will not gaze upon.  Ah, I feel better already.

Topical Index:  gaze, bin, yada’, sexual attraction, fantasy, Job 31:1
April 4  And what more shall I say? For time would fail me to tell of Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, of David and Samuel and the prophets—  Hebrews 11:32  ESV
The View from 35,000 Feet

What more – Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Jacob, oh, and you might as well throw in all the rest mentioned here including the prophets.  Yes, don’t forget them.  They have a very special place in this little examination.  Now, what connects all these people?  Ah, you’re going to say, “Faith.”  Yes, yes, that’s what this famous chapter is all about—the heroes and heroines of the faith.  But that’s not the only thing that connects them.  Perhaps it’s the other things that should make us realize what faith demands.

“What more?” asks the author.  The Greek is eti lego.  Pretty straightforward.  “In addition I say.”  But it’s not the other names that should matter to us here.  It’s what they went through to get on the list.  Let’s recall just a few things.  Ah, yes, suffering.  Discouragement.  Rejection.  Being asked to do things that embarrassed, humiliated and dismantled reputation and self-esteem.  How about confusion, anxiety, isolation, abuse (physical and otherwise), ridicule?  Do you grasp the fact that many of these faithful actually wished they were never born?  Stepping with faith in the presence of YHVH isn’t a trip to Disney.  Recently Soo-Inn Tan outlined some of the real trials facing ministers.  Frankly, I would suggest that these same trials face anyone who is determined to walk before the Lord.  Here’s what he has to say.

The predisposing factors of spiritual and physical collapse are:

1. Pastors focus on public ministry rather than private spirituality.

2. Pastors are plagued with fatigue.

3. Pastors and church leaders are frightfully lonely.

4. Church leaders suffer from lack of accountability.

5. Pastors experience significant lack of encouragement.

6. Successful leaders are particularly vulnerable to temptation.

Are you somewhere in that mix?  It seems to me that Soo-Inn could have added the reality of just being faithful, the emotionally draining journey of being at odds and across the grain of most of the world.  Do you know what’s it’s like to live under the constant pressure of trying to explain yourself?  The view from 35,000 feet looks pleasant.  Nice stretches of fertile land.  Beautiful mountains.  Shimmering water.  But come down to the ground and try to walk among the thorns and the thistles.  Try to climb those mountains, swim that sea, plow that field.  Life at low level is a lot different than that view from heaven.  So before you decide that your neighbor doesn’t see the big picture like you do, maybe you need to walk a few miles in his shoes.  Then you will know why spiritual blisters hurt.

Topical Index:  what more, eti logo, heroes, faith, Hebrew 11:32
April 5  This is the judgment, that the Light has come into the world, and men loved the darkness rather than the Light, for their deeds were evil.  John 3:19  NASB

Good Enough

Evil – When you read this verse in John’s account, what comes to mind?  Do you see a great cosmic battle between good and evil?  Do you conjure up images of those terrible, immoral people bent on selfish acts?  Do you think of the murderers, rapists, adulterers, idolaters, those whose lives are riddled with violence and destruction?  Not you, of course.  You are in the light.  You have the truth.  You don’t do all of those terrible, bad things.

The Greek word here is poneros.  It might be useful to understand its wider range of meanings.  “This word, from a group denoting poverty or need, has the senses 1. ‘sorrowful,’ ‘unhappy,’ ‘laden with care,’ 2. ‘bringing trouble,’ 3. ‘pitiable,’ ‘poor,’ ‘unfit,’ ‘unattractive,’ ‘bad,’ ‘unlucky,’ 4. ‘unsuccessful,’ 5. ‘plebeian,’ 6. ‘politically useless,’ ‘worthless,’ and finally 7. ‘morally reprehensible’ with the various nuances.”
  In the LXX, it carries the meanings “bad, unfavorable, worthless, unhappy, hurtful, futile” and finally “evil in the moral sense.”  Biblically, poneros is the opposite of Micah’s declaration (Micah 6:8) that only God knows what is good.

Now let’s think about John’s statement again.  The prophet tells me what God considers good, that is, love hesed, do mishpat and walk humbly in His derek.  Anything else is poneros.  Anything else includes those actions that bring sorrow, cause unhappiness, are unsuccessful, are unattractive, are futile, unlucky, worthless or disobedient.  Ah, not exactly the lists of murder, adultery, rape and the things we tend to view as really evil.  “For their deeds were evil” suddenly includes a lot of things we do!  Have you ever done something that made someone else unhappy?  Have you ever brought on sorrow, been unsuccessful, hurtful, burdened with care for yourself?  Have you experienced worthlessness, futility, detrimental behaviors?  Even see yourself as pitiful?  Ever done something reprehensible?  

Maybe the darkness is not so far away after all.  Maybe you and I live on the edge of the shadow.  Maybe that’s why stepping into the light hurts.  Maybe that’s why we keep some closet doors locked shut.  

It’s easy and convenient to imagine that John is pointing at those “others” whose lives are filled with the immoral acts we don’t do.  But careful examination shows us something else—something far more troubling.  We love darkness too.  But God loves light and if we love Him, we will open ourselves to His scorching.  The price of shadow-living is ultimately just too high.  You have to get burned if you want to be in His presence.

Topical Index:  evil, poneros, good, light, John 3:19
April 6   This is the judgment, that the Light has come into the world, and men loved the darkness rather than the Light, for their deeds were evil.  John 3:19  NASB

Shadow World

Darkness – So you claim to walk in the light?  You know the witness of the Spirit, the testimony of the Word, the truth of the doctrines.  You are in the light!  Then why are you afraid?  Why are you afraid to look any further into the questions?  Why are you afraid to take that staircase down into the past record?  Why are you afraid to peer into the depths of your own soul to uncover what still resists?  If you are so comfortable in the light, why does it burn?

Yesterday I wept at just being.  The terrible tragedy of being human in a world gone astray.  I wept for all those who still use incense, bow before stone or bronze, worship a book or a creed, substitute routine for presence.  Today I wept for me.  When I look deep enough, I see a man at the end of the beginning.  I see a man who could just as easily be lost, just as easily be consumed, just as easily be numbed into religious stupor.  I see a man who is afraid to be afraid.  If the fear of God is the beginning of wisdom, then what is the fear of myself?  Adam included me when God asked where he was.  The question is whether I am brave enough to say, “I am naked and ashamed.”

The problem with light is that it allows no darkness.  When you open the window to heaven, you must be prepared to be blinded.  It is no good trying to hold on to just that last little bit of shadow where you can hide.  The light will not allow it.  Men love darkness not because they wish to be evil but because they wish to be safe in themselves.  And safety is primarily a function of denial.  The wilderness of YHVH is not a safe place.  It is a place of absolute dependence; a place of death without His provision.  Men are at home in the city of their own construction, fortified against the unknown, against the light.  Men are afraid in the wilderness because only God can live there.  We are but strangers in a land made for what is wild.  

Light sears.  Light burns.  Light destroys darkness.  

How then can you and I live in the light?  Well, the truth is that we can’t.  We who have constructed our own identities from the shadows will die when we are exposed to the light—and that’s the only way we can survive in it.  We must die so that what can live in the light can be born.  What lives in the light?  Whatever is found in the character of YHVH.  That thrives in the light.  The secret to living in the light is no secret at all.  It is mishpat, hesed and hatsnea leket (Micah 6:8).  Do justice, love hesed, walk humbly and guess what?  You will live comfortably in the light.  Stop worrying about what God wants from you.  Stop trying to figure out what comes next.  Do what God demands, just those three things that make up what is good.  Mishpat, hesed and hatsnea leket.  The rest will follow.  Light chases these three and it chases away whatever is not of these three.  

Topical Index: mishpat, hesed, hatsnea leket, skotos, darkness, John 3:19, Micah 6:8
April 7  And the ransomed of the Lord shall return and come to Zion with singing; everlasting joy shall be upon their heads; they shall obtain gladness and joy, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away.  Isaiah 35:10  ESV

The Gray Life

Everlasting joy – “Joy is fundamental to human existence and well-being, yet it is an elusive phenomenon that resists definition. For more than two millennia, the articulation and cultivation of joy was at the center of Jewish and Christian scripture, theology, and practices—an articulation and cultivation that in turn was grounded in and evolved over centuries of lived human experience, observation and discernment. Notwithstanding the importance of joy to human well-being and the deep, ancient religious foundations for understanding and cultivating joy, the very idea of joy has all but disappeared from modern theological reflection, is all but ignored by the social sciences, and is increasingly absent from lived experience. The consequence is a ‘flattening out,’ a ‘graying,’ of human life and communities and a sharp bloom of individual and communal dysfunction.”

Do you find this disconcerting?  I don’t mean that fact that there is so little theological expression about joy or that the experience of joy is absent from contemporary life.  I mean do you find it disconcerting that we don’t even know what joy is, that we can’t really define it?  Do you know why?

The Hebrew samah is the word most often translated “joy.”  But that doesn’t mean it is what we think joy is.  You see, the Hebrew idea of joy is not an abstract concept floating around in a world of ideas.  Almost always samah is expressed in concrete actions, not in theoretical definitions.  So joy is the experience of frisking about, clapping, dancing, shouting, experiencing the rewards of patience, finding peace, doing justice, producing righteousness.  In other words, in Hebrew thought joy does not exist independently of the experiences that bring about the feelings of joy.  Joy is in the frisking, clapping, dancing, shouting.  It can’t be defined as something in addition to the experience.  It is the experience.  

So try it.  Feeling discouraged?  Dance a bit.  Feeling anxious?  Clap and shout.  Feeling rejected?  Exhibit hesed.  Feeling concerned?  Fulfill a mitzvah.   Joy is attached to the act, not separate from it.  It’s disconcerting to see that the Greek world even attempts to understand joy apart from the intensity of life.  Do life.  Do it with all the energy you can muster.  Do it deliberately.  And feel life flowing through you.  Ah, was that a smile I saw on your face?  Are you tempted to laugh, to shout, to jump up and down, to make a little move?  Joy isn’t a definition.  It is an experience—and one that we need a lot more of.  So set aside your theology today and let your light shine.  The world won’t mind at all.

Topical Index:  joy, samah, Isaiah 35:10, simhat ‘olam
April 8  and you shall rejoice before the Lord your God, you and your son and your daughter and your male and female servants and the Levite who is in your town, and the stranger and the orphan and the widow who are in your midst, in the place where the Lord your God chooses to establish His name.  Deuteronomy 16:11  NASB
Feeling Commandments

You shall rejoice – “Now listen.  I command you to feel good.  I command you to feel joy.  And if you don’t, then I will punish you.”  Does that make any sense to you?  Can you actually command a person to feel a particular way?  If you think like a Greek, then such a command is nonsense.  You might be able to command me to do something, but you can hardly command me to feel a certain way.  And that’s the problem with how we understand joy.  The same Hebrew word, samah, that we investigated in Isaiah 35:10 is used here, as a commandment.  “You shall rejoice,” says YHVH.  What?  How can God command me to feel?  That’s crazy!  Ah, unless you are Hebrew.  In Hebrew, samah is an action that elicits a feeling.  So God commands me to act in certain ways and those ways produce the feelings of joy.  He commands me to bring the offering, to sing, to clap, to dance, to express my gratefulness with mirth and revelry.  And what do you know?  I discover I am filled with joy.  

Want to feel inspired?  In Greek thinking you would meditate on the idea of inspiration.  You would analyze the concept, search for the underlying psychological factors, develop a causal theory.  In Hebrew, you go outside and view the sunrise.  Or you listen to Handel.  Or you hold your infant close to your chest.  Analysis has nothing to do with it.  You do—and then you feel.

We all recognize how feelings are tied to music.  I love the Blues, but sometimes they make me cry.  Why?  Because the music gets into my soul.  I don’t need to analyze the chord structure of a Blues riff in order to weep.  It’s the music that affects me, not tonal scale.  So it is with Hebrew thinking.  It’s really hardly thinking at all, at least not in the sense that we Westerners “think” about “thinking.”  Hebrew thinking is much more like bathing.  It’s sliding into the hot water and letting the feelings of the liquid and the flow overwhelm your senses.  Hebrew “thinking” is experiencing the reality, not analyzing the causes.  So God is perfectly capable of commanding feelings because what is really happening is that God is commanding you and me to act in certain ways that birth the feelings.  “You shall rejoice” means that you and I shall do what rejoicing people do.

Dance, shout,  sing, carry on, laugh, eat, play, drink, make merry, jest, joke and have a good time.  And all of that is rejoice.

Once a man I met in South Africa complained to me that he could not believe in a God who would allow children in his own community to be destitute, malnourished and discarded.  I told him that he would never understand such a God until he got out of his chair and did something about the plight of those children.  You do, then you ask, then you feel, then you worship.  So, pick yourself up and go make some joy.

Topical Index:  rejoice, joy, samah, Deuteronomy 16:11
April 9  He will swallow up death for all time, and the Lord God will wipe tears away from all faces, and He will remove the reproach of His people from all the earth; for the Lord has spoken.  Isaiah 25:8  NASB

Washing the Dishes
Wipe tears away – The verb maha(h) occurs thirty-tree times in the Tanakh.  It is used to describe the results of the flood, the conversation with Moses on the occasion of Israel’s sin of idolatry, and the judgment of Jerusalem.  TWOT notes that “erasures in ancient leather scrolls were made by washing or sponging off the ink rather than blotting. ‘Wipe out’ is therefore more accurate for the idea of expunge.”
  It’s like washing the dishes.  You don’t throw away the plate because it is dirty.  You clean it by removing the debris.  What “defiles” the dish is removed so that the dish can be used again.  In this manner, God wipes away our sins, our defilement, so that we can be of use to Him again.

But what about wiping away tears?  Tears (dim’a) are a sign of lament and mourning.  The emotions that produce them are powerful human experiences not easily dismissed.  In fact, the memories of tears serve to underscore the radical change that occurs when God acts on our behalf.  Tears of remorse can become tears of rejoicing.  Remembering why I cried becomes the reminder of God’s grace.  But someday, says the prophet, God will wipe away the tears from all faces.  Does that mean tears will no longer have any place in human experience?  I don’t think so.  Tears of joy may flood our eyes when we experience the final restoration of the Kingdom on earth.  Tears of rejoicing will be present when we encounter the saints again.  Tears of gratitude will flow freely when we finally comprehend the full work of the Messiah.  Tears of adoration will be part of our worship of YHVH.  Being fully human requires the experience of overwhelming emotion, just as we see in the life of Yeshua.  Tears will not disappear, but the causes of our tears will dramatically change.  Isaiah’s expression, “wipe tears away,” is not meant to suggest that tears themselves will never again slip down our faces.  His expression is meant to communicate that death will never again be the cause of crying.

The distinction is important.  In Greek thinking, tears of emotion are considered signs of weakness.  If we were Greek, we would want a world where there were no more tears—for any reason.  But Hebrew life rides on the waves of emotional engagement.  Emotions are God’s powerful gift to His children that bring us closer to the transcendent experience of His presence.  Crying actually is good for the soul.  A man without tears is closer to a machine than a human being.  In Hebrew life, tears are tools for washing dishes.  I can easily imagine that the tears of the Messiah are the means of my salvation, just as Yeshua recognized the power in the tears used to wash his feet.  One wonders how much life would be diminished if we were never to cry.  Let us resolve not to find out.

Topical Index:  wipe away, maha(h), tears, dim’a, death, Isaiah 25:8
April 10   Be gracious to me, O God, for man has trampled upon me; fighting all day long he oppresses me.  Psalm 56:1  NASB

The Big Squeeze
He oppresses me – Are you oppressed?  Before you say, “Not at all,” consider the Hebrew word lahats.  It is a picture of being squeezed into a space too small to fit.  Balaam’s donkey injures Balaam’s foot in the process of squeezing next to the wall.  That’s lahats.  Forced into a small space.  The opposite, of course, is wide-open places where we can freely move about.  That is the picture of hen (grace).   

Let’s ask again, this time in the Hebrew metaphor.  “Are you hemmed in?  Are you squeezed?  Are you being forced into a space too small for you?”  Now you might answer the question differently.  Do obligations and expectations impinge on your life in ways that make you feel like you are squeezed?  Do you long for some kind of liberation?  Are you wrestling with other’s requirements of you?  And, perhaps worst of all, do you find that you demand of yourself things that make you actually feel squeezed into a box?

Maybe the man who tramples you, who fights with you all day long, is you!
YHVH brings us into the wide-open spaces.  He leads us into open pastures.  He restores us.  Far too often the enemy that seeks to constrict who we are is us.  We are the ones trampling the grace of El Shaddai with all of our expectations and self-imposed restrictions.  YHVH has given us a playbook for living.  It’s call Torah.  Everything in it is designed to provide us freedom; to allow us to live in the wide-open spaces of His grace.  And what do we do with this marvelous playbook of room to grow?  We chop in down into little pieces and convert those into a list of do’s and don’ts.  We take some and throw out the rest.  We build fences and then find we have no room to move.  We add and subtract according to our cultural expectations.  Pretty soon we discover that we are living out a book that has no freedom in it, so we throw away the book and pretend that we can draw the fence line wherever we wish.

And we feel squeezed all the time.

Now take twenty minutes to see this.  It just might save you from too-small places.

https://www.ted.com/talks/brene_brown_on_vulnerability#t-1093757
Topical Index:  oppress, lahats, space, freedom, vulnerability, Psalm 56:1
April 11  When I am afraid, I will put my trust in You.  Psalm 56:3  NASB

Hebrew Umbrellas

I will put my trust – Hebrew is a sparse language.  One word may be called into service in many different ways.  For example, you know that shema means both “to hear” and “to obey.”  This is a small umbrella compared to many other Hebrew words.  This verse begins with the word yom, not the usual word for “when.”  Literally it reads, “Day eera” (we will look at the verb in a moment).  So we might translate this “[The] day I am afraid.”  It’s pretty much the same thought until we look at the verb.  That verb is yare.  It has five different senses (to fear, to be afraid, to anticipate evil, reverence and awe, righteous behavior and formal worship).  So which one is appropriate here?

Could we translate this as, “The day I worship, I will put my trust in You”?  Or how about, “The day I experience reverence and awe, I will put my trust in You”?  Or maybe, “When I anticipate evil, I will put my trust in You”?  What do you think?  

The answer has to come from context, but sometimes even context can’t really determine the intention of the author.  Of course, you might say, “Yes, but all of these variations are acceptable,” and you would be right.  We might never know exactly what David has in mind.  But the point is this:  the Hebrew reader would make all the connections under the Hebrew word umbrellas while we, readers of translations, are limited to whatever word the translator chooses.  Even that might be acceptable until we attempt to build doctrines from the translations.  In other words, before we run off proclaiming that David’s view of fear and trust are such-and-such, based on our reading of the English Bible, we might want to reconsider and notice that in Hebrew there are lots of acceptable ways of understanding the same words.  Doctrine (which doesn’t seem to be nearly as important to ancient Hebrew thinking) based on “proof texts” might need to be held a lot looser than we previously thought.

Back to David.  What is he saying here?  Well, I like the fact that he might be talking about being emotionally afraid, or he might be talking about being in awe of YHVH, or he might be talking about his worship experience, or he might be talking about reflection on righteous behavior or he might be talking about all this at the same time.  Whatever he intends (and it wouldn’t surprise me to discover that he intends it all), he recognizes that all of these things lead him to trust.  

And, by the way, the entire phrase “I will put my trust” is a single word, evtah.  From the root betah, this verb could be translated “to trust in, to feel safe, to be confident” and even the seemingly opposite, “be careless” in reference to searching for security in other gods.  Once again you get a lot of choices.  

What do we learn?  We learn that unless we expand our awareness of the wide application of Hebrew vocabulary, we will be tempted to think that our translations are “inspired” and contain the definitive statements of spiritual information.  Once we see what is really happening, we just might relax a bit when it comes to having the “right” answer.  Now you know why a “full” translation of the text would be 20,000 pages long.

What do you suppose the Hebrew is for “Take it easy”?

Topical Index:  when, day, yom, afraid, yare, awe, worship, Psalm 56:3
April 12  You have taken account of my wanderings; put my tears in Your bottle.  Are they not in Your book?  Psalm 56:8  NASB

Jesus Wept

My tears – “How difficult it is to expose our heart’s core, our heart of hearts to anyone, even to God.  So it is with God.  He will not expose us to that core of His heart, His heart of hearts unless he can really trust us not to wound His heart.  Do you really want to enter the core of God’s heart, His heart of hearts?  If we do will we feel His grief, the grief that Jesus feels.  For the sorrow that Jesus observed touch His heart, we know that because he wept.”

In support of this sentiment, Bentorah cites John 11:35 (in the reference footnote).  Unfortunately, it’s the wrong verse.  John 11:35 is not about weeping for sorrow over the broken heart of God.  In fact, the Greek verb, dakruo, is about shedding tears over something unsettling but not vitally important.  That’s the point of John’s passage.  Yeshua wept over Jerusalem, but the verb there isn’t dakruo.  Yeshua wept over Lazarus’ death with the least emotional involvement.  Lazarus’ death was temporary.  Jerusalem’s apostasy was permanent.

Bentorah’s remark still has merit.  It is difficult to expose ourselves.  Vulnerability is frightening.  God does weep.  But I am not so sure that God only reveals His brokenhearted reality to those He trusts not to wound Him.  Would you make that claim of Moses, Israel’s greatest prophet?  Would you claim Jeremiah didn’t resist?  Or Jonah?  And what of Hosea’s tears?  Was he chosen on the basis that God could trust him not to injure the fragile nature of the heart of God?  Would we make the same claim about the disciples whom Yeshua called friends?  Bentorah’s remark sounds elevating.  It raises our eyes to heaven.  But I’m not sure it’s actually true.

David says that YHVH has counted all his wanderings.  David says that YHVH knows his tears, that in fact, YHVH has stored those tears in a container.  In other words, all the agony, all the confusion, all the emotional distress of David’s life is reckoned in the Lord’s accounts.  YHVH knows David, intimately, deeply, passionately.  This is a very good thing.  But it means that the Lord knows David’s misdeeds with the same intensity.  Tears are not only signs of joy and rejoicing, as both David and you know.  What matters is not the distress of those wanderings but rather the faithfulness of God.  David, a man with much to regret, is still the man after God’s own heart.  It seems to me that God trusted Himself to David, a sign of true hesed, despite the fact that David cried out “Against You and You only have I sinned.”  If we really believe that YHVH will not put the expressions of His heart in us unless we prove ourselves to be perfect caretakers, we might as well resign the commission now.  No, I would argue that YHVH shows Himself vulnerable in spite of the possibility of injury, and that this is the true sense of weeping.

Topical Index:  weep, dakruo, John 11:35, Psalm 56:8, tears
April 13  For You have delivered my soul from death, indeed my feet from stumbling, so that I may walk before God in the light of the living.  Psalm 56:13  NASB

Salvation History

From death – Was David saved?  He certainly thinks so.  In fact, he notes that as a result of being saved from death, he has the ability to walk before the Lord in the light.  That sounds very much like contemporary Christian claims about the transformative power of salvation.  Let’s not debate the grounds of David’s awareness of deliverance from death.  Instead, let’s look at what David thought he was delivered from, that is, what does “death” mean to David.

Smick notes that the word mot is present in most Semitic languages for death or dying.  The Canaanites even had a god named Mot, the god of death.  Since YHVH is the God of life, Mot is not mentioned in the Tanakh, but there were Canaanite rituals to appease him.  Notice what Smick says about the Hebrew view of death, its consequences and its origin.

The normative ot teaching about death is presented in Gen 3:3, where God warns Adam and Eve that death is the result of rebellion against his commands. Since God’s purpose for our first parents was never ending life, the introduction of death was an undesirable but a necessary result of disobedience. The physical corruption of the human body and the consequent suffering and pain brought about by the Fall were only the obvious symptoms of death. Death is the consequence and the punishment of sin. It originated with sin. A grand theme of the ot is God’s holiness, which separates him from all that is not in harmony with his character. Death, then, in the ot means ultimate separation from God due to sin. And sin is any rebellion or lack of conformity to his holy will. 

Did you pay attention to that last statement?  Death is the result of sin that is any rebellion or lack of conformity to the will of YHVH.  Does that statement bother you?  What are we to say about the rituals, practices and teachings of Christianity (in all of its organized forms) that deny, alter, replace or ignore the revelation YHVH gave Moses?  Are you willing to say that death results from such a religion?  That’s bold.  Probably considered heretical by those who identify themselves with the Church.  But how else are we to understand this?  Smick, a conservative Christian scholar, puts the onus on the Church to explain how it can proceed with practices and theology opposed to the Sinai revelation and not see itself as a propagator of death.

What was David delivered from?  He was delivered from the consequences of any action that stood in opposition to Torah.  He implies as much in the rest of the verse.  Is that what you think of when you claim you are “saved”?

Topical Index: death, mot, Torah, Psalm 56:13
April 14  But you, when you pray, go into your inner room, close your door and pray to your Father who is in secret, and your Father who sees what is done in secret will reward you.  Matthew 6:6  NASB
Homeless Prayers
When you pray - Silent prayer, the paradigm of Christian meditation, has always alluded me.  No sooner do I get in that quiet place than my mind starts traveling the byways of unrelated thoughts.  I find myself in a battle just to stay coherent, much less in a spiritual state of the awareness of God.  I have tried praying out loud in the inner sanctum but even that seems quite strange.  I lack the flowery oration of preachers who seem more intent on providing Cliff Notes of the sermon in their prayers than actually expressing agony of the soul or joy of the spirit.  So, since I am most comfortable and concentrated when I put words on a page, I thought I should try to write my prayers.  Maybe then I can keep the train of thought focused and at the same time express my deepest concerns and longings.

I am hesitant to even address this prayer to “Our Father.”  While I am rationally convinced that YHVH is honored by the title, and deserves it in every sense of the word, I feel uncomfortable that using it might still be presumptuous.  There is a wide gap between “our Father” and “my Father,” so I suppose what I am feeling is not the possibility that God would be insulted by calling Him “our Father,” but rather that I am in no position except by group association to use such a title.  Nevertheless, I am sure He understands my hesitancy and would love for me to be comfortable enough to address Him as Father.  It isn’t His lack of concern or genuineness that bothers me.  It is my sense of unworthiness that creates the barrier.  I remember the power of “Lord, have mercy on me, a sinner.”

Perhaps more than anything else in my life it is my deep sense of unworthiness that causes me to feel outside.  I am keenly aware of how far I come short of even my own expectations.  I can only imagine how far short of His intentions I truly am.  This produces a profound sense of inadequacy.  I compensate in the only way I know how.  Compartmentalization and escape.  So let me begin with this prayer:

“Lord, you know that I am totally inadequate for the task You have assigned to me.  What can I do?  How can I stand before You or act as teacher to any of Your children when I know how deficient I really am?”

“Lord, this brings me to a great concern.  The fact that I feel unworthy of this work only exacerbates my desire to escape, to run from You and hide behind my own apron of leaves.  My struggles and failures only serve to make the disparity larger.  I am more than ready to give up.  But that frightens me too.  What will become of me if there is nothing left of the life I know?  Even in my pain I have identity.  Are you asking me to throw everything away and commit without reserve?  And if You are, and I suspect You are, how can I do this?”

“Perhaps I am too focused on my own big picture to see the details in front of me.  I read the poems of Your servant David and marvel that You pay any attention to us, to me, in the vast expanse of Your creation.  But then I think, ‘How can my struggle make any real difference?  How do I know that any of this will actually work out for the good?’  I hope that these are not simply questions of myopic personal concern.  They are fears projected into the future, over the temporal horizon that I am not privileged to see.”  

“Lord, help me just do what’s in front of me now.  Help me let go of those projections that bind me to inaction.”

Now I realize that these words are still essentially egocentric.  I realize that my biggest concern is me, and that this subtle form of idolatry has crept into my life almost unnoticed until it infects even the relationship I desire with the One who truly loves me.  Luzzatto points me to something I dare not look upon—that my love for God is really measured by my treatment of others, that my spiritual condition is open to immediate inspection and absolute confirmation in this way.  Do I really care for the well-being of others?  Do I honor them?  Do I cherish them?  Do I do whatever is necessary to protect their dignity, their trust, their lives?  This is the true test of my relationship with the Father, and it is one that I cannot manipulate.  It is not subject to my inner spiritual “feelings” or some communal fuzzy theology.  This is the digital talisman of faith.  

“Father, (there, I said it), forgive me for being so consumed with me.  Scrape away the residue of false pride and let me see myself as You see me.  Give me the courage to know myself, the willingness to change myself and the power to carry out Your care for others so that I might become myself.  And more than anything, Lord, mold my heart with compassion.”

Topical Index: prayer, secret, Matthew 6:6
April 15  And this is the condemnation: that light is come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil.  John 3:19  KJV
Insatiably Unsatisfied
Evil – Jewish psychology revolves around the power to choose.  In spite of the fact that Freud was a Jew, the Jewish theology of the self is not consumed with inner uncontrollable subconscious forces.  Rather, it is focused on the training of conscious decisions.  In the end, it really doesn’t matter what caused the present circumstances or where the conflict originated.  In the end what matters is what we do now, in this moment of choice.  To understand the elements present in choice we must understand the nature of the yetzer ha’ra, and the first thing we need to know about this ever-present inclination toward self-fulfillment is that it is not evil!

Yes, it’s true that yetzer ha’ra is often translated as “inclination toward evil.”  After all, ra is the Hebrew word for “evil.”  But we should not think of yetzer ha’ra in terms of base immorality or heinous corruption.  What the yetzer ha’ra describes is really the motivating power behind the intention to manipulate life situations so that they produce fulfillment of the world as I wish it to be.  In other words, yetzer ha’ra is the reason that I work, play, scheme, dream and alter my world to fit my needs.  I want to eat well so I work hard to have sufficient funds for a great meal and a good wine.  I want to enjoy sex so I search for a willing woman to make my wife.  I want the joy of children so I seek marriage.  I want shelter so I construct a house (or buy one).  I want pleasure so I save for vacation in the Bahamas.  You can add any number of other personal goals to the list.  What motivates these choices and their subsequent behaviors is the desire to have the world “my way” (as Frank would croon).  There is nothing inherently evil in this motivating power.  In fact, the yetzer ha’ra is essential for life.  It is what makes us human beings, at least it is part of what makes us human beings.  Any attempt to remove or destroy the yetzer ha’ra, as if there is something sinful about it, results in the destruction of the self.  And despite the passage about picking up your cross or about denying yourself, nothing in Scripture suggests that self-denial means self-destruction.

The conflict with the yetzer ha’ra is essentially a conflict about ends, not means.  Left unbridled, the yetzer ha’ra will naturally seek its own ends, that is, what satisfies and pleases me!  But the word of the Lord requires something more, something beyond my own personal ends, in order for me to experience life in the Spirit and the consummation of YHVH’s design.  What it requires is that I bend this energy to serve an end greater than myself.  I must bridle my yetzer ha’ra so that it serves the yetzer ha’tov, the inclination to what is good.  Oh, and by the way, the yetzer ha’tov is not determined by what I think is good.  Good is defined by God and by God alone (see Micah 6:8).  The end of the yetzer ha’tov is the service of the King.  Anything else falls in the realm of the yetzer ha’ra.
The theory is clear enough.  It is the application that pinches the nerve of power.  

Topical Index:  evil, yetzer ha’ra, John 3:19

April 16  So the young men who were spies went in and brought out Rahab and her father and her mother and her brothers and all she had; they also brought out all her relatives and placed them outside the camp of Israel.  Joshua 6:23 NASB

What to Do with Gentiles?

Outside – mihuts.  That’s what you do with Gentiles.  You save them, but you keep them away, outside the camp.  After all, Gentiles are not really like you.  You are God’s chosen.  They are not.  You are part of the household of Israel.  They are not.  You are a descendent of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  They are not.  You have Torah.  They do not.  So you can save them from extinction (and fulfill the obligation of hesed), but you don’t dare let them in!  That would pollute the bloodline.  That would be risky.  That would introduce the possibility of pagan syncretism.  No, oh no, not that!  Just let them live on the edge.  Shut the door.  Close the gate.  They really don’t belong.

Mihuts is the issue in Acts 15.  Rahab all over again.  What do you do with the Gentiles?  And Joshua provides the answer that Sha’ul repeats.  Joshua brings Rahab into the midst.  The verse (v. 25) says, “she has lived in Israel to this day.”  But we need the Hebrew to see what is really happening.  vateshev bekerev Israel ad hayon.  The key is bekerev, translated “in” but really meaning “into the inner parts” or “in the midst,” the internal social structure of the community.  In other words, Joshua ensures that Rahab and all her family is fully incorporated into the fabric of the community.  She is not left as an outsider.

Why is this important?  Because Rahab is not a convert!  She is a Gentile from a city that was to be completely destroyed because it was pagan.  She is a prostitute, selling sexual favors.  She lives in a place of pagan gods.  She never confesses her allegiance to Torah.  But God is doing something in Rahab’s life, and Joshua has the spiritual awareness to see that.  Rahab knows the name of YHVH.  Rahab understands and employs hesed.  Rahab declares that YHVH has given the land to Israel.  How Rahab knows all this is never mentioned but that fact that she does know is enough for us to realize that somehow, some way, Rahab has a relationship with YHVH.  And that is enough.  She is welcomed in.

The central question of the apostolic letters is the question of Rahab.  YHVH is doing something with Gentiles.  Peter was forced to acknowledge this at the house of Cornelius.  Paul saw it everywhere he went.  But what do you do with Gentiles?  Do you insist that they become Jews (through the steps of the proselyte) before you welcome them into full fellowship?  That’s what the Judaizers claimed.  “Yes, let them in, but only after they have converted.”  Paul says “No! God is calling them.  Who are we to require more than that?”  Rahab stands in the background.  “If God is bringing them in, we must open the doors and offer full fellowship.  Yes, they can learn our way of life after that, but we cannot put requirements on them that God does not.”  Rahab is watching.  Paul’s argument is Joshua’s action.  bekerev.  Into the midst.  It doesn’t matter if the person doesn't fit my expectations.  It only matters that YHVH has issued an invitation.  Rahab is the answer to the Gentile question.

And, by the way, now it is even more significant that the verb used to describe Rahab in the midst is an imperfect, a continuing action.  Rahab is still in the midst because YHVH is still sending out invitations.  You and I are Rahab’s children.  So was the Messiah.  

Our job, and the job if every community of the Way, is to develop the awareness of recognizing when God is working in the life of someone outside—and bring them in!

Topical Index:  Rahab, mihuts, outside, bekerev, in the midst, Acts 15, Joshua 6:23, Gentile
April 17  The Lord God made garments of skin for Adam and his wife, and clothed them.  Genesis 3:21  NASB

John and Genesis

Clothed – Just in case you didn’t realize it, this verse has almost nothing to do with apparel. God’s actions following the first sin reveal an attempt to restore the original intention of Mankind. Davidson’s remark on Genesis 3:21
 is pertinent. The Hebrew combination of labash (to clothe) and kotnot (garments) appears in other important Hebrew Scriptures.  The use in these other verses suggests something quite startling about God’s provision for Adam and his wife; something that we would never imagine for two people who have just disobeyed God’s explicit command. We find the combination of labash and kotnot in Leviticus 8:7 and 13 and Numbers 20:28.  Those verses describe God’s provision of the holy garments for Aaron and his sons.  In other words, this phrase is used for those whom God dresses as priests. When God clothed Adam and his wife, He did more than cover their nakedness.  He installed them both as the world’s first priest and priestess. The role of Adam and Havvah commissioned by God is not erased by the fall.  After their disobedience, Adam and Havvah are still commissioned as a priest and priestess by God Himself.  God is the God who restores.

Jump forward a few thousand years. “Simon, son of John, do you love Me more than these?”  He said to Him, “Yes, Lord; You know that I love You.”
  Yeshua’s conversation with Simon Peter is restoration.  The role YHVH had in mind for Simon Peter has not changed.  What changed is Peter’s self-awareness.  Filled with remorse and guilt, he cannot accomplish what God intended.  He must be restored after his betrayal.  We are back at the Garden.  Yeshua must “clothe” Peter in the royal robes of divine commission in order for Peter to take up the assignment.  The “skins” of acceptance and love must cover the shame Peter has experienced so that Peter can embrace the task—“Feed my sheep.”  Genesis comes to John.

You and I are the same, aren’t we?  Somewhere along the way, we fell.  We disobeyed.  We denied.  We encountered the shame of humiliation, the agony of abandonment.  YHVH didn’t leave us.  Neither did His son.  But we did.  We walked away.  We turned our backs.  We thought only of ourselves.  And now we aren’t sure if we are really worthy of the task ahead.  We have returned to fishing—those past behaviors that provide anesthetized comfort in our worlds of hurt.  Then God arrives.  “Do you love Me?”  Are you still willing?  If only our shame could be removed.  In fact, without asking us for permission, God restores.  He places us back on the saddle.  He brings us royal robes. He removes our sense of unworthiness.  He reinstates our commission. 

Get up, my friend.  God is calling.  Go.

Topical Index:  clothe, labash, Genesis 3:21, John 21:15, shame
April 18  If a prophet or a dreamer of dreams arises among you and gives you a sign or a wonder,  Deuteronomy 13:1  NASB
Led by the Spirit

Sign – What is the difference between coincidence and sign?  Answer—your point of view.  If you are looking for a sign from God, you will find it.  If you are not, you won’t.  Perception is reality.  What appears to be nothing more than the accidental arrangement of events can be interpreted as the directional signals from God, if you wear the right glasses.

Does this mean that there are no objective measures for determining when God speaks?  Is it all up to your paradigm?  Let’s consider what Moses has to say about signs and wonders.  First we must acknowledge that Moses has a paradigm.  It is the paradigm that views the world as the work of YHVH.  It is the paradigm that considers Torah to be divine instructions for human behavior.  It is the paradigm that directs political, social, religious and personal interaction.  And it is choice.  That does not mean it is completely arbitrary.  Moses’ paradigm is a choice based on experience and evidence.  It is a choice to see the world in a way that makes sense of all Moses’ knew.  It is a choice that can be justified by appeal to events and revelation.  But it is still a choice.

Once the choice is made, implications follow.  In this particular case, YHVH reveals through Moses the implications for anyone who comes with claims that oppose the directions of YHVH.  This passage in Deuteronomy (and the parallel passage in Deuteronomy 18) suggests that the proper evaluation of these claims is based on two criteria.  First, whatever the “prophet” predicts must come to pass.  If it does not, the claims are false and the so-called prophet must be killed.  Secondly, even if the prediction actually occurs, if the prophet suggests, implies or teaches anything that is incompatible or inconsistent with Torah, the prophet is still a false prophet and must be ignored or eliminated.  There is only one standard—Torah.  Any other teaching is outside the boundaries of the paradigm.  Any other teaching is forbidden, idolatrous and rejected.  In other words, if you choose the paradigm that Moses reveals, no other claims are to be accepted.

Someone comes to you with “a word from the Lord.”  How do you evaluate the claim?  Be Berean.  Does it line up with Torah?  Does it imply something opposed to Torah?  

You’re discussing the exegesis of a biblical passage.  Someone says, “This is what the Lord showed me about this verse.”  Wonderful.  Now ask if this interpretation is true.  Is it consistent with Torah?  Does it have the same worldview as the revelation given to Moses?
You get the idea.  If it isn’t in Torah, it can’t be from God.  This paradigmatic test of truth is so strong that Peter could refuse to eat from the unclean animals displayed in his vision on the rooftop in spite of God’s orders to do so.  “I have never eaten,” he says.  “And I am not about to begin now.”  Why?  Because it isn’t in Torah.  Therefore, it can’t be from God.  There is a rabbinic story along the same lines.  In the story the rabbis refuse to listen to God’s voice because it does not align with Torah.  God concedes that the rabbis’ argument is correct.  If it isn’t in Torah, it isn’t from God.  That is the test—the only test.

The paradigm is a CHOICE.  Are you going to choose to adopt the paradigm of Moses or the paradigm of someone or something else?  You can’t have it both ways.
And now we must ask, “Does Christian doctrine and practice meet the test outlined by Moses?”  If it doesn’t, then it has adopted a different paradigm.  It has a different view of what is acceptable and what isn’t.  

Where do you suppose this different view came from?


Topical Index:  paradigm, Torah, prophet, test, Deuteronomy 13:1

April 19 So we fasted and petitioned our God about this, and he answered our prayer.  Ezra 8:23 (NIV)

Open-ended Answers

Petitioned – Ezra’s statement shows us the proper protocol for answered prayer.  It does not guarantee that the answer we receive is the answer we hope to receive, but it tells us that answers do come.  The proper protocol is captured in two Hebrew words.  
The first word is baqash.  We petitioned.  Baqash “basically connotes a person’s earnest seeking of something or someone which exists or is thought to exist. Its intention is that its object be found (māṣāʾ) or acquired (Ex 4:19).”
  baqash is more than requesting.  It is asking with full submission.  It is coming to God as His completely obedient servants, ready to do whatever He decides, without argument.  It is the word for the full reign and rule of God’s authority.  “We fasted and came to God fully surrendered to His will” is the essence of Ezra’s statement.  Why fast?  Because denying my physical well-being is a symbol of my submission.  I show that I am willing to go to extreme measures in order to be obedient.  Without baqash, prayer is just mouthing religious words.
The second word is athar; the seldom used official word for prayer.  Here is it used reflexively.  The verse doesn’t actually say that God “answered our prayer.”  What it says is that God was “entreated on behalf of us.”  In other words, this verse simply says that God heard and acted.  When His people come before Him with a demonstration of full commitment and the willingness of total surrender, God hears and acts.  How God acts is entirely up to Him.  But since we know that God is good, we know that all of His actions are destined for the completion of His good purposes.  For those who are fully surrendered, that is enough!  Prayer is completed when God hears and acts.  Nothing more is needed.  Prayer does not demand any specific action.  It does not dictate to God what must occur.  It simply calls on God to hear and act, leaving the nature of the response entirely in His hands.

There is a deep, theological reason to leave your prayers open-ended like this.  You don’t know what is the best course of action for the purposes of God.  You don’t have an eternal perspective on things.  You don’t see the full picture.  You are a very limited creature.  He is the Creator, the Ruler, the Almighty and Omniscient One.  So asking Him to act with an open-ended agenda is trusting His decisions.  Furthermore, God is full of surprises.  He is the constantly creative God, not limited to the solutions that men devise.  He is glorified when His answers are something we could never have imagined.  Prayer is total surrender, evidenced by action; then open-ended acceptance.  God hears those prayers – and acts!  To pray is to commit myself to obedience, no matter what happens. 

Topical Index:  Ezra 8:23, baqash, athar, pray, petition, answer 
April 20  This is the day which the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it.  Psalm 118:24  NASB
Weekday World

Day – Yom, the Hebrew word for “day,” is the most common word describing time in the Tanakh.  You might think that this is to be expected.  After all, the common experience of life is day-by-day.  The regular occurrence of day and night not only establishes the routine of our world but also affects the biological clocks of all living things.  If you don’t think that is true, just trying staying awake for three or four days.

So far, so good.  But now we run into a very interesting oddity.  In spite of the fact that “day” is so common in Scripture, no words exist for the names of days.  In fact, in Hebrew, the days are simply numbered one to seven with all of the emphasis and reference taken from the seventh day, the Sabbath day.  Our words for Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, etc. all come from other languages.  All of our day names were originally associated with the names of pagan gods.  The names of our days carry with them what was once the worship of a false god.  Isn’t it interesting that Hebrew never had any names like these?  In the Hebrew mind, all days were the same except one, the one day that God called for rest, the day set aside for Him.  

Cultural worldview is often revealed in the distribution and emphasis of the culture’s language.  For example, the languages of some Eskimo tribes have more than forty words for various kinds of snow.  We have one word.  Why?  Because snow is not a major determining factor in our lives.  But we have hundreds of words for machine and technology.  What does that say about what is important to us?  Now think about the names of days in our culture.  In the Hebrew mind, only one day really matters and no day deserved to be held in respect to another god.  God was in charge of all the days equally.  But what about us?  Do we treat every day as equally unimportant with respect to God’s day of separation and rest?  Or do we think of the horrors of Monday (the beginning of the work week), the Wednesday hump, the Friday relief and the weekend of freedom?  Have we not really assigned practical deities to each of these days?  Are we not actually serving the false gods of named days as we prioritize, categorize and idolize some days more than others?  And here’s the real revelation:  Do we evaluate all of our days in reference to the only day that God named?  Do we have the same view of days that God does?  Do you practice Hebrew thought by honoring the only day YHVH set aside for rest?  Do you think of your week as culminating in the glory of Shabbat?  Or does Sunday (for the sun god) start your next seven sequence?
The world serves its own gods.  Some of those gods are deeply hidden in our language.  Just using the remnants of ancient names reorients our worldview.  Language inherits packaged perspectives.  God’s point of view asks us to see our world through His eyes.  What does that mean for the way you think about the days of your life?  What does it mean for you today?

Topical Index:  day, yom, Shabbat, Psalm 118:24
April 21 The Lord smelled the soothing aroma; and the Lord said to Himself, “I will never again curse the ground on account of man, for the intent of man’s heart is evil from his youth; and I will never again destroy every living thing, as I have done.   Genesis 8:21 NASB

The Smell of Sacrifice

Soothing Aroma – Can you imagine the scene?  Noah brings the animals out of the ark.  He takes one of each of the clean animals and birds and sacrifices them on the altar.  How many dozens of animals and birds must have been killed on that day!  How much blood flowed over the new ground!  How big the fire must have been to consume all of these carcasses!  Do you really think the smell was like perfume?  Of course not.  It was the smell of death, of burning flesh.  But God said that it was a soothing aroma.  

The Hebrew makes it very clear.  The two words reyah and niyhoah are used many times in Leviticus to describe the same effect on the Lord.  If we were standing there, watching those animals and birds being consumed by the fire, we might turn from the smell.  The Lord’s reaction was not to the actual burning, but rather to the acknowledgement of His sovereignty.  This is an act of worship, a sacrifice that recognizes the need for atonement.  It is an act that honors the Judge of all Mankind at the same time that it acknowledges Man’s need for mercy.  When Noah came out of the ark, he knew full well that the only thing that saved him from the destruction of the last year was God’s provision.  Noah’s sacrifice acknowledged God’s grace as the only constant in the universe.  God loves the smell of that kind of humility and dependence.

Once again we see that God’s perspective on life’s priorities are not the same as ours.  If we stood alongside Noah, we might be tempted to think, “We must protect the life of all of these creatures.  After all, they are the only links to repopulating the world.”  After witnessing the destruction of the world, death would be the last thing on our minds.  We would be thinking about security and development and provision.  But Noah had God’s perspective on the matter.  The God who could open the deep to flood the world was the same God who preserved his little group through all the destruction.  God is in charge, even in the midst of scarcity and aftermath.  Without God’s blessing, all efforts are doomed.  If the Flood teaches us nothing else, it should teach us that God alone is our salvation.  And if God is pleased for us to sacrifice what has been rescued in His honor, then who are we to hold it back?

The smell of the sacrifice is not earthly perfume.  It is the heavenly scent of man’s confession of dependence.  When we take what has been rescued by the Lord and offer it back to Him in sacrificial release, He is pleased.  We have learned that all of it comes from His hand. 

Topical Index: sacrifice, sovereignty, Genesis 8:21

April 22  You shall have no other gods before me.  Exodus 20:3  NASB

Relation or Possession

Shall have – In May of 2014 we looked at the important difference between Greek thought and Hebrew thought in this verse.  Usually translated “you shall not have,” the Hebrew verb plus negative, lo-yihye’, reveals an important characteristic of Hebrew thought.  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 any gods.”  Aaron’s action with the golden calf certainly fits this.

Nahum Sarna comments, “Hebrew does not feature a verb ‘to have’ but expresses possession by h-y-h le-, literally ‘to be to.’  Since the idea of possession necessarily involves relationship, the same term is used for entering into the marriage bed and for establishing the covenant between God and Israel.”

Abraham Heschel makes a remark that reveals implications of this Hebrew construction. 

“Faith is not something that we acquire once and for all.  Faith is an insight that must be acquired at every single moment.”
  In other words, unlike our Greek Western cultural ideas, faith is not something I can ever possess.  Rather, it is the dynamic of being in a relationship, a relationship that exists only insofar as it is actively occurred.  What this means is that I do not own salvation.  It is not something I acquire.  It is not a certificate that I carry until needed.  It is not a ticket or a gate pass.  When I say, “I’m saved,” I do not mean that I have achieved a permanent status called “saved” that is now part of my assets.  What I mean is that right now I am participating in a dynamic interaction with YHVH, that the personal connection between us is active, communal, reciprocal and deliberate.  Faith is a verb.  As soon as I stop acting on the basis of the relationship, I start removing myself from “being saved.”  Of course, the relationship is two-sided.  YHVH is also party to this interaction.  He does not withdraw even if I step away.  That is the lesson of the prophets.  But never presume that your salvation is a noun, a thing that you can possess without the requisite dynamic.  Faith must be continually renewed, continually engaged, continually shared if it is to be Hebraic.

Topical Index:  Heschel, Sarna, haya, to have, salvation, Exodus 20:3
April 23   When Noah was 600 years old, on the seventeenth day of the second month, all the underground waters erupted from the earth, and the rain fell in mighty torrents from the sky.  Genesis 7:11  NLT

An Egyptian Flood

In mighty torrents – Well, you won’t find anything like the second half of this verse in the Hebrew.  The translation of the timing is pretty accurate, but the second part of the verse describing the source of the waters of the flood has been thoroughly modernized.  In Hebrew the phrase reads, “All the fountains of the great deep burst apart, and the floodgates of the sky broke open” (JPS).  Why is it important to retain the original description rather than a modern meteorological one?  Because when we follow the original we discover that this verse was written for an audience that understood the ancient Egyptian view of the world and that is important because of the implications for undoing creation.

Nahum Sarna comments:  “The ‘great deep’ is the cosmic abyssal water discussed in the Comment of 1:2 [you can see the parallel in Genesis 1:2 where the word refers to the Egyptian idea of the primal sea of chaos].  The ‘floodgates of the sky’ are openings in the expanse of the heavens through which water from the celestial part of the cosmic ocean can escape onto the earth.  In other words, creation is being undone, and the world returned to chaos.”
  None of this is evident when the translators turn Egyptian paradigms into contemporary explanations of rain!  The New Living Translation is a version written for modern views of the world.  It does not help us understand anything about the world of the original audience.  This is another example of treating the Bible as if it contained timeless truths applicable to any reader at any point in history.  In fact, reading the text like this creates the current debate about Genesis as a scientific explanation of the ancient events, something that seems to be completely unnecessary if we consider the culture of the original audience. By reconfiguring the text so that the mythological Egyptian worldview is removed, we also obscure a crucial implication.  Human evil necessitates retributive justice.  “Human wickedness inevitably undermines the very foundations of society, so that the pillars upon which rest the permanence of all earthly relationships totter and collapse, bringing ruin and disaster to humankind.”
  Egyptian mythology is consumed with the struggle of life against chaos.  Chaos is the “natural” state of the world and life must battle to maintain its fragile hold on existence.  This is the background of the Genesis account.  The flood represents the consequences of wickedness insofar as disobedience to the demands of YHVH return the world to its primordial state, the same condition found in Genesis 1:2.  In other words, sin destroys the world and all life within it.  Sin has cosmic consequences.  This is not merely “mighty torrents” of rain.  This is upheaval, the return of chaos.  This is judgment, and the destruction of the ordered world.  A translation that pretends to communicate the biblical worldview from the perspective of a modern weather forecast is abominable.

Topical Index:  Genesis 7:11, Egyptian mythology, flood, NLT
April 24   In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of His grace  Ephesians 1:7  NASB

Whom or Him?

Him – There’s no debate about the Greek.  The word is ho (since it precedes a vowel it is not hos).  There’s also no debate that the word means “who, which, whom, that,” or “this.”  It is a relative pronoun.  What is quite clear is that this word is not autos or any of its forms.  So the translation “Him” is an interpolation.  The NASB recognizes this in a footnote, “lit. whom.”  So what does the ho refer to?  Who is the “whom”?  

I suppose we can’t answer this question until we have thoroughly investigated the use of the pronouns in the rest of the sentence.  Actually, Ephesians 1:3 to 1:14 is a single, run-on sentence (Paul doesn’t get high marks in English grammar).  So we need to look at the whole section to determine the pronoun designation.  The opening sentence (v. 1-2) clearly distinguishes “God our Father” from “the Lord Yeshua HaMashiach.”  Verse 3 states that God is the Father of Yeshua HaMashiach and the article before the verb eulogesas (“has blessed”) certainly refers to God, not to “our Lord Jesus Christ.”  In fact, from this point on, it is God who:

1. blesses us with every spiritual blessing
2. chooses us before the foundation of the world
3. predestines us to adoption
4. is praised for grace freely bestowed
Then comes the verse in question.  Do you suppose that Paul is switching subjects in the middle of a continuous sentence with a relative pronoun that refers to Yeshua who has not been the subject of any of the verbs Paul has used to this point?  If the verse is translated as it is written with the normal meaning of hos, then the pronoun should be “whom,” not “him.”  That means the sentence says that God provides redemption through the blood of the Son, not that the Son provides redemption through his own blood.  This reading is fully consistent with the numerous expressions in the Tanakh that God alone is the One who saves.  The sacrifice that brings salvation is accomplished through the blood offered, but it is not the blood that saves nor is it the Messiah who saves.  These are vehicles by which YHVH saves.

The rest of the verse and the following statement should have made this clear.  We are saved “according to the riches of His grace.”  The relative pronoun once again refers to the only true subject of this run-on sentence, that is, YHVH.  The next two verses recall YHVH’s freely given offer and the “mystery” of His will.   

With this linguistic, grammatical and prior Scriptural evidence, why did the translators of the NASB choose to insert “Him” instead of “whom”?  The answer seems to be that they are committed to a Trinitarian view.  By glossing ho as “Him,” they subtly shift the subject of the sentence from YHVH to Yeshua, who then becomes the person who saves rather than the means by which salvation is accomplished.

Can I suggest that we re-read Ephesians as a non-Trinitarian text.  It seems to me that Paul is giving us a hymn to whom, not a whom to him.

Topical Index:  whom, hos, him, Trinity, Ephesians 1:7
April 25  All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness;  2 Timothy 3:16  NASB

Closed Loop Exegesis

Scripture – By now you realize that even the choice of words in a translation carry paradigm imported meanings.  For example, it seems abundantly obvious that Paul was not referring to his own words in his comment to Timothy.  The word “Scripture” (graphe) can only have meant the accepted inspired authorized text of the believing community at the time that Paul wrote this, and that, of course, did not include any of the material we now possess in the apostolic writings (the “New Testament”) nor did it include some of the books of the Tanakh.  Neither canon was closed at the time Paul wrote.  Of course, while we recognize this historical fact, we nevertheless are quick to employ anachronistic logic when we want to defend the authority of the New Testament.  Our understanding of “Scripture” simply isn’t what Paul understood, but who cares?  We have the “authorized, canonized” Bible and it is Scripture for us.  Paul really should have consulted Luther on this issue.

Technically we admit that Paul could not have included what we call the New Testament.  But practically we assert its authority (granted by the Church councils), in fact, in most Christian circles this Church-authorized collection takes precedence over the “Scripture” that Paul had in mind.  We replace Paul’s “Scripture” with our own—and then we employ Paul’s words to validate our choice.

This leads to a very odd theology.  It’s what I call “epistemological mysticism.”  With this logic, the argument goes something like this:

1. Paul asserted the inspiration of all Scripture (equivocating on the word)

2. Paul was a Christian

3. Paul intended that whatever we read in the Christian New Testament is the final authority for our faith and practice

4. Paul clearly said that the past “law” no longer applies to Christians (a la Galatians)

5. The New Testament is really the Christian Bible (while the Old Testament is good for historical background and Messianic prophecies)

6. Anyone who does not see this is true does not understand how Christianity advanced the beliefs of Judaism

7. Anyone who continues to maintain the authority of the prior “law” does not have the leading of the Spirit.

Interestingly, if Paul is actually referring to what he understood as Scripture (namely, the Tanakh of the first century), then Paul is also deficient in the Spirit.  There is ample evidence that Paul never abandoned his Jewish way of life, that he was fully Torah observant in spite of his Damascus Road experience and that he considered the Torah to be the final authority for understanding YHVH and His instructions for living.  But if the above argument is true, then Paul himself is a heretic, or at least painfully confused.  Perhaps we should all pray that Paul may see the light and embrace the newer testament as we have.

This argument is repeated over and over within the Christian paradigm.  It is deeply flawed, historically, culturally and theologically.  But that doesn’t make much difference to the defender because the trump card of the argument is a simple assertion of epistemological mysticism.  I have the revelation of the Spirit on the matter.  If you don’t agree with me, then you are outside the will of God.  Such a claim allows no critical analysis whatsoever.  It is fideism, pure and simple.  And it is impenetrable.

Paradigms are incredibly resilient things.  They are able to take all sorts of disconfirming evidence and convert it into supporting “facts.”  Thomas Kuhn demonstrated that this happens all the time in science so why would we not expect the same in religion.  I believe what I want to believe and I find the evidence that supports what I believe.  If you disagree, you are either spiritually unaware or a sinner or both.  Once I am convinced that your argument is either spiritually dysfunctional or the result of sin, I no longer need to listen.  The dialogue is over.  This explains why it is so damn difficult to try to get anyone to actually look at the history and culture of the Bible as a way of understanding the text.  If God told me what it means, there is no need to look further.  Closed loop.

The usual consequence of asserting that Paul is not a Christian and that Paul expected believers to embrace the Torah is spiritual leprosy.  You become an outcast.  Abandoned.  Defiled.  Those who actually understand that Paul is still thoroughly Jewish will have a very difficult time in the Christian world.  Perhaps we who find critical assessment an absolute necessity to spiritual growth need to declare ourselves more vociferously.  “Unclean!  Unclean!—Oh, and by the way, I’m traveling with Paul.”

Topical Index:  epistemology, Scripture, paradigm, 2 Timothy 3:16
April 26  The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God stands forever. Isaiah 40:8 NASB
The Bible at Large

Word – Western paradigms focus on answers.  Experience is reduced to principles in order that we may predict and control.  In fact, the entire enterprise of science, a principal characteristic of the Western mind, is an effort to categorize reality in ways that can be managed and manipulated to achieve desired ends.  There is nothing essentially wrong about this enterprise.  After all, it has produced enormous results including substantial improvements in health, economics and living conditions.  But this Western view of the world is not the only view of reality.  Cultures that do not share this view are not necessarily “primitive” simply because they do not embrace Western science.  One of those alternative cultures is the Hebraic culture of the Bible.  In other words, the Bible is not a Western scientific book.  Its categories of reality are not the categories of our scientific perspective.  Its view of life is not the compartmentalized packaging of research.  It does not seek to predict and control.
“The categories of the Bible are not principles to be comprehended but events to be continued.  The life of him who joins the covenant of Abraham continues the life of Abraham.  Abraham endures forever.  We are Abraham, Isaac, Jacob.”
 

Heschel’s insight should cause us to reconsider how we regard the Bible.  In the West we are likely to view the Bible as a sourcebook for spiritual insights or a jumbled systematic theology or a God-inspired Boy Scout handbook of answers to life’s perplexing questions.  What we usually do not think about the Bible is that it is simply a record of God’s encounters with Israel.  We don’t see the Bible as a story, a recollection of the emotional involvement of God and men.  We think of the Bible as a book of spiritual information rather than a history of divine encounters.  Heschel is right.  If we think of the Bible from a Western point of view, we will look for the “21 irrefutable principles” rather than recognizing the emotional reaction of awe.  We will read the Bible as if it were Fodor’s guidebook to life on earth rather than reading it as the expressions of men and women who discovered God’s presence along the way.

When Isaiah says that the “word of our God” stands forever, does he mean that all those theological categories, divine attributes, creedal answers and holy platitudes are eternal?  Or does he mean that the experience of God found in prophetic revelation is always life transforming?  Is Isaiah writing about Messianic prophecies or is he describing what it means to be overwhelmed by God’s holiness?  If “word” debar is the speaking of God (not the written words in our biblical texts), then the record we have is not the same as hearing God’s word.  The record is second-hand information; the voice is the direct encounter with majesty.  Perhaps the Bible is what’s left over after God reveals Himself.

Topical Index:  Bible, word, debar, Isaiah 40:8
April 27  The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God stands forever. Isaiah 40:8 NASB
The Bible as Encounter

Word – Yesterday we considered the possibility that the Bible is not like books written from a Western point of view.  Yesterday we suggested that the Bible is a book about experiences with the holy God of Israel, not a theological textbook or a guide to better spiritual living.  Abraham Heschel clearly saw this distinction.  Perhaps some of his words will help us understand how radically different biblical encounter really is.

“Israel is not a people of definers of religion but a people of witnesses to His concern for man.”

“It may be difficult to convey to others what we think, but it is not difficult to convey to others what we live.”
 

“Kavanah, then, is more than paying attention to the literal meaning of a text.  It is attentiveness to God, and act of appreciation of being able to stand in the presence of God.  Appreciation is not the same as reflection.  It is one’s being drawn to the preciousness of something he is faced with.  To sense the preciousness of being about to pray, to be perceptive of the supreme significance of worshipping God is the beginning of higher kavanah.”

“We do not confess our belief in God; we adore Him.  We do not proclaim our belief in revelation; we utter our gratitude for it.  We do not formulate the election of Israel; we sing it.  Thus our liturgy is no mere memorial to the past; it is an act of participating in Israel’s bearing witness to the unity, uniqueness, love and judgment of God.  It is an act of joy.”
 

“The dignity of man consists not in his ability to make tools, machines, guns, but primarily in his being endowed with the gift of addressing God.  It is this gift which should be a part of the definition of man.”
  

“It is not enough to have met a word in the dictionary and to have experienced unpleasant adventures with it in the study of grammar.  A word has a soul, and we must learn how to attain insight into its life.”
  

Topical Index:  Heschel, Bible, encounter, Isaiah 40:8

April 28  Why do you say, O Jacob, and assert, O Israel, “My way is hidden from the Lord, and the justice due me escapes the notice of my God”?   Isaiah 40:27  NASB
Guilty Until Declared Innocent

Due me – Biblical justice is exactly the opposite of the guiding principle of American jurisprudence.  The assumption of guilt is the determining factor in the Bible.  No man is innocent!  It is not necessary to prove we are guilty.  That is our reality.  What is necessary is to find a way for reconciliation, for restitution.  What is necessary is to be declared innocent in spite of the fact of our guilty status.  So when Isaiah states the excuse of the wicked, even that excuse contains an admission of guilt.  The justice due me assumes that there is a standard that I have not met.  It assumes that I deserve punishment.  There is no protest against the rules, no class-action suit contesting a repressive law.  The real situation is abundantly clear.  I am guilty and I deserve to be punished.  

But the wicked convince themselves that God doesn’t really care.  The wicked are self-deluded, pretending that God is so busy running the universe that He doesn’t notice their peccadillos.  They do not claim they are innocent.  They know they are guilty, but they simply believe they will get away with it—that God doesn’t notice.

In biblical terms, this is called foolishness.  We would call it insanity.  Being a fool is not being slow of mind or dim-witted or incapable of reason.  Being a fool is a moral category.  It is the utter disregard for the absolute sovereignty of God.  It is self-inflicted blindness to the moral structure of the universe.  A fool is someone who knows what he is doing is wrong but thinks that his actions will evade consequences.  There is no more pathetic person than this because his insanity prevents him from recognizing his own degradation.  He is mortally sick.  He knows he is mortally sick.  But he thinks being mortally sick doesn’t really matter.  Consequently, he refuses to see the doctor.  And he dies.

The fortieth chapter of the book of Isaiah is homage to the sovereignty of YHVH.  Verse after verse extols the majesty of His total control over all the earth.  Isaiah explains that YHVH gives life, power, strength and understanding to those who humbly call upon Him.  His watchfulness knows no limits.  His care no bounds.  Anyone who thinks otherwise makes a terrible mistake, a tragic defective assessment of the character of YHVH.  The “watcher of men” is the God of paqad (Exodus 34:7) whose actions continuously demonstrate hesed and hen, but who will not let the wicked go unpunished.  
“God, be merciful to me a sinner!” is the first step toward being human in a world filled with homo sapien animals.  In fact, it is the only step that a yet-to-be-human can make.  Wake up, Jacob.  Arise, Israel.  The Lord YHVH sees.  

Topical Index:  due me, justice, sovereignty, guilt, Isaiah 40:27
April 29  He opened his mouth and began to teach them, saying,  Matthew 5:2  NASB

Delivery Test

To teach - “The test of a true sermon is that it can be converted into prayer.”
  

Are you a preacher?  Do you lead a Bible study?  Do you teach your children or grandchildren the texts of Scripture?  Are you an elder or deacon?  Do you have a Shabbat group?  A Torah study group?  

Perhaps you might answer, “No, I am not a leader.  I’m just a participant.”  Wrong!  Biblical leadership is not based on the charismatic, success, take-charge platform of the culture.  It is based on sphere of influence—and we all have influence.  We all open our mouths to talk about YHVH and His son.  We all live under the microscope.  Therefore, we teach.

The Greek word here is from the verb didasko.  This Greek verb is about imparting theoretical and practical information for the development of a pupil.  But this is not what the Hebraic idea of teaching involves.  The Hebrew word lamad is about change.  To teach is to bring about a change in life, a difference in behavior, a new perspective that results in observable adjustment.  The goal is not the collection of information.  The goal is making a difference in how I live.

Heschel points out that making a difference means real teaching changes the way we pray.  Since a man who does not pray is on the road to becoming something other than human, prayer is the life-source of human existence.  Teaching that does not affect our conversation with the Creator is simply information.  It is not Hebraic instruction.  Yeshua did not open his mouth to inform.  He opened his mouth to provide life to the dying.
“He who has never prayed is not fully human.”

Topical Index:  prayer, sermon, teach, didasko, lamad, Matthew 5:2
April 30   for the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh, but divinely powerful for the destruction of fortresses.  We are destroying speculations and every lofty thing raised up against the knowledge of God, and we are taking every thought captive to the obedience of Christ, and we are ready to punish all disobedience, whenever your obedience is complete.  2 Corinthians 10:4-6  NASB

A Leap of Faith

Speculations – Read this same passage in the New Living Bible translation:

We use God’s mighty weapons, not worldly weapons, to knock down the strongholds of human reasoning and to destroy false arguments.  We destroy every proud obstacle that keeps people from knowing God. We capture their rebellious thoughts and teach them to obey Christ.  And after you have become fully obedient, we will punish everyone who remains disobedient.

Do you notice a significant change in the statement?  Instead of “speculations,” the NLT provides “human reasoning.”  The Greek is logismous (from logizomai).  That might make us think the word is about logic.  Thus, the NLT suggests “human reasoning.”  But Paul’s Greek is Jewish Greek, derived from the use of the Greek terms in the LXX, and in the LXX this word translates the Hebrew hashav.  When hashav is used with human subjects, the word means “to devise, think, plan, consider, invent.”  Heidland notes that the use in the LXX adds the nuance that this act of thought “takes on a subjective, emotional and even volitional character. . . in 56 cases it has a sense alien to logizomai, namely, that of emotional devising, mechanical invention, or volitional planning, . . .
  Further investigation suggests that Paul’s use is not about human reasoning but rather about human devising, often in connection with devising evil.  Notice that the NASB correctly places this verb in the context of something that opposes the knowledge of God, but the NLT would have us believe that human reasoning keeps us from knowing God.  In other words, the NLT capitulates to the “leap of faith” existentialism latent in fideism.  According to the NLT, we believe because we believe—and reason has nothing to do with it.  In fact, reason is the enemy of God.

You should also notice that the NLT shifts the subject from “we are taking every thought captive” to “We capture their rebellious thoughts.”  Now the text isn’t about us.  It is about others, the ones who have committed the sin of reasoning.  Who are these poor lost souls, floundering in their logic and false arguments?  Why, the ones who don’t agree with us, of course!  We have God’s word on the matter.  They have defective reason.

Is it any wonder to you that one of the strongholds of orthodoxy is mystery?  Mystery is that catchall category for what I believe that is not reasonable.

Topical Index:  reason, logizomai, hashav, 2 Corinthians 10:4-6
May 1  for the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh, but divinely powerful for the destruction of fortresses.  We are destroying speculations and every lofty thing raised up against the knowledge of God, and we are taking every thought captive to the obedience of Christ, and we are ready to punish all disobedience, whenever your obedience is complete.  2 Corinthians 10:4-6  NASB
Antibiotics
Captive – What does Paul mean when he says we are taking every thought captive to the obedience of the Messiah?  Frankly, it’s a very odd phrase.  In order to know what it means to take a thought captive, we must first know what the phrase “to the obedience of Christ” means.  Paul might have the very words of Yeshua in mind here.  “If you love me you will keep my commandments.”  That would be obeying the Messiah.  Of course, Yeshua simply refers back to his explanation and exemplification of Torah, so Paul would be on familiar ground.  But the phrase is still odd.  How does one take a thought captive to obedience?  We are inclined to gloss this, treating it as if Paul says, “obedience under Christ,” thinking of Yeshua’s standard.  Or perhaps “obedience in Christ” thinking of the communal aspects of being faithful.  But “captive to” seems to suggest that Christ is the jailer, the one who imposes restrictions.  We are more likely to use “of” when we explain spiritual connection.  “I am a servant of the Messiah,” not “I am a servant to the Messiah.”

The Greek is eis, a familiar preposition often translated “to.”  But Greek prepositions are fundamentally spatial, so eis really means “into,” as if we were moving from one place into another.  This helps.  Paul is certainly suggesting that we take every thought captive into obedience.  The realm of the Master establishes parameters.  Not everything is appropriate in his house.  There is a difference between sacred and profane.  Profane items or actions have the ability to pollute.  Of course, not all pollution is sin (e.g. menstruation), but all that pollutes is inappropriate in the sacred arena.  Since the rabbi Sha’ul would have been quite familiar with the concepts of ritual pollution, perhaps what he is suggesting is that we must take all necessary steps to remove anything that might create pollution in the sacred space of our relationship with the Messiah.  In other words, to take every thought captive into obedience is to pay special attention to anything that contaminates (debases or defiles) with the relationship with the Messiah.  

Of course, sin defiles.  That’s why atonement is necessary.  But sin isn’t the only thing that defiles.  The Torah describes other circumstances that defile, and provides instructions for removing the defilement.  Perhaps we must also expand our reading of Paul’s text so that it includes all those thoughts and actions that practically and potentially invade the sacred space of our relationship with Master.  Perhaps “taking every thought captive” is a statement about infection prevention.  Let us covenant together today to examine the pollutants of our lives, to investigate any and all potential infections and, like the metaphor of leaven, remove whatever hints at inappropriate incursion.

Topical Index:  captive, profane, sacred, pollution, sin, 2 Corinthians 10:4-6
May 2  And without controversy great is the mystery of godliness: God was manifest in the flesh, justified in the Spirit, seen of angels, preached unto the Gentiles, believed on in the world, received up into glory.  1 Timothy 3:16  KJV

Gloss-olalia

God – The King James translation of the Bible held sway over Protestant Christendom for 400 years.  That means most English believers prior to 1950 formed their theological constructs based on this version of the text.  The problem is that this version incorporated several unwarranted theological doctrines as if they were actual translations.  This verse is a prime example.  In the Greek text, the word “God” is significantly absent!  Notice how more contemporary translations handle the same passage:

NASB:  By common confession, great is the mystery of godliness:  He who was revealed in the flesh, Was vindicated in the Spirit, Seen by angels, Proclaimed among the nations, Believed on in the world, Taken up in glory.
NIV:  Beyond all question, the mystery from which true godliness springs is great:

He appeared in the flesh, was vindicated by the Spirit, was seen by angels, was preached among the nations, was believed on in the world, was taken up in glory.
But God’s Word Translation, KJV 2000, Darby, World English and Young’s Literal insert the word “God” into the text when the Greek uses only the pronoun hos (“he”).  Unless you read Greek, you might assume that Paul described Yeshua as God in this verse.  You would be wrong, but you would never know.  Trinitarian translators simply included their theological dogma in the text.  The fact that several translations continue to insert a word not found in the Greek is unconscionable.  This is “speaking in forked tongues,” to use an American idiom.  No wonder people have so much trouble examining this doctrine.  Depending on which Bible you read, you might think that questioning the doctrine is the equivalent of questioning God’s own words.

I am often asked, “What is the best Bible translation to read?”  The answer is, “None!”  Or, “any one you wish.”  The problem is that every translation has bias, subtle little shifts in word choices, tiny additions or subtractions, a bit of a doctrine here and there.  And no one is the wiser—except those who read the Greek or Hebrew text and raise issues, usually to be swept aside with the standard dismissal: “If all those Christians who carefully translated God’s word over the centuries produced this Bible, how can you claim that they were wrong.  God superintends translations so that we can trust what we read.”  Wrong again, as this text and others clearly demonstrate.  But who would know.  

Sometimes I think that biblical translations are just another form of unintelligible glossolalia, requiring an interpreter to come along and explain what we all thought we heard.  What I do know is this:  deciphering the text is a lot more complicated than most of us were ever taught.  We wanted simple faith, but we got opinions simplified.

Topical Index:  translation, Trinity, 1 Timothy 3:16

May 3  for the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh, but divinely powerful for the destruction of fortresses.  We are destroying speculations and every lofty thing raised up against the knowledge of God, and we are taking every thought captive to the obedience of Christ, and we are ready to punish all disobedience, whenever your obedience is complete.  2 Corinthians 10:4-6  NASB

Judge and Jailer?

Punish – Most of us are familiar with the preceding phrase “taking every thought captive.”  It is often used as an exhortation to righteousness.  But how many of us connect this idea with the remaining part of the verse informing us that those who are called are ready to punish all disobedience?  Perhaps we find the idea disturbing, especially in a religious world that teaches a God of pure love.  But here it is.  Paul and his followers are ready to exercise retributive justice on those who do not obey.  Does that feel right to you?  Does it make you squirm just a bit?  Is it the kind of thing you would do?

Maybe we need to investigate the Greek verb ekdikeo a bit more.  First we should notice that the verb is a modification of the root dike, a critical term about what is right and just.  Dike is the Greek expression of the Hebrew mishpat, a crucial term for justice and righteousness.  This Greek word captures the Hebrew idea that God provides torah (instructions) that is binding on the community and not subject to change or challenge.  Ekdikeo is the action of avenging dishonor to God by upholding His law and punishing those who flagrantly abuse it.  It is the action of keeping the sacred free of contamination.  This requires a change in our understanding of punishment.  We think of punishment as some kind of retributive act that brings penalty, either physical or emotional reprisal or both.  But ekdikeo has a broader umbrella.  Ekdikeo is about upholding the honor of God and the sanctity of His appointed law by refusing to allow any form of contamination to find its way into the sacred realm.  Sometimes this will require reprisal, but often it means boundary-setting.  “Here is the line, do not cross it.”  And if the line is crossed, punishment becomes a vehicle of repentance and restoration.

Notice that Paul says we are ready to carry out these actions.  We are willing to stand up for God’s honor, for His Torah, and we are willing to accept the consequences for taking this stand.  Paul does not say that we necessarily exercise punishment.  Of course, it follows that we will engage in defense of YHVH when needed but our willingness does not erase the action of the Spirit nor does it cast aside the potential deterrent of knowing that punishment will follow.  Measure for measure does not demand retribution.  It only makes it possible in the hope that the possibility will act as a barrier to anyone considering disobedience.  What is clear is this:  unless there is a real threat of reprisal, infection will not be inhibited.  Paul is not suggesting we act as judge, jury and jailer.  He is encouraging us to take a firm stand, recognizable by all who would oppose the will of God in Torah, and to be ready to exercise mishpat if needed.  Taking thoughts captive has real communal consequences.

Topical Index: punish, ekdikeo, mishpat, just, right, 2 Corinthians 10:4-6
 May 4  Then the man of God said, “Where did it fall?” And when he showed him the place, he cut off a stick and threw it in there, and made the iron float.  2 Kings 6:6  NASB

Trivial Pursuits

Float – In case you haven’t read about the miracles performed by Elisha, you might want to investigate the stories found in 2 Kings.  There are echoes in the life of Yeshua.  Providing food for many with few supplies.  Raising the dead after some time.  Producing a large supply of product for commercial benefit.  Exercising command over water.  Healing at a distance.  But perhaps the strangest of all is the story of the axe head.

Men are cutting down trees to use as beams in construction.  A borrowed axe head flies off the handle and is lost in water.  The borrower appeals to “the man of God” who cuts a stick from a tree, throws it into the water where the axe head fell and the iron axe head floats to the surface where it is recovered.  The incident is strange enough as it stands, but it is even stranger when we ask, “Why would Elisha bother to perform a miracle over something as trivial as finding a lost axe head?”  The answer to this question is speculation, of course, since the text neither asks nor answers our inquiry.  But perhaps there is just the hint of a deeper lesson here.  Behind this question lies another.  “Does God really care about such trivial matters?”

Have you ever borrowed something and then, through no fault of your own, it goes missing?  Maybe you weren’t as lucky as this man who knew approximately where the axe head disappeared under the water.  Maybe you rack your brain trying to remember where you last saw the borrowed object, but to no avail.  You simply can’t find it.  What do you do?  Well, most of us would volunteer to replace the missing object.  We would purchase a new one and give it back.  In other words, we would feel the obligation and take steps to meet it.  Why doesn’t this woodchopper do precisely that?  He clearly feels the obligation.  He tells Elisha that the axe head was borrowed, as if to say that if it were his own, he would just let it go.  But now he has an obligation, and at the moment, no way to repay.  He exclaims his situation.  Notice he does not ask for intervention.  Elisha takes it upon himself to provide a miraculous solution.  And Elisha’s solution is as strange as one could imagine.  What does a stick have to do with floating iron?  Why not simply pray, “Lord, show me where this axe head is.”  Would you ever think of doing what Elisha does?  Would you cut a branch from a tree, throw it into water and expect something made of metal to float to the surface?  Of course not!  In fact, I’m guessing that you would simply pray, “Help me find it,” rather than expect an intervention contrary to the laws of physics.

Maybe that’s the real lesson for us.  You see, Elisha operated in a world where God could do anything.  In fact, in some cases Elisha proclaimed what would be done before consulting God about it—and simply expected God to respond appropriately.  Elisha’s world was not constrained by what we commonly think about how the world works.  Elisha’s world was constrained only by the complete sovereignty of YHVH and in that world strange thinks often happen.  Does iron float?  No, it doesn’t.  Who could believe such a thing? Elisha.  Does YHVH care about returning borrowed items, about social obligations over trivial matters?  We are inclined to say, “Not really.  God leaves those things up to us.”  But the axe head says something different.  What is trivial in a world where YHVH is sovereign?  Apparently, nothing at all.

Am I suggesting that the way to find a lost item is to cut a stick and expect it to float into view?  No, not quite.  Even I have a difficult time imaging a universe where such things happen.  But Elisha is “the man of God,” and for him such events are quite reasonable, even perhaps expected.  The lesson of the axe head is about our view of what this world is really like.  As Elisha prayed, “O YHVH, open their eyes that they may see.”  And what did they see?  Thousands of angels surrounding them.  

There is nothing more debilitating than the inability to see the world from God’s perspective.

Topical Index:  float, axe head, Elisha, 2 Kings 6:6
May 5  Behold, the eye of the Lord is on those who fear Him, on those who hope for His lovingkindness,  Psalm 33:18 NASB
Take Two

Hope – “Take two aspirin and go to bed.  Things will be better in the morning.”  Have you ever heard that advice?  It might be the most common home remedy ever offered.  But let me ask you, “Are things really going to be better in the morning?”  Well, if the problem is just a headache, maybe.  But what if it’s considerably more complicated?  What if it depends on the actions of others?  What if it is out of your control?  Then what?

“Those who hope” uses the Hebrew yāḥal.  “This yāḥal ‘hope’ is not a pacifying wish of the imagination which drowns out troubles, nor is it uncertain (as in the Greek concept), but rather yāḥal ‘hope’ is the solid ground of expectation for the righteous. As such it is directed towards God.”
  The Hebrew verb does not claim that things will be better in the morning.  In fact, things might be worse.  But YHVH is in control!  And that’s what matters.

Paul Gilchrist makes an important point. 

However, no greater testimony to such confident expectation is given than when Job cries out, “Though he slay me, I will hope in him. Nevertheless, I will argue my ways before him”(Job 13:15). However ASV and RSV render the verse, “Behold, he will slay me; I have no hope” following MT Kethib reading instead of the Qere which is supported by the LXX and other versions, in which case, Job’s impatience demonstrates his refusal to “patiently wait” for the Lord (cf. Job 6:11). Nevertheless, yāḥal, “hope” is a close synonym to bāṭaḥ “trust” and qāwâ “wait for, hope for,” as in Mic 7:7, “But as for me, . . . I will wait for the God of my salvation. My God will hear me.” The last phrase clearly demonstrates the confidence of the righteous in God’s future action at a time when sin is being judged. But further, the verse reflects not only the ground of faith, the Lord himself, but the saving activity of his God. In short, that which is hoped for is not some desideratum arising from one’s imagination, but in God himself and whatever he should propose to accomplish.

The Hebrew idea of hope, the same idea of expectant waiting, is not focused on our desires for solutions.  It is focused on YHVH Himself.  We hope in Him, not in what He might do or not do.  That’s why yāḥal is closely connected to bāṭaḥ, “to trust.”  If faith is perseverance, it requires patient, expectant waiting—and that is the idea of hope.  

Today you can put all your troubles in the hand of the Lord.  That doesn't mean they will go away.  It means they are not the final word.  It means, in the end, that what we need is YHVH—and nothing else.

Topical Index:  hope, wait, yahal, Psalm 33:18

May 6  Then Ezra the priest stood up and said to them, “You have been unfaithful and have married foreign wives adding to the guilt of Israel.  Ezra 10:10 NASB

The Holiness Code

Unfaithful – Ezra’s solution to the problem of the presence of foreign wives in the community of those who returned from Babylon is simple and radical.  “Now therefore, make confession to YHVH your God and do His will; and separate yourselves from the peoples of the land and from the foreign wives.”  In other words, abandon those wives and their children.  Get rid of them.  They are a threat to the community.

But wait!  Doesn’t God hate divorce?  How can this be a solution to the problem if it is also a violation of God’s will?  In a lengthy analysis of this passage (and the holiness theme in Ezra), A. Philip Brown concludes:

The foregoing analysis of the Biblical data found that the peoples of the lands with whom the Returnees had intermarried were non-Jewish idolaters, that the Returnees’ intermarriage was an abandonment of Yahweh’s commands and unfaithfulness to their covenant relationship with Him, and that the solution to their unfaithfulness required turning from their sin by sending away their idolatrous wives and renewing their commitment to be a people separated unto Yahweh.

As Brown notes, holiness is a communal issue.  “Holiness is not, however, simply an individual matter. The entire golah community had to be holy. The narrative presents corporate holiness as a function of the personal holiness of all those who make up the community.”
  Idolatry represented in the practices of those outside the community is such a serious matter that radical steps needed to be taken to ensure a second Babylonian experience would not ensue.  Certainly Ezra was aware that these men loved the wives they took.  Certainly they loved the children they bore.  But Ezra knew it was no longer possible to walk the knife-edge between holiness and potential idolatry.  It was time to make the choice and the make sure that the choice would keep the community, the whole community, far away from offense to God.

Ezra’s circumstances remind me of what it is like to live in Babylon today.  The possibility of intimate ties to people and things that are part of a former idolatrous way of life are deep.  We might even legitimately love those who no longer share our way of life.  Breaking those ties is true heartache.  There are no easy solutions.  But looming on the horizon is the threat of defaming YHVH’s name, denying His claim on us and falling once again into a way of life that repudiates His grace and blessing.  The risk is enormous, just as enormous as the stakes in the necessary detachment.  Pain in both directions.  But it must be done.

Topical Index:  Ezra 10:10, divorce, idolatry, A. Philip Brown, ma’al, unfaithful
May 7   Because that Abraham obeyed my voice, and kept my charge, my commandments, my statutes, and my laws.  Genesis 26:5  KJV

Generational Blessings

Kept – Why does God watch over you?  Why are you so lucky in life?  Why does He keep protecting and providing for you?  Do you suppose that you are the recipient of a generational blessing?  Isaac was.  Go read the previous three verses.  Isaac is blessed because Abraham obeyed!  Maybe you and I need to offer another prayer of thanksgiving for our parents or grandparents, for someone in our line who was faithful to the Lord and we now reap the benefits.

We hear a lot about generational curses these days.  It seems like everyone has some relative who messed up and who is now to blame for the tragedies of our lives.  But I’m not so sure God works that way.  In fact, if I read the prophets and the correct interpretation of Exodus 34:7, I find it much more compelling to see YHVH as the one who shows constant compassion, who continuously provides a hand of protection and whose very character is saturated with hesed.  Generational curses?  No, I just don’t see it.  Instead I see Abraham, a father who obeyed, and Isaac, a son who benefitted from his father’s obedience.  Want to help your children in their walk with the Lord?  Obey—and pass on the blessings.

This statement provides us with another insight into our relationship with God.  Abraham kept the commandments, the statutes and the laws.  Ekev asher-shama Avraham bekoli vayishmor mishmarti mitzvotai chookotai vetorotai.  What did Avraham keep?  The mishmeret (charges, obligations), the mitzvot (commandments), the huqqot (statutes) and the torot (laws – Torah).  But I thought Avraham lived centuries before the Law was given to Moses?  Oh, yes, he did, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t follow the ordinances of the Lord.  According to this text, Avraham knew and Avraham obeyed.  How he knew is not revealed, but that he knew is absolutely assumed to be the case.  And this provides the second insight.  The instructions of God are not limited to the revelation given to Moses.  They have been in place since the beginning and they will remain in place until the end.  Abraham found favor, and passed on that blessing, because he obeyed.  His faith was not limited to his personal experience.  He created a legacy with God that lasted beyond his lifetime.  So did David, and many others.  The idea that God has no grandchildren, so popular in evangelical individualism, seems to overstep Scripture.  God is involved with Isaac because of Abraham.  

Furthermore, it is Abraham’s diligent effort that creates the legacy.  Grace, of course.  Abraham knows grace.  But grace without obedience is dead.  Abraham seizes the opportunity afforded by grace to do something righteous—to obey.  And the rest is history.

Maybe we need to rethink why we seek to obey.  Maybe it’s not really about us at all.

Topical Index:  Abraham, Isaac, legacy, kept, shamar, commandments, Genesis 26:5
May 8   He drank of the wine and became drunk, and uncovered himself inside his tent. Ham, the father of Canaan, saw the nakedness of his father, and told his two brothers outside.  Genesis 9:21-22  NASB

What’s Left Out

Uncovered himself – A story within a story.  What’s really happening in this cryptic account?  First, the obvious.  Noah naked in his own tent, drunk or not, doesn’t seem particularly risqué.  Ham witnessing his father naked can hardly be grounds for the subsequent curse by Noah.  There must be something more, not explicitly stated.  

Second, in spite of the efforts of some commentators to suggest that Ham engages in a homosexual act, the arguments are quite weak.  Davidson’s analysis of the Hebraic expression ra’a ‘erwat (“to see the nakedness of”) vitiates the argument for homosexuality.  Similarly, arguments that suggest this is filial disrespect seem to falter over the object of Noah’s curse which is not Ham but rather Ham’s offspring.  Nevertheless, Davidson and others make a case that filial disrespect is associated with the subsequent curse as Noah implies that Ham will be treated disrespectfully by his son just as Ham disrespected his father.  But in my view, the curse is much too strong to be the consequence of merely seeing the father naked.  Davidson argues that in a culture where filial loyalty and decorum were paramount, Ham’s action may have been enough breach of social protocol to elicit such a reprisal.  However, even Davidson notes that ra’a ‘erwat has links to Leviticus 20 and “the narrator wishes the reader to understand that Ham’s action did in fact have illicit sexual overtones.”
  Davidson concludes that this is the continuation of the trait toward the unclean, drawing a link to Genesis 8:21.  If this is in fact a hint toward homosexual actions, it demonstrates that while the flood erased the consequences of wickedness, it did not erase the propensity toward wickedness.

While I grant Davidson’s insight, I still think that the key to understanding the hidden story is to be found in the curse, not the recording of the events.  Quite typically, Hebrew only hints at explicit sexual behavior (cf. Song of Songs).  But the curse is quite specific.  It is the grandson who is the object of Noah’s wrath.  Why?  If Ham had violated Noah sexually, why curse Ham’s yet-to-be-born son?  I suggest that in spite of Davidson’s objection (regarding the missing part of the construct using laqah)
 the curse makes sense if Canaan, the son of Ham, is the product of incest between Ham and Noah’s wife.  While Noah lay drunk, Ham asserted his desire to overthrow the patriarch by bedding his wife.  The resulting pregnancy is cursed by Noah because it represents rebellion and dissolution of the righteous line.  It is a power struggle, not a sexual indulgence.  The language is reminiscent of both Reuben and the Levitical prohibitions.

Of course, there are still problems.  Why do the other sons believe that covering their father provides any resolution?  Is that what they really did?  How does the life of Canaan reflect such a curse, if in fact it actually does?  Why would the narrator even include such a story and leave it with so many loose ends?  Perhaps we are stuck with Hebrew aversion to plain meanings when it comes to sex.  Perhaps the oral tradition was a bit more explicit or the original audience knew what was meant and didn’t have to have the story further elaborated.  In the end maybe it’s just speculation.  It wouldn’t be the first time we run up against the wall in Hebrew—and it certainly won’t be the last.

Topical Index:  Ham, homosexuality, Canaan, curse, ra’a ‘erwat, see the nakedness, Genesis 9:21-22
May 9   Do this, knowing the time, that it is already the hour for you to awaken from sleep; for now salvation is nearer to us than when we believed.  Romans 13:11  NASB

Time Enough

To awaken - Today is my birthday.  In just twelve more years I might be ready to lead people out of Egypt.  But I won’t be like Moses, unfortunately.  He was the most humble man on earth and enjoyed face-to-face conversation with the Lord.  That doesn’t describe me.  All my life I have fought the battle with ego.  I doubt I will ever be counted worthy enough to converse openly with my God.  So I’ll wait the next twelve years until I am at least the right age for something to happen.

Sha’ul uses the Greek kairos in this verse.  It’s not just anytime that he has in mind.  It is the precisely right moment of perfect alignment of all circumstances, when God manifests Himself and we receive a slice of eternity in the midst of our temporal trivia.  What time is it today?  Well, for me it is a reminder of awakening.  Unconscious, I rested in the peace of the Lord until that moment, just a few minutes before midnight on this day many decades ago, when I was awakened to the world of trouble as the sparks fly upward (cf. Job 5:7).  Sha’ul uses the Greek egeiro (to wake) in the passive, aorist.  It is something done to the subject completed in the past.  A finished act.  You and I were awakened.  We didn’t cross the boundary from unconscious to conscious through our own efforts.  Something or someone forced this upon us.  Now we are stuck with the result.  It’s simply too late to wish we could have stayed blissfully asleep.  That time is past.  Now we are in the midst of the perfect arrangement for accomplishing what needs to be done while we are awake, namely, to recognize that the day of salvation is nearer than before.

Interestingly, the same verb, egeiro, is also used for raising the dead.  Perhaps the Jewish Greek of the LXX left its mark.  Death is like sleep.  Life is like waking.  “Let the dead bury the dead” might even be Socratic.  But now is not that time, the time of the dead.  Now is the time of salvation.  And what does “the day of salvation” mean?  Can it mean the day that I elected to trust Yeshua as my personal savior?  I doubt it.  How could Paul have meant this if he suggests that the day of salvation is nearer than before?  If the day of salvation is the day I said, “Yes” to Jesus, then that day is long gone.  It is further away every day.  Paul must have had something else in mind.

Paul is once again thinking cosmically.  The “day of salvation” is the day of the full restoration of the kingdom of God, the final day of the defeat of death, the last day in the plan of reconciliation.  Because that day is approaching we must wake up, not to a personal-Savior reality but to the shift in the entire cosmos that is foreshadowed in the resurrection of Yeshua.  The great hope of followers of YHVH is not personal rescue (although that is certainly entailed) but rather the re-establishment of the government of God and the cosmic recognition of His unsurpassed glory.  Awake, we see that all creation is speeding toward a return to the beginning.  We anxiously exhort others to open their eyes to this shattering truth.  “The sleeper must awaken” is more than a line from Dune.  It is the heartfelt cry for those sleeping through the end.

Topical Index:  awake, egeiro, sleep, death, birth, salvation, Romans 13:11
May 10   But now the Messiah has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who are asleep.  For since by a man came death, by a man also came the resurrection of the dead.  For as in Adam all die, so also in the Messiah all will be made alive.  But each in his own order: the Messiah the first fruits, after that those who are the Messiah’s at His coming, then comes the end, when He hands over the kingdom to the God and Father, when He has abolished all rule and all authority and power. For He must reign until He has put all His enemies under His feet. The last enemy that will be abolished is death. For He has put all things in subjection under His feet. But when He says, “All things are put in subjection,” it is evident that He is excepted who put all things in subjection to Him. When all things are subjected to Him, then the Son Himself also will be subjected to the One who subjected all things to Him, so that God may be all in all.  1 Corinthians 15:20-28 [reading “the Messiah” for the Greek Christos]  NASB

Whose Kingdom?

The kingdom – In his book, Jesus and the Victory of God, N. T. Wright quotes this entire passage, commenting:  “the point is that the creator god is completing, through the Messiah, the purpose for which the covenant was instituted, namely, dealing with sin and death, and is thereby restoring creation under the wise rule of the renewed human being.”
  Wright goes on to explain that the “early Christian” adoption of this perspective meant a radical change in the symbols of Jewish apocalyptic, but not in the context of Jewish apocalyptic.  In Wright’s view, early Christianity moved past Jewish thinking from ethnically defined issues regarding Israel to world encompassing issues regarding the Church.  While I find this extension of the exegesis quite problematic (Wright, for example, suggests that Christian thinking redefined praxis “without reference to Torah”), I am encouraged to see that Wright views this crucial passage in Corinthians in terms of the Messiah’s appointment as ruler of the earth who will necessarily return the restored kingdom to YHVH, the initiator of the entire plan.  There is no indication in this Corinthian passage that the Messiah is God.  If fact, the language on its face suggests that the Messiah is subjected to God in spite of his unique role with regard to the restoration.  Wright makes an important point.  “The ‘kingdom of [god’s] beloved son’ is already a reality in which the Messiah’s people partake.  They have already been created as ‘a kingdom, and priests’, precisely through the work of the Messiah.”
  In this regard, the kingdom is the kingdom of the Messiah until he turns it over to YHVH, the Father, after all enemies have been subjected.

It’s worth reading the entire passage at once rather than a verse at a time because the context of the work of the Messiah is eloquently summarized by Paul.  Yeshua was raised from the dead as first fruits, thereby defeating death for all whom he claims as his own.  After subjugating all remaining enemies of the Father, he will turn the kingdom over to God.  Yeshua will reign until that time, now in absentia but soon in physical presence.  When he has finally accomplished all he was tasked to perform, the cosmos will be restored and God will be glorified as all in all.  Notice that Paul treats Yeshua as a man, uniquely chosen for the role of Messiah, but still eventually subject to the Father.  Notice that Paul speaks of the death of this man; a death that opens the door for life to all who belong to his kingdom.  In order to maintain the Trinitarian idea, theologians had to separate Yeshua into two equally existing parts (still somehow “one”), namely, the man who died on the cross and the God who does not die.  But Paul doesn’t say this.  In fact, Paul never suggests that Yeshua is both God and man.

It appears that the idea of the God-Man, so necessary for a Trinitarian view, is as confused as the language of the “three in one.”  Paul, however, doesn’t seem a bit confused.  Yeshua, the Messiah, was born and died.  God raised him from the dead, thereby establishing the Kingdom that will never end.  The resurrected Messiah will rule until all of YHVH’s enemies are defeated, the last one being death itself.  At that point, the Messiah will turn over the Kingdom to YHVH, the Father.  And YHVH will be glorified.

Seems clear to me.  

Topical Index:  Trinity, Messiah, kingdom, death, 1 Corinthians 15:20-28, N. T. Wright
May 11  If two sit together and words of the Law are spoken between them, the Divine Presence rests between them.  Pirke Avot 3:2

In the Midst

Divine Presence – Does this passage from the works of the Jewish sages sound familiar?  It should.  Yeshua uses the same idea when he speaks about two or three gathered together.  Did you realize that the idea Yeshua uses was first articulated by Jewish sages years before he was born?  Did you know that the sages located the Divine Presence in connection with the “Law”?  Don’t you think that those who first heard Yeshua speak about his presence would have recalled Pirke Avot?  Perhaps, “where two or three are gathered” now takes on a different meaning.  Gather for what?  Discussion of Torah.  Experiencing what?  The presence of the Messiah who is the authorized ruler and representative of YHVH.

This reference to the works of the sages should remind us that all of the teachings of Yeshua have contextual background.  He did not teach in a vacuum.  Nor did he teach timeless truths disconnected from the experiences of his own audience.  He taught in the context of first century Jewish thinking.  If we are to understand what he taught, we must avail ourselves of this same context.  Anything else strips his lessons from their original meaning.  That does not mean we can’t apply what he taught to our circumstances.  It just means that the application is not the original meaning.  Confusing the original meaning with the contemporary application causes all kinds of problems, like insisting that women cover their heads or that speaking in tongues is the second stage of salvation or that divorce for any reason except adultery is unacceptable.

What does this mean for us?  It means that we must always be aware that we are not the original audience.  We must work to recapture what that audience knew, what that audience assumed, what that audience experienced before we can confidently apply Yeshua’s teaching (or Paul or Peter or any of the others).  “True to the original” means knowing what it meant in the first century.

Once we realize this, then we have to rethink several crucial concepts.  For example, what did the cross mean to Jews in the first century?  It should be fairly obvious that it did not mean a place of atonement.  For that matter, what did atonement mean to Jews who believed that Yeshua was the Messiah?  What did the Law mean to these people and to the Romans who occupied Israel (the two different audiences have strikingly different views of Law)?  What about tithing?  What did that mean?  What about authority?  Did Paul actually suggest that believers were to put themselves under the authority of pagan leaders (as is often asserted)?  So many concepts to investigate, but only after we come to grips with the fact that we are not the audience.  We are the listeners two thousand years later and our thoughts are not his thoughts.  Yes, simple faith is still an option.  God is good.  But informed faith will require some serious investigation.

Topical Index:  Pirke Avot 3:2, divine presence, context, audience

May 12   But I say to you, do not resist an evil person; but whoever slaps you on your right cheek, turn the other to him also.   Matthew 5:39  NASB

The Way

Resist – “The command ‘do not resist evil’ (5:39) is not to be taken simply to refer to personal hostilities or village-level animosity.  The word ‘resist’ is antistenai, almost a technical term for revolutionary resistance of a specifically military variety.  Taken in this sense, the command draws out the implication of a good deal of the sermon so far.  The way forward for Israel is not the way of violent resistance, . . . but the different, oblique way of creative non-violent resistance.”  “Love and mercy, as practiced codes of living, are to characterize Israel as the true people of the creator god.  People like that are the ones he will vindicate when he comes in his kingdom.  Forgiveness is to be the hallmark of all social relationships.”

Is Wright right?  Are we to be defined by forgiveness?  Are we to turn the other cheek as a radical statement of a different way of living?  Do you believe that Yeshua was calling Israel and all those bound to Israel to follow this path, the path of mercy, hesed and a refusal to claim vengeance?

It seems hard to deny Wright’s analysis, doesn’t it?  Yet look at what we have done.  Are we ready to forgive those who for one reason or another think we have become legalists in our fervent return to Torah?  Are we ready to extend the hand of kindness to those who question our most sacred doctrines like the Trinity or personal salvation?  Or, on the other hand, are we who have found the Hebraic meaning so much more potent ready to offer shalom to our brother and sisters who still cling to the traditions?  Are we really a people of forgiveness or do we still harbor the attitude of “I’m right – You’re wrong.”

Forgiveness does not mean overlooking differences.  Did YHVH overlook your sins when He forgave.  Of course not.  He knew them intimately, just as you did.  He knew every twinge of shame, every morsel of self-justification, every ounce of rebellion.  He knew—and He forgave by accepting all of it and loving you anyway.  His was forgiveness born from intimacy.  Is yours?  Do you forgive because you have taken the burden on yourself, because you have opened the window to a broken heart and let the darkness out?  Or are you still fighting for your rights?

Topical Index:  forgiveness, resist, antistenai, Matthew 5:39

May 13  Therefore the Law has become our tutor to lead us to Christ, so that we may be justified by faith.  Galatians 3:24  NASB
Living the Dream

Tutor - My friend Jerry, a devoted Catholic priest, once told me that an addiction was the way we stayed alive while God was engineering our redemption.  Anesthetizing the guilt and shame with addictive behavior kept us from committing suicide.  God used that time to find a way to rescue us.  But as every addict knows, life without the anesthetic often seems like nothing more than fifty shades of gray.  The oblique benefit of addiction, that we actually didn’t kill the victim, is converted into a terrifying curse.  In order to experience any real sensation of living, we turn to the addiction.  Life becomes a constant search for the dream.  The truth is a schizophrenic reality.  Brené Brown demonstrates that the direct effect of this insatiable need to avoid guilt and shame is the elimination of exactly what the addict seeks—peace.  We can have a world without pain and guilt, but the price is a world without peace and joy.

Perhaps Paul addresses this common human predicament in his letter to the Galatians.  Unfortunately, most of us are drawn into the theological debate that Luther created when he bifurcated law and grace.  We think Galatians is about Paul’s claim that grace supersedes the law.  At least that’s what Luther thought, and his analysis has been reiterated by traditional Christian theology ever since.  Fortunately, many significant scholars are discovering the errors in Luther’s thinking and are reclaiming Paul’s Jewish heritage, i.e., the union of “law” and grace in the commonwealth of the Kingdom.

But maybe Paul wasn’t trying to be a world-class theologian when he wrote to those struggling believers in Galatia.  Maybe he was just giving them some very practical advice about living.  In this particular verse, Paul writes that the Law (by which he can only mean Torah) paidagogos gegonen.  The Greek means “our guardian” (or “teacher”) “was.”  But the verb is in the perfect tense.  That means Paul is expressing a completed action in the past that has continuing effects in the present.  It is not the case that the guardianship of the Law is finished.  It is rather than whatever the Law provided us in the past is now continuing in the present.  Torah served as a way to show us the need and the role of the Messiah, but that does not mean that Torah is finished.  By the way, the NASB adds “to lead us” in this verse.  The Greek is simply eis, usually meaning “into.”  Perhaps what Paul is saying is what every addict knows.  The rules for living keep us alive while the Redeemer rescues us from our addictions.  The way of life found in the Torah brings us into contact with the Messiah who redeems us from the terror of the dream.

Frankly, we need the “Law.”  We need it because without it we are once more cast into the mire of the aimless pursuit of excitement.  We who know so well the appeal of a life of Technicolor magic must have a constant reminder that Technicolor isn’t real.  It’s an invention of human convenience, projecting a world that exists only on the silver screen.  Life, real life, is vulnerable, unpredictable, unreliable—but also filled with joy, gladness, wonder and awe.  Life comes bundled.  The addict attempts to have life piecemeal.  He wants redemption without nomos, color without black and white.  When real life isn’t enough, we are in danger of becoming the dream.

Topical Index:  addiction, guardian, paidagogos, tutor, Galatians 3:24, law
May 14  And Naomi said to her two daughters-in-law, “Go, return each of you to her mother’s house. May the Lord deal kindly with you as you have dealt with the dead and with me.  Ruth 1:8  NASB
Blood and Water

Mother’s house – Naomi’s exhortation is not only self-serving, it is completely out of character with societal protocol.  How is this so?  Well, first Naomi is not anxious to have these two women return with her to Bethlehem.  They are Moabites.  If they show up with Naomi, Naomi will have to explain the situation and that means admitting to allowing her sons to marry Moabite women in contradiction to the Torah commandment.  Of course, she will also be subject to the almost certain view that God punished her family for this violation of Torah, allowing her sons to die.  No, Naomi would just as soon not have to say anything about these last years.  Better to implore the two daughters-in-law to go home.

But even her exhortation is a bit odd.  Widowed women were not sent back to the house of the mother.  They were taken back to the house of the father, who, in a patriarchal society, would offer them protection until they were remarried.  Naomi’s suggestion is a breach of common Semitic custom.  So why does she say this?

It could be that Moab was a matriarchal society, but there is no other evidence of this.  It seems more likely that Naomi actually has something else in mind, that is, a hint at reprisal for the deaths of her sons.  In fact, careful reading of the Hebrew text demonstrates that Naomi not only completely discounts the identity of these two women but also views her two sons not as grown, married men but as “my little boys.”  Do you suppose that Naomi really disguises a deep resentment for her daughters-in-law?  After all, from a grieving mother’s point of view, if they had not enticed her boys to marry, her two precious children would still be alive!

What is the impact of a suggestion to return to bet ‘immah?  First, it suggests unprotected status.  Remember the first thing Boaz asks when he sees Ruth in the field?  “Who does she belong to?”  Who is her protector?  In a culture when the patriarch ruled, to be without male association was to be without status.  Do you think Naomi might have this in mind?  

Secondly, although Naomi purportedly desires the women to return in order to remarry, marriages were family contracts and no mother could negotiate such arrangements.  If the women return to the bet ‘immah, they will undoubtedly remain widows the rest of their lives.  They will not remarry.  They will not have children.  They will be in the same state as Naomi.  Do you think revenge might be hidden behind the scene?  Do you think Naomi’s ploy is really a way to get even with these two women?

Finally, there is the very unusual directive for the two women to return to their gods.  Would a truly loving mother-in-law who knew the one true God really suggest that the devoted widowed wives of her sons go back to pagan practices, practices which included child sacrifice?  No, something is amiss here.

What we realize is that Naomi is a lot more like us than she is like the usual purified picture we are routinely presented by teachers of this story.  What we realize is that human emotions are really the heart of the story of Ruth, and it’s not a story about Ruth at all.  It’s a story about a woman who believes God is punishing her, who sees her circumstances as tragic and undeserved, who can’t see the love of another right in front of her because she is preoccupied with the past.  This is a story about a woman who needs to be rescued from herself.  Just like you and me.

Topical Index:  Naomi, mother’s house, bet ‘immah, Ruth 1:8
May 15  The Lord said to Moses, “Speak to the priests, the sons of Aaron, and say to them: ‘A priest must not make himself ceremonially unclean for any of his people who die,’”   Leviticus 21:1 NIV

Life, Death and In-between
Ceremonially unclean – YHVH gives instructions for His priests.  These are not instructions for everyone.  These instructions detail exactly how priests are supposed to act in specific situations, and they get progressively restrictive for high priests.  But all of us can learn something from the language about priests if we pay close attention to the purpose of these instructions.

Eve Levani Feinstein notes that “the purpose of avoiding death pollution here is manifestly to prevent contamination of the sanctum:”
  The Hebrew word, tame, means, “to become unclean.”  We are most familiar with its occurrences when it is used about foods and idolatry, but it is also applied to menstruation, semen, certain sexual relations, and death.  The LXX translates this word with akathartos and akatharsia, indicating that what is involved here is defilement.  What is “unclean” is defiling.  As Feinstein’s work demonstrates, defilement is a form of pollution that interrupts the intended present relationship with YHVH.  Of course, some forms of defilement (such as menstruation) are not sin.  They are simply ordinary human occurrences that interrupt the ability to enter into sacred space.  They are not permanent and the biblical texts provide cultic remedies.  Even death, an inevitable human occurrence, has ritual remediation.  So we should not think of defiling as if it were one uniform category always related to sinful acts.  

With this in mind, we discover something important about the biblical idea of being defiled.  Atonement is the solution.  In other words, atonement, brought about by cultic rituals (like washing or seven days of waiting), removes the defilement.  Since atonement can be accomplished by physical acts performed by human beings or by simply observing the required temporal period, we must not think of atonement as if it also always deals with sin.  Atonement is cleansing.  Sometimes it’s about sin.  Sometimes it isn’t.

What is really important here is the connection between defilement, atonement and death.  Death itself, even when it is an inevitable normal human experience, defiles.  Why?  If it isn’t sin, if it is simply part of what it means to be human, then why should it defile?  Why should it be so important that YHVH instructs His priests not to allow themselves to become ritually unclean because of the death?  The answer is this:  Death is an affront to YHVH’s sovereignty and holiness.  Death does not belong in the realm of the sacred and therefore must not be allowed in the presence of YHVH.  But death is real.  It is a sword in the side of creation.  It is a jailer of everyone who lives.  So YHVH must deal with more than guilt, more than the broken relationship caused by sin.  He must also deal with the smear of death on His creation.  And, of course, He does deal with this, doesn’t He?  

Topical Index:  death, defile, unclean, tame, akathartos, akatharsia, Leviticus 21:1
May 16  But Laban said, “It is not the practice in our place to marry off the younger before the firstborn.  Complete the week of this one, and we will give you the other also for the service which you shall serve with me for another seven years.”  Genesis 29:26-27  NASB

Jacob, the Patriarch

The other – Leviticus 18:18 presents us with a problem.  “You shall not marry a woman in addition to her sister as a rival while she is alive, to uncover her nakedness.”  But this is exactly what Jacob did, with the predictable result of rivalry between the wives.  Clearly Jacob violated Torah.  How are we to account for this in the life of one of the patriarchs, especially since his wives (and their handmaids) become the source of the twelve tribes?  

You might be inclined to claim, “But Torah wasn’t given yet.  The rules only applied after Sinai.”  Ah, wouldn't that be an easy solution?  But it doesn't fly, does it?  Sin enters earlier.  That assumes an awareness of what it means to disobey.  And, of course, we know that punishments for murder, lying, theft and even the concept of kosher foods are found in the Genesis accounts.  If we suggest that Sinai is the beginning of Torah, we will be hard pressed to explain all of these other situations.  But if we suggest that Torah existed from the beginning (however it might have been revealed), then we seem to be forced to say that the twelve tribes were the result of sin.  Not a very good option either.  

Is Torah a permanent ethical standard, fixed before the foundation of the world?  Or is it a progressive revelation, subject to historical circumstances?  Does Jacob sin or is his act simply ignored because the prohibition wasn’t known yet?  Is Torah culturally dependent?  If you think Jacob just didn’t know yet, then how do you know we have it all revealed now?  Is there more to come later?  Did God intend that a man should not marry two living sisters, but He ignored Jacob’s decision?  Or did God intend that a man should not marry two living sisters after the revelation to Moses, but it was acceptable before?  Of course, this isn’t the only case where we seem to have culturally dependent discrepancies with Torah revelation.  These cases raise issues about the integrity of Torah.  Since Torah includes all of the material between Genesis 1:1 and Deuteronomy 34:12, we expect it to have internal consistency.  Contradictions raise significant problems.  

Frankly, I don’t know how we ultimately resolve these issues.  It isn’t possible to exclude the accounts.   Jacob does marry both and establishes the twelve tribes.  How YHVH engineers Jacob’s decision seems unexplainable based on Moses’ revelation.  But there it is.  Fact.  Hard fact.  We believe Torah reveals YHVH’s directions for living, but Jacob seems blessed for doing what cannot be allowed.  How does that work?  We can’t accept a progressive Torah now for that would mean we really don’t know all that YHVH wants.  We would be left with some sort of general principles (like “love”) and cast adrift to figure out how these principles apply in our world.  Ethics demands more than universals.  But then there is Jacob.  Why does YHVH choose Jacob in spite of Jacob’s sexual “sin”?  Or was it sin?  Ah, it’s so wonderfully convoluted, just like life.

Maybe the solution is this:  we live according to what has been revealed thus far.  There might be more, but that doesn’t matter now.  What matters now is what we know has been revealed to this point.  When Jacob took two wives, even if Torah as a universal construct existed, he either didn’t know or he didn’t care.  But his situation doesn’t excuse ours, does it?
Topical Index:  Jacob, Torah, Leviticus 18:18, Genesis 29:26-27
May 17  You shall not lie with a male as one lies with a female; it is an abomination. Leviticus 18:22
Why Not? (1)
Abomination – The contemporary view on the choice of homosexual relations is a thorn in the side of religion.  Since the culture is moving in the direction of “the right to love whomever you wish,” any religion that retains prohibitions about homosexuality is considered archaic, bigoted and repressive by those outside the religious paradigm.  Islam is no different than traditional Christianity on this issue.  Of course, contemporary religions of the West are attempting to remove this thorn by reinterpreting the sacred texts so that homosexual relations are allowed.  Whether successful or not, this move is clearly motivated by the current cultural view, not by the intent of the original authors.  Nothing, absolutely nothing, could be clearer from the text of Leviticus.  Male homosexuality is forbidden to those who call themselves followers of the ancient god, YHVH.  Such practices are an abomination.

The Hebrew word here is to’evah.  It is literally “a thing of horror,” something unconscionable.  In modern slang, it is “gross.”  To be to’evah is to be abhorrent to God and Man.  Consider the underlying implications.  Homosexuality is not condemned because there is something defective in the act, something harmful or violent or self-absorbed.  It is condemned because, for this culture, it is disgusting, unthinkable, revolting and repulsive.  Feinstein notes that this sort of sexual prohibition “is at its core an appeal to the emotions.”
  In other words, just like the very thought of eating pork should cause emotional distress (perhaps a turning of the stomach), so the very idea of sex between two males should cause violent emotional reaction.  Why?  Because the idea is completely and utterly foreign to the culture.  The prohibition against male homosexual behavior is culturally based.  If you belong to the culture established by YHVH in the covenant, then you will find this kind of activity revolting.  You would never consider it as even a remote possibility.  It would make you sick.

Once we recognize the cultural emotional foundation of this prohibition, we also understand why some contemporary religious circles desire to incorporate homosexuality.  Contemporary religious circles simply do not share the same cultural orientation.  They do not teach, endorse or practice the way of life of ancient Israel.  Homosexuality is no longer abhorrent.  It is just “another choice.”  There is no emotional disturbance built into the acculturation process.  This helps us also understand why legislation concerning homosexuality will continue to be advocated by the society at large.  Put simply, we aren’t Israel.  We are Babylon and in Babylon lots of things no longer make us sick.

Topical Index:  homosexuality, abomination, to’evah, Leviticus 18:22
May 18 You shall not lie with a male as one lies with a female; it is an abomination. Leviticus 18:22
Why Not? (2)
Abomination – Yesterday we commented on Feinstein’s insight that the prohibition against homosexuality “is at its core an appeal to the emotions.”
  We noticed that the real issue for contemporary society is the lack of cultural disgust concerning certain behaviors.  For example, we simply don’t get sick to the stomach thinking about eating bacon.  It isn’t abhorrent and because it isn’t abhorrent, we can imagine a society that accepts it as food.  But if you grew up in ancient Israel, even thinking about pigs would make you emotionally sick.  You can see the same thing with regard to sexual practices, religious rituals (can you imagine Israel without Sabbath?), festivals, literature or social obligation.  These are learned cultural responses.  Every culture has them although they differ from culture to culture.  For example, in the West we may be disgusted at the thought of eating insects, but in biblical cultures some insects were commonly eaten.  The point is this:  Torah is a plan for teaching learned cultural responses.  It is designed to condition its followers to a disgust response about certain things and behaviors.  In the absence of these learned cultural responses, Torah itself often seems not to make any sense.  Thus, we who grew up under the influence of Christian cultural norms have no emotional disgust about pork but we do have these feelings about obesity.  In the Bible, pork causes disgust and being fat is considered a sign of prosperity.

Just for a moment, imagine the biblical record as cultural conditioning.  Training starts early and is focused on the objective of creating conditioned responses that affect the relationship with YHVH and the cultus.  Torah is not a list of universal, timeless truths but rather a map for creating emotional responses that shape automatic behavior.  In the West, we simply don’t think of the Bible like this.  We have been “universalized” by Greek philosophy so we think of the Bible as essentially a vehicle for teaching temporally and culturally transcendent truths, like the axioms of geometry.  From our perspective, what Torah teaches Israel is really not as relevant to Israel as it is to the entire human population.  Treating Paul this way leaves us with church doctrine about the way women dress, the hierarchy of church politics, the limited atonement of Calvin and the necessity of speaking in tongues.  It also provides the basis for the myth of legislated morality.

But what if it’s all about cultural conditioning?  What if it’s a way to get us to adopt certain automatic revulsions and automatic agreements?  Idols = yuck!  Who could imagine such atrocity?  Hesed = great, even if it requires me to act with benevolence toward an enemy.  Child sacrifice?  Absolutely no way!  Disgusting!  Capital punishment for murder?  Of course!  How could it be otherwise?  Do you see what’s happening?

Once our view of the Bible shifted from a pattern of cultural conditioning to theological arguments about existence, God and Man, we lost the necessary adoption of patterns of disgust and acceptance.  The result has been a wholesale attempt to reinterpret the Bible as a textbook of spiritual philosophy rather than a training manual.  Perhaps we need to rethink our penchant toward abstraction.  Perhaps it’s not really about profane versus sacred or sin versus holiness.  Perhaps it’s about disgust versus delight.

What’s on your “delight in the Lord” list?  What’s on your “that’s disgusting!” list?  Do these match the biblical categories?

By the way, you might reflect on the role of cultural icons and media in shaping our views of what is disgusting and what isn’t.  Hollywood knows the power of emotional reaction perhaps better than we as followers of the one true God do.  Isn’t that a shame?!

Topical Index:  abomination, culture, disgust, Leviticus 18:22

May 19  For the mind set on the flesh is death, but the mind set on the Spirit is life and peace, because the mind set on the flesh is hostile toward God; for it does not subject itself to the law of God, for it is not even able to do so, and those who are in the flesh cannot please God.  Romans 8:6-8  NASB

Inner Rebellion

Hostile – Paul is convinced and convincing.  The way of the flesh is death!  Setting our course based on this way is death!  Those who follow it cannot please God.  In fact, they simply aren’t capable of pleasing Him.  They are hostile to God by their every act.  Paul uses the Greek word echthros.  TDNT comments:  “The main LXX use is for Heb. ʾôyēḇ, which itself is almost always rendered echthrós. Yet while the Hebrew denotes both personal and national enemies, echthrós has a more personal reference a. to enemies in war or daily life, b. to enemy nations, the opponents of Israel or its king, c. to the enemies of the righteous, and d. to God’s enemies.”
  In other words, Paul is telling us that following the way of the flesh is the same as making God your enemy.  

What is the way of the flesh?  Pay very close attention to the explanation Paul offers.  The mind of the flesh (the way of living that follows this course) is not being subject to the law of God.  The “Law” is not the way of the flesh.  In fact, nomos, Paul’s Greek translation of Torah, is exactly the opposite of the way of the flesh.  Torah is life!  Torah is what pleases God!  Torah is the way of peace!  Not being subject to Torah is death.  There is absolutely no justification for claiming that the “Law” is what causes us problems.  There are no grounds for claiming that the “Law” no longer applies.  Just the opposite is true.  Without the Law we cannot please God.  Without the Law, we are lost, wandering around trying to determine what is the way of truth and what is the way of the flesh.  The Law tells us how to live so that God is our friend and we are at peace.  And those who reject it are rejecting God Himself.

How else can you understand what Paul is saying?  Put aside that false dichotomy between Law and grace and listen to Paul’s words.  The law of God (Torah) is the pathway to peace and the code of behavior for pleasing the Most High.  Anything else is foolishness.  Anything else is echthros.  Paul reiterates this idea in 1 Corinthians 15:25-26.  Foolishness!  Everything that follows a way not governed by Torah, including death itself, is echthros to God.

Once we read Paul’s words from the point of view of a first century Jewish rabbinic teacher (who also believed Yeshua was the promised Messiah), then we will have to reject Luther’s false dichotomy between law and grace.  But even that isn’t quite enough.  It’s one thing to put the theology back in order.  It’s quite another to make it a daily practice.  If Torah is life, then how do we make it our code of conduct in an environment that not only rejects Torah but also does everything possible to promote anti-Torah conditioning?  Consider your emotional well-being for a moment.  The anti-Torah culture teaches us in multiple ways to take care of our emotional needs.  Yes, a certain level of humility is advocated, but not to the point where you deny yourself your basic “rights.”  After all, you are important and you are no good to anyone else if you first don’t take care of yourself.  Isn’t that what “love your neighbor as yourself” really means?  So if you feel rejected or abandoned or misunderstood, you need to find someplace (or someone) who will comfort you, even if temporarily.  You need balance.  Just look at the cultural heroes and heroines.  They take care of themselves and are happy.  St. Francis of Assisi no longer walks the streets.  He’s retired in Miami.

The way of Torah is extremely difficult in an environment that promotes self-actualization.  Unless we have cultural protection, we will probably falter (and even then it takes real effort).  We are surrounded by an alternative, a seductive, powerful alternative, just as the children of Israel were surrounded by the Egyptian alternative for hundreds of years.  Is it any wonder that the first generation to leave Egypt failed to make the transition?

Topical Index:  Law, nomos, hostile, echthros, Romans 8:6-8
May 20  “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”  Matthew 3:2  NASB

Day 1

Repent - "He, who truly repents, is chiefly sorry for his sins. He, whose repentance is spurious, is chiefly concerned for their consequences. The former chiefly regrets that he has done evil; the latter that he has incurred evil. One sorely laments that he deserves punishment; the other that he must suffer punishment. One approves of the Law which condemns him; the other thinks he is harshly treated, and that the Law is rigorous. To the sincere penitent, sin appears exceeding sinful; to him who sorrows after a worldly sort, sin, in some form, appears pleasant. He regrets that it is forbidden. One says it is an evil and bitter thing to sin against God, even if no punishment followed. The other sees little evil in transgression if there were no painful consequences sure to follow."
 
Plumer’s comment about the appearance of sin as pleasant but forbidden is very instructive.  The truth of the matter is that for some of us sin does seem appealing.  We just wish it weren’t.  We wish we hade a vile hatred for sin so that it would be easier not to be tempted.  But if we examine our actions very carefully, we just might find that the reason we try not to sin is because we fear the consequences.  And if those consequences were removed, we might just go ahead with the anticipated act.  Until sin becomes putrid, it will always appeal.  Until we truly repent, we will be deterred but not altered.

Now Feinstein’s insight that biblical pollution is firmly set within a cultural acquisition of what is disgusting makes perfect sense.  The Torah isn’t rules that prevent us from doing what we really wish.  The Torah is a way of teaching us about repulsion.  The Torah creates a culture where some things are so repugnant, so vile, so offensive that we just can’t even imagine doing them.  For the culture of Torah, sin is like drinking sour milk.  It reeks to high heaven.  Now we can appreciate Oswald Chambers’ comment that for the true believer there is no such thing as a “moral vacation.”  Saturnalia is a completely pagan holiday.

Now we also realize that John the Baptist did not use the Greek word metanoeo.  This verb is derived from noeo, meaning “to perceive, to think, to know.”  It is about a mental state chiefly determined by cognitive processes.  But sin isn’t about wrong thinking.  It is about disgusting behavior.   “There can be no knowledge without emotion. We may be aware of a truth, yet until we have felt its force, it is not ours. To the cognition of the brain must be added the experience of the soul.”
  Until sin makes me sick, it isn’t biblical.  Repentance is not about changing my mind.  It is about changing my moral taste buds.  It is about acquiring the taste of heaven in a mouth made from the earth.

So this is Day 1.  Day 1 of what?  Day 1 of learning to be disgusted by the tastes we have grown accustomed to.  Day 1 of not simply deciding to practice righteousness but rather of tasting the vomit we have been consuming.  Here’s what I am proposing.  Beginning today, and for the next 30 days, we will eat what we have sown so that we can reap what only God has planted.  In other words, we will begin the process of truly hating sin, of finding it disgusting and nauseating so that we don’t want anything to do with it.  This will require some serious self-examination.  We will have to dig deep into those hidden spots where only consequence really keeps us from moral vacations.  We will have to endure some vomit, some purging, so that we can get rid of the toxic accumulation that we have come to view as normal.  As Peter said, “As obedient children, do not be conformed to the former lusts which were yours in your ignorance,” (1 Peter 1:14).  

Write down that one thing that gnaws away at you, that one thing that you secretly wish just didn’t have fearful consequences so you could get away with it.  Write it down—and then feel the idea.  What does it taste like?  Is it in some way appealing?  Time to throw up.  
Topical Index:  sin, repentance, Plumer, Bennett, metanoeo, Matthew 3:2
May 21  As obedient children, do not be conformed to the former lusts which were yours in your ignorance,  1 Peter 1:14
Day 2

Lusts – OK, so let’s tone this down a bit.  The Greek word is epithymia.  Yes, it can mean “lust” but if we read it like this, we are likely to dismiss Peter’s comment as not applying to us.  After all, we aren’t pedophiles or whore-mongers or those other terrible sexual sinners.  When we read the word “lust,” we are inclined to think “sex.”  But we are proper, polite and (best of all) secretive.  No one really knows what we actually desire (but are afraid to do).  Who among us won’t look if there’s an opportunity to see what shouldn’t be seen?  Who among us won’t consider what it would be like to take what shouldn’t be taken?  Who among us is still transparent as we were in the Garden.  Naked and not ashamed.  It isn’t “lust” that is killing us.  It’s our emotional involvement with desire.  It might be sexual desire, but it doesn’t have to be.  It could be the secret desire for power, for control, for fame, for fortune, for acceptance, for honor, for glory, for recognition or anything else that directs and shapes our behavior.  You see, epithymia is simply the energy of the yetzer ha’ra given unrestrained expression.  It’s the emotional surge associated with having the world the way I want it.  

Now you tell me:  Is there anything in your life that seeks its own desire?  Is there something you find about yourself that constantly wishes to take control?  Have you discovered that under that veneer of careful respectability there is a monster that wants?  What it wants doesn't really matter.  That it wants, and won’t be satisfied until it gets whatever it wants, that’s what matters.  Paul expressed it like this:

“For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh; for the willing is present in me, but the doing of the good is not.  For the good that I want, I do not do, but I practice the very evil that I do not want.  But if I am doing the very thing I do not want, I am no longer the one doing it, but sin which dwells in me” (Romans 7:18-20). 

Epithymia is an alien residing in my very being.  

Peter notes that this alien force was on quite familiar terms in the past.  Unless you lived in a Pollyanna world, you know exactly what Peter is talking about.  In the past, all that epithymia energy drove you to act in your own self-interest.  In fact, all that energy is what made you who you were.  Perhaps we were all borderline pathological narcissists.  The reason Peter exhorts us to be obedient children is because he knows (and so do we) how easy it is to revert to those former ways.  We spent a lot of time in training camp learning those ways of self-fulfillment and self-protection.  We fed the monster—often.  Those ways became habitual, and it takes a long time to change a habit.  Just ask the children of Israel wandering in the wilderness.  

We have a serious task before us.  Unfortunately, practice doesn’t make perfect here.  Practicing those old ways makes death.  But, as perhaps you have already discovered, stopping isn’t the answer either.  Nature abhors a vacuum no less in emotional constitution than in astrophysics.  Stop we must, but the hole left from abandoning the former practice of epithymia demands compensation.  Even apathy is an emotion.  It’s just not a sustainable emotion.  If we are going to refuse conformity with our former comforts, we will have to have a powerful substitute, but not another sedative.  It is useless to try to live according to the Law without enlisting the power of a domesticated yetzer ha’ra.  Such an attempt takes us right back to Romans 7.

What then, oh children of the dark?  Where do we find such a remedy?  From our Greek perspective, there is no hope here.  There is no internal power of the self that can rescue us from those ingrained substitutes for shalom.  Paul is right.  We know what we want to do.  We just can’t do it.  Good intentions make no real difference.  But from a Hebrew perspective, there is an answer.  It is not a gentle one, but it is perhaps the only one.  The answer is, as Brené Brown so eloquently expressed, vulnerability!  And that means telling someone who you really are under the skin.  The answer is not simply confession to the invisible, all-knowing, benevolent God.  That’s half the solution (after all, He already knew).  The answer is to let someone, some physically present flesh and blood someone, hear your story, your real story, including all the epithymia struggles.  The answer is to grasp with both hands that you are broken to the core just like everyone else.  That your story isn’t unique but it’s yours and that until you share it, it will be the monster in the closet rattling the chain you put on the door.

The Hebrew answer is community.  The Greek myth of individuality was destroyed when YHVH saw that it was not good for Adam to be alone.  As long as you think the Garden is a place of private revelry, you are lost.  YHVH’s answer to epithymia is ‘ezer kenegdo—the one who is me outside of me, the one who “sees” me for who I am.  Adam had YHVH.  It wasn’t enough.  You and I must have the “other” in order to become human, to domesticate the epithymia of our shadow lives.

Topical Index:  epithymia, lust, desire, yetzer ha’ra, 1 Peter 1:14, Romans 7:18-20 
May 22  Also some of the Asiarchs who were friends of his sent to him and repeatedly urged him not to venture into the theater.  Acts 19:31  NASB
Sacred Moos
Not to venture – Day 3.  I don’t worry too much about sacred cows.  Cows are really pretty docile animals.  They usually just go wherever they are led.  I worry about what cows do.  They moo.  They make noise.  They leave cow pies behind.  They disrupt the peacefulness of the quiet earth.  It is the actions of sacred cows that cause me concern.  If you have a sacred cow, no problem.  Just let it munch in its own field, contentedly consuming God’s green earth.  But if you cause your sacred cow to start bellowing, creating disturbance and demanding attention, then I’ll have something to say.  “Why don’t you keep that sacred cow under control?  I mean, if you want a sacred cow in your backyard, hey, be my guest.  But don’t let your sacred cow start crying for the attention of all the rest of the creatures in the Kingdom.  It’s your sacred cow.  Feed it if you wish.  But don’t expect me to take care of your cow’s mooing.”

I suspect that most of us have a few sacred cows occupying the spaces between our considered opinions and our feelings of Presence.  We need those cows to remind us that life is oh-so-peaceful.   Pastoral paradise on four hoofs.  In truth, we probably use those cows to provide us with the milk of justification.  That’s kind of like spiritual pasteurization.  We heat up our rationalizations in order to remove any microbes of doubt.  Fully convinced that our cows have the right kind of milk, we expect total homogenization where everyone else’s sacred cows finally fall into alignment with our lead cows.  The goal is agreement.  No cream rising to the top.  Just nice plain uniformity.

The problem with uniformity is its contempt of difference.  But difference is the fodder of community.  If you and I agree about everything, there is hardly any point in talking, is there?  I can have that sort of conversation any time I like.  Just listen to me.  When there is no difference, there is no need to speak.  Perhaps that’s one of the reasons why sermons seem so boring.  I am told what I already know and what I know I will hear another fifty times this year.  God loves me.  I’m a sinner.  I need forgiveness.  Jesus is the way.  So what?  All those sacred moos don’t make me examine my chronic malnutrition.  I’ve had enough sacred moo milk to make me vomit.  I need a little chaos in my life—a little barb of disturbance, a little thorn in the flesh, a little cognitive dissonance.  I need something that doesn’t come homogenized.  In the end, what I really need is pain.  I won’t stop trying to feed myself of moo milk until I know the nausea it produces.  Cream rises to the top, but only if you don’t emulsify the fat.  Cream can only exist in a world that allows difference.

Here’s a serious exercise for those of us who can no longer digest sacred moo milk.  Feel the pain.  Stop anesthetizing.  Stop pretending.  Stop avoiding.  Stop.  Feel what hurts in your life.  Weep.  Shake.  Shout.  Clench your fist and throw invectives toward heaven.  Get real for a change.  “No, I’m not fine, thank you very much.  And if you really care about me, you will listen to my pain.”  We are really Greek when it comes to this kind of reality.  The Greeks reasoned that if something bad can happen to you, it can also happen to me.  Therefore, I really don’t want to know anything about the hurts in your life.  It’s just too scary.  

Did you notice that even Paul’s friends didn’t want him to “venture” into the crowd?  It’s interesting that the word here is dounai, from the verb didomi which means “to give.”  Paul’s friends didn’t want him to be vulnerable.  They wanted him to keep it for himself, not to give his message to a hostile crowd.  Blend in.  Don’t be different.  The translators gloss the word so we don’t see that vulnerability is about giving.  
Go watch Brené Brown again.  https://www.ted.com/talks/brene_brown_on_vulnerability?language=en
Are you willing to be vulnerable—even with yourself?

Topical Index: moo, sacred cow, vulnerable, give, didomi, Acts 19:31
May 23  and they, having become callous, have given themselves over to sensuality for the practice of every kind of impurity with greediness.  Ephesians 4:19  NASB
Sensory Deprivation

Callous – Day 4.  We’re working on feelings.  In particular, we’re working on what it means to feel our sins.  As good Greek citizens, we have command of the theology of sin.  The theology of sin is an examination of the duty to obey an ethical standard set up by God Himself.  In this cognitive examination, we learn that sin is essentially rule-breaking.  Being good means keeping the rules.  Being bad means breaking the rules.  So theologians tend to define sin as “any failure to conform to the moral law of God in act, attitude, or nature.”
  Correct, but ineffective, especially for those of us who grew up believing that rules are restrictions on personal freedom!  What this means is that our idea of sin is at war with our idea of liberty.  We have failed to see sin as anything beyond the scope of our rule-oriented, moral “law” conceptions.

Let’s take a different approach.  Imagine your child, the one you love, does something that causes him or her injury and, at the same time, injures others.  How do you feel?  Do you address that child like the judge behind the bench?  “Well, you know you broke the law.  You know the consequences.  It’s your fault.  You must pay for your mistake.”  Is that how you feel?  I doubt it.  I’m guessing that you feel broken-hearted.  I’m guessing that you are weeping inside.  I’m guessing you feel the pain of your child’s action as if it were your own.  You feel the remorse.  You feel the distress.  You feel the anxiety.  Maybe you feel it even if your child doesn’t.  The very fact that this is your child who has created such a catastrophe is enough to cause emotional chaos in you.  Forget the rules!  They don’t matter much now.  What matters is the pain, the hurt, the agony of seeing the one you love failing, falling and in trouble.  You ache.  You experience sorrow.  You cry over this child.

“When He approached Jerusalem, He saw the city and wept over it,” (Luke 19:41).

Sin is whatever breaks God’s heart.

Callousness is not caring about what breaks God’s heart.  The real mark of the sinner is that he is beyond feeling how God feels.  The Greek apalgeo is derived from two words that mean to cease to feel pain or sorrow, to be taken away from grief.  In first century Hebrew thought, this is the equivalent of no longer feeling shame, of being dead to our own screams of abandonment.

Rather than hear the sounds of broken hearts, we muffle the cries with powerful sedatives like sex, money and power.  We harden our hearts to our own terrors.  In the end, sin is whatever prevents us from hearing the Messiah crying.

Topical Index:  callous, sin, apalgeo, Ephesians 4:19, Luke 19:41
May 24  and they, having become callous, have given themselves over to sensuality for the practice of every kind of impurity with greediness.  Ephesians 4:19  NASB
The Tolerance Principle

Greediness – Day 5.  More is never enough.  How many millions does it take to make a millionaire satisfied?  Just one more.  How many lovers do I need to make sure I am constantly wanted?  Just one more.   How much power do I need to know I am completely in control?  Just a little more.  But more is never enough.

Gerald May writes, “Tolerance is the phenomenon of always wanting or needing more of the addictive behavior or the object of attachment in order to feel satisfied.  What one has or does is never quite enough. . .  The essential dynamic of tolerance, then, is that one becomes used to a certain amount of something, and this accustomedness removes the desired effect and leads to the need for more.”

Paul understood this dynamic.  He doesn’t use the word “tolerance.”  He uses the Greek pleonexia, the covetousness of addictive desire.  The LXX uses the word for unlawful gain, but we should not think that it is limited to money.  Unlawful gain is whatever we desire (covet) that extends beyond the borders of the Torah.  Torah is life.  Pleonexia is the attempt to gather more than life, and as it turns out, what is more than life is death.  A derivative of the same root is used to describe the idolater.  This kind of greed is lethal.

So why do we want it?  May continues.

The longer an addiction continues, the more things will become associated with it and the more entrenched it will become.  Some behaviors or chemicals that produce rapid, direct, and powerful effects may result in addiction after only one or two experiences.  Others may require many repeated experiences before they become entrenched.  But regardless of how an addiction begins, the longer it lasts the more powerful it becomes.  Attachments are thus like spreading malignancies, steadily invading and incorporating their surroundings into themselves.  To apply the words of Isaiah, addictions are like “greedy dogs, never satisfied,” or as Habakkuk said, “Forever on the move, with an appetite as large as sheol, and as insatiable as death.”

A war you cannot win.  But you can admit it and weep.  You can admit you began taking comfort in substitutes for the Presence.  You can feel the true agony of being outside the Garden.  It’s not about the rules, is it?  It’s about having to hide.  “Who told you that you were naked?”  Pleonexia told me.  As soon as I realized that this was not enough, I knew I was naked.  I have been seeking covering ever since, shedding skin with each new attempt.  God help me.

Topical Index:  addiction, pleonexia, greediness, Ephesians 4:19, tolerance
May 25  For I will be like a lion to Ephraim and like a young lion to the house of Judah.

I, even I, will tear to pieces and go away, I will carry away, and there will be none to deliver.  Hosea 5:14  NASB

The Betrayal of God

Tear to pieces – Day 6.  Did you think God didn’t care?  Did you think that your self-absorbed pursuit of substitutes for divine Presence escaped His notice?  Did you think He was shamed?  Or grieved?  Or anguished over you?   What loving parent would not experience the pain of rejection, the humiliation of abandonment?  

And so the response.

“I will tear you to pieces and go away.”  When YHVH utters words like these, we should fall face first and plead for our lives.  Heschel’s insight into the divine response to unbridled desire is important.  “In the domain of imagination the most powerful reality is love between man and woman.  Man is even in love with an image of that love, but it is an image of a love spiced with temptation rather than a love phrased in service and depth-understanding; a love that happens rather than a love that continues; an image of tension rather than peace;  . . .”

The Bible makes it abundantly clear.  Idolatry is adultery.  And the groom responds.  Sin is betrayal and the husband reacts.  Divine jealousy is no laughing matter.  What will the Lord of hosts do with those children who betray His trust and care?  Ah, the lion comes.  But not because we have broken some rules.  If that were the reason, YHVH would send a judge.  The lion comes because we have fornicated with the enemy.  We have smeared the name of the Holy One in the beds of those who detest Him.  We sought to fill our needs with our own devices and we ended up chasing the numbing pleasure of momentary relief.  We loved love and we sought to make it happen.  The lion comes to devour the putrid mess we have made of this marriage.

This, by the way, is the turning point.  Not that we did anything to foster its healing effect.  In fact, we most likely responded to the lion’s roar with terror and did all we could to delay his arrival.  But listen to Heschel again.

“More excruciating than the experience of suffering is the agony of sensing no meaning in suffering, the inability to say, ‘Thy rod and Thy staff, they comfort me.’”
  If we are to be rescued from our malignant attachments, they must be destroyed.  The lion must tear and shred and bloody the landscape.  If we cannot fathom that the teeth of destruction are the pathway to peace, we will never be rescued from the prison of tolerance we have constructed around ourselves.  

“The root of all evil is, according to Isaiah, man’s false sense of sovereignty . . .”
  Under the influence of our addictions, we believed we were gods.  We thought we could find our own solutions to the emotional devastation that lurks under the surface of our carefully orchestrated lives.  We acted as if life belongs to us and should be experienced according to our designs.  The lion comes from a different reality—a reality of divine determination.  

A lion can crush the skull of an antelope with a single swipe of its paw.  But it rarely does so.  Instead, it toys with its prey, playing the death spiral, often eating while the victim is still alive but powerless.  YHVH comes as the lion.  Do not expect to die easily.  Every tear of the flesh releases the accumulated toxins of self-satisfaction until there is no blood left to shed.  Then God can give life—but not until then.

Today is the day you bleed.

Topical Index: lion, tear to pieces, death, idolatry, betrayal, Hosea 5:14
May 26  “Were they ashamed because of the abomination they had done?

They certainly were not ashamed, and they did not know how to blush;”  Jeremiah 8:12  NASB

Essential Embarrassment

Blush – Why don’t we know how to blush?  Actually, I’m afraid we do know the feeling.  We just suppress it in order to pursue the yetzer ha’ra.  But blush we must if God is going to turn us around.  It doesn’t take much practice.  In fact, it takes no practice at all.  Blushing is a natural emotional response associated with embarrassment, the experience of awkward self-consciousness in a moment of culturally conditioned shame.  Someone who has no ability to blush is someone who does not share the same social fabric.  From the perspective of the Bible, this is someone who has numbed himself to Torah conflict.  It is the equivalent of offering your Jewish guests shrimp cocktail before dinner and then realizing what a fool you just made of yourself.

When Jeremiah employs the expression, he has something more in mind than social faux pas.  “kālam denotes the sense of disgrace which attends public humiliation. In thirty cases the root is used in parallel with bôš ‘to be ashamed’ (q.v.). Any distinction between the meanings of the two roots is therefore small. However, when kālam appears by itself it does not often have the idea of disgrace which comes through a failed trust (a prominent element in bôš). Rather it is a more general disgrace resulting from any kind of humiliation. The fact that the Arabic cognate means ‘to wound’ suggests the idea of a ‘wounded’ pride.”

Do you know what else it suggests?  A wounded God.  When we no longer blush (kalam) from our transgressions, we wound God.  He designed an automatic emotional early warning system in the cultural training of Torah.  Blush is essential embarrassment.  That little shot of adrenaline, that moment of blood rush to the surface of the face, that instantaneous pang of potential humiliation—these are designed to alert you to overstepping the cultural boundaries in a Torah observant society.

Of course, when you don’t live in a Torah observant society your blush factor is reduced sometimes to insignificance.  You feel nothing, and as a result, you continue in the behavior that will some day cause you enormous regret, shame and remorse.  What can you do now in Babylon to hone the blush reaction?  You can tune your consciousness to the feelings of YHVH.  You can ask, “Would this wound God?” before you act.  That might not be enough given the prior training you accepted as a student of Babylon, but it is a start.  You can read the Bible for its emotional conditioning about the heart of God.  You can ask Him to let you feel what He feels.  And you can refuse to push aside the blush when it comes.  It’s there for your benefit.  At last, a useful hot flash.  Day 7.

Topical Index:  blush, kalam, humiliation, wound, Jeremiah 8:12
May 27  “I, even I, am the one who wipes out your transgressions for My own sake,

And I will not remember your sins.”  Isaiah 43:25  NASB
Personal Pronoun

Your – “Centuries of Christian usage have accustomed readers of the New Testament to think of ‘forgiveness’ as primarily a gift to the individual person, which can be made at any time.  It is, in that sense, abstract and ahistorical, however much it may burst upon one’s consciousness with fresh delight in particular historical situations.  On this basis, analyses of Jesus’ offer of forgiveness have tended to focus on the piety (the sense of forgiveness) or the abstract theology (the fact of forgiveness, or the belief in it) of Jesus’ hearers and/or the early church.  The entire argument of this book so far indicates that this puts the cart before the horse.  What is regularly missing from analyses of forgiveness is that which, arguably, stands front and centre in precisely those biblical and post-biblical Jewish texts upon which Jesus and the early church drew more heavily.  Forgiveness of sins is another way of saying ‘return from exile.’”

The suffixed pronoun, ka, to the noun pešaʿ, resulting in the translation “your transgressions,” doesn’t indicate the referent of the pronoun.  But the referent is crucial.  It is not you and me.  It is Israel, the nation of the elect, the entire constituency of the children of YHVH.  N. T. Wright’s observation resets the entire stage of our egocentric concern with forgiveness.  YHVH forgives—Israel—at a time when He restores the Kingdom to the earth.  Then the nation will know the rightouesness of YHVH.  Then the people will see the holiness of their God and experience His Torah pouring froth from Zion.  Then the Messiah will turn over the Kingdom to the Father.  Then our burdens will be lifted and full fellowship will become a reality.

But until then, we breathe Babylon—and choke on the air.  

If we are going to pursue a life of righteousness, we will need more motivation than “doing the right thing,” a culturally dependent motive easily circumvented in the face of emotional desires.  We will need more than morality to survive the tsunami of excuses and approvals that Babylon offers.  Even the truth of wounding the heart of YHVH may not be enough to overcome long-established patterns of self-protection.  Perhaps that’s why Wright’s comment is so important.  Forgiveness is a God-act, and it isn’t complete until God removes Babylon.  Yes, we as individuals can experience the blessing of acquittal.  Yes, we can know grace as salve for the soul.  But in the end, sin will surround until God acts to remove its presence.  

If you wondered why, once forgiven, you continue to fight, sometimes losing your grip on the righteousness you so desperately need, now you know.  We wait for God.  We wait in anticipation of the day when Israel, all Israel, will at last be home.  Day 8.

Topical Index: forgiveness, exile, Babylon, Isaiah 43:25

May 28  “For this reason I say to you, her sins, which are many, have been forgiven, for she loved much; but he who is forgiven little, loves little.”  Luke 7:47  NASB
Measuring Stick

Much – All or just a lot?  That’s the question with the Greek adjective polli.  Is the use of this word in the gospel inclusive (all) or exclusive (some)?  First we need to know the difference.  If “much” is inclusive, then it is describing everything included in the idea.  For example, “the many people” means all the people.  But an exclusive use of the adjective has the sense of some of a greater number, for example, when we describe many pilgrims, but not all pilgrims, made a trip to Jerusalem.  Here’s the interesting fact.  Hebrew has no plural word meaning “all.”  Therefore, the Hebrew use of “much” or “many” is virtually always inclusive.  Whatever is described means everything.  

Yeshua wasn’t speaking Greek to Simon the Pharisee.  He was speaking Hebrew, so his use of “much” in Hebrew (translated in Luke into the Greek polys) must mean all, not just some.  All of her sins were burdening her.  All of her sins have been forgiven.  As a result, all of her is expressed in her act of love.  The sweep of grace captures everything.  There are no crumbs of disobedience left on the table or fallen to the floor.

But when grace does not clean the table, when some crumbs are held back, then the appropriate expression is not “some” of the whole but rather “little,” a comparative term suggesting miserly appropriation of what was actually available.  

Thus, the measuring stick.  “All in” is the true measure of love.  Bet everything.  Take the full risk.  Put it all on the line.  Whatever is held back is a sure sign of comparative self-protection and, more importantly, a lack of trust in the graciousness of God.  He is willing to include everything.  The real question is whether we are willing.

The perplexing psychological twist of human righteousness is that it is generally exclusive.  It operates like this:  “I’m really not that bad.  I’m generous.  I’m industrious.  I’m pretty responsible.  I have high standards.  Sure, I don’t always meet them, but then, who does?  I’m not perfect.  So, yes, I need forgiveness—for those things I can’t seem to manage myself.”  In other words, we have the propensity to appropriate God’s offer exclusively, that is, as applied only to those things we can’t deal with ourselves.  But that’s not how grace works.  Grace is inclusive.  It washes all of me, not just those parts that I think need forgiving.  Grace is a complete overhaul.  That’s why Isaiah, realizing the inclusiveness of grace, can say, “For all of us have become like one who is unclean,

and all our righteous deeds are like a filthy garment; and all of us wither like a leaf,

and our iniquities, like the wind, take us away” (Isaiah 64:6).  He understood the scope of grace could not be limited to what I think is the problem.  The problem is me!  All of me!  And all of me is in need of grace, which, fortunately, YHVH is willing to provide—on an “all in” scale.

Once we confront our true sinfulness, once we recognize that all our pretenses to self-justification and self-righteousness are just as much an issue as our clear moral failures, then we are ready to love much because then we will understand that we have been forgiven right down to the bottom of our toes.  Day 9.

Topical Index:  much, polys, Luke 7:47, Isaiah 64:6, forgiveness
May 29  For the Lord God is a sun and shield; the Lord gives grace and glory; no good thing does He withhold from those who walk uprightly.  Psalm 84:11  NASB

Face time

Grace – Day 10.  We have taken time to examine ourselves.  We put aside some of our theological constrictions in order to feel the heart of God.  We wept the bitter tears of our self-righteous presumptions.  We came face-to-face with the measuring stick.  We faced the enemy culture that surrounds us and that fed us for so many years.  We anticipate the final day of deliverance.  With all of this in mind, now we need favor—His favor—to wash over us and make us clean.  We need to know hanan.

Grace is not a theological concept in Hebrew.  That might be hard to grasp.  We are so used to grace as an idea that we fail to realize it is first and foremost a quality in the ancient Semitic world.  In other words, grace is “a term of beauty” that describes “an aesthetically pleasing presentation of aspect of someone or something” that makes a “pleasing impression.”
  What’s most important is this:  in the Tanakh “only Yahweh is ever said to be able to give favor.”
  Hanan, “grace” or “favor” is a divine prerogative.  YHVH gives hanan.  He finds something pleasing in us!  This idea is radically different than the theology we grew up with, a theology that convinced us that there was nothing about us that would or could please God.  We were convinced by men like Augustine and Luther than being human meant being wrong.  Remember Pedro Calderon de la Barca (http://skipmoen.com/2014/05/19/madness/).  Why try if we are doomed to fail.  Madness.  But this is not the way YHVH views us.  He is filled with hanan and hanan is incompatible with punishment.  

“Favor cannot coexist with judgment.  It is given or withdrawn according to whether one is positively disposed toward another. . . Love can coexist with judgment (Prov. 3:12) and exists at a deeper level of the inner consciousness, where conflicting emotions are allowed to coexist.”
  But Freedman and Lundbom’s first point is crucial.  Hanan is a function of God’s disposition toward us, not our evaluation of our worthiness before Him.  He chooses to show us favor because He finds something pleasing in us, not because we find something worthy in us.

We have examined our sins and our penchant toward relinquishing control to the yetzer ha’ra.  We know we deserve our fate.  But our evaluation is not a factor in God’s favor.  His love does bring judgment and for that we should be eternally grateful.  Judgment alters the course of life.  But His favor, His grace, does not depend on what we think of ourselves.  And for that we must rejoice.  All of the guilt we inherited from mistaking grace for love is washed away with the same cleansing that carries off our disobedience.  Perhaps this is even more valuable than the declaration of acceptance.  It doesn’t matter if we are convinced we are miserable failures before the Holy One of Israel.  He has chosen to look upon us with favor.

Topical Index:  favor, grace, hanan, Psalm 84:11, Proverbs 3:12
May 30  A good name is more desirable than great riches; to be esteemed is better than silver or gold.  Proverbs 22:1  NIV

God’s Business

To be esteemed – For ten days we have examined the emotional climate of our rebellion.  We discovered that YHVH accepts our self-serving criticism and casts it aside in an act of pure favor (hen).  We recognized that we contribute nothing to His decision.  We don’t merit what He willingly bestows.  But He nevertheless determines to love us—and to act in ways that will bring about an acknowledgment and acceptance of that love, even in self-inflicted disparagement.  In other words, grace (hen) is a gift.

Now we are quite used to the expression “grace is a gift from God,” but in all likelihood we have failed to realize just how monumental this action really is.  According to the analysis of Fabry, because hen truly is a gift, it must be requested.  “It is freely given and cannot be grasped or seized by force.  The giver has every right to withhold his hen, and unless he is a person of rank, this may be done even at some risk.  For the one receiving hen, this gift is unlike most in that it never really becomes his possession.  One quite literally finds favor in the eyes of another, and this is where the favor remains.”
 

Let’s examine this relationship for a moment.  What Fabry notices is that favor is dynamic.  It exists only insofar as the benefactor provides it.  Favor is never actually passed to the recipient.  It cannot be demanded, commanded or earned.  Because it is the gift of the benefactor, it always remains within the power of the benefactor.  In other words, grace is never yours.  It is always a function of the dynamic relationship between God and you.  If we think of salvation, the product of grace, in this way, we will realize that the experience we have of “being saved” is in fact the experience of God’s granting us His favor which He alone provides, on His terms and according to His desire.  This entails that our estimation of worthiness is totally irrelevant to the act.  And it also entails that grace is God’s business alone.  If He deems to grant you and me favor, it’s His business, and nothing that we did can undo His act.  It is, of course, possible that we might spurn this act and it is equally possible that He might withdraw it, but insofar as God alone determines His acts of favor, His promise not to abandon His children, not to count their inequities against them any longer, not to destroy them, is an eternal decision, independent of the evaluation of their worthiness (or unworthiness).

This is enormously good news.  If it were up to us, we would never find rescue from our damaged state.  Why?  Because we know all too well the catalogue of our failures.  Our own internal sense of justice would demand retribution.  But God is not a man, and He doesn’t act as men would act.  He has determined to rescue us, and that determination is all that matters.  Our careful evaluation of unworthiness does not affect His decision to show favor.  Therefore, it should not affect our willingness to embrace His favor.

This verse in Proverbs speaks directly to our need to re-evaluate our self-hatred.  Although disguised in translation, the Hebrew text actually says “hen is better than silver and gold.”  It is favor that really matters—and God has given it.

Who are we to refuse?  Day 11.

Topical Index:  hen, grace, Proverbs 22:1
May 31  I shall delight in Your statutes; I shall not forget Your word.  Psalm 119:16  NASB

Mesillat Yesharim

Delight – Moses Luzzatto published Mesillat Yesharim in 1740.  His insights into the relationship between righteous acts, joy and obligation are just as important today as they were two hundred and fifty years ago.  Luzzatto argued that human beings are driven by the pursuit of pleasure, the impulse to find ultimate joy in living.  There is nothing wrong with this desire.  In fact, without it life would be meaningless.  Life’s big question is to define the proper object of this pursuit.  According to Luzzatto, joy is achieved through the pathway of the commandments.  They are designed to bring human beings into the presence of the divine and according to Scripture, this is ultimate joy.  We may be distracted by all kinds of other substitutes, and certainly the world offers them on a daily basis, but true joy, joy that fills our souls to the brim, is found in the experience of God’s graciousness and abiding presence.  This is what makes us really human and it is this that every one of us seeks.  Once tasted, nothing else will do.

But Luzzatto makes a crucial observation.  “For this world is the only place where the Mizvot can be observed.  Man is put here in order to earn with the means at this command the place that has been prepared for him in the world to come.  In the words of our Sages, ‘This day is intended for the observance of the Mizvot; the morrow, for the enjoyment of the reward earned by means of them.’”
 

Before you raise theological objections to the idea of “earning” a place in the olam ha’ba, consider the greater impact of Luzzatto’s observation.  Ira Stone’s commentary makes it clear.  

1.  “the goal of achieving joy expresses itself through the commandments.”

2.  “the idea that joy comes to us in the form of commandments is counterintuitive,”

3.  “there is neither perfection nor addition after death.”

4.  “that state in which man departs will remain with him for eternity.”

5.  “one who becomes a blot on the face of God does so only in this world and can rectify that situation only in this world.”

John the Baptist said the same thing.  “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”  Yeshua echoed the same thought.  Today is the day of salvation.  Today is the day that we enter into the grace (favor – hen) of the Lord.  What is done today brings us closer to joy.  What is not done today will remain with us for eternity.

Now we know why David uses the word sha’ah in his poem.  He delights (sha’ah) in the commandments because the commandments are the way to joy.  Without them, ethical behavior devolves into personal opinion (see my analysis here).   http://skipmoen.com/2013/10/27/pillars-of-heaven-the-ethical-dilemma-of-religion-without-torah/  But with them, you and I can know the way to God’s heart and we discover that the favor He poured out upon us has a purpose, to provide us with the motivation to direct that inherent pursuit of ultimate joy toward Him.

Let’s not be foolish.  We are grateful for forgiveness, but gratitude is not enough motivation to overcome temptation when joy is at stake.  As human beings, we desperately desire to live satisfied and satisfying lives.  What presents itself as a means of achieving that goal is powerful, sometimes so powerful that we overlook the commandments and ignore their demands simply because we need emotional care.  The more we hurt, the more we seek the goal of ultimate joy.  Each slice of satisfaction we are able to feel increases our desire for more.  God knows all this.  He promises that the way of the righteous, mesillat yesharim, the way of Torah, will bring us the kind of joy we truly desire.  He promises, but we do not always believe Him.

Our problem is not ignorance of the Way.  Our problem is not reticence on the part of the Divine.  Our problem is not lack of motivation.  Our problem is trust.  If we trust His promises, He gives us ample instruction to achieve the goal we really desire.  If we do not trust His promises, we are left to devise way to achieve that goal without Him.  And all of this struggle can be worked out only here, only now.  When it comes to this issue, the issue of trust, there is no tomorrow.  Day 12.

Topical Index:  trust, delight, commandments, eternity, Luzzatto, Psalm 119:16, sha’ah
June 1  The sins which pass unnoticed beset a man on the Day of Judgment.  Avodah Zarah 18a

What Didn’t Matter Before
Unnoticed – “Hypocrisy and rationalization transform the tokens of religious life from sources of grandeur to sources of shame.”
  Stone goes on to suggest that worshipping God in a state of “uncleanness” is worse than not worshipping Him at all.  

How did we get into this despicable state in the first place?  We certainly did our best to clean up those deliberate acts of disobedience.  We might have struggled to remove some habitual sin, to live a “moral” life.  But then we discover upon more careful reflection that a good number of our actions are the result of simple cultural accommodation.  They don’t seem to be violations of God’s delightful instructions because we have become used to them.  But when we really look, we find that more often than not we are either excusing our behavior because it doesn’t seem bad to us, or we are claiming the high ground but actually allowing cultural assumptions to rule the choices we really make.

The best, and most persistent, example of this rationalization and hypocritical behavior is eating.  Our society put off the biblical requirements concerning food centuries ago.  As a result, without actually thinking about what we are doing, we consume digestible product which the Bible does not consider food.  And when our attention is drawn to this discrepancy, we either respond with an excuse or a rationalization.  We cover up our sin with “common sense” and culture.  The things that pass unnoticed will be revealed on the Day of Judgment, and then it will be too late to change.

I imagine that most of us have, at one time or another, attempted to come to terms with kosher.  So perhaps “food” is no longer swept under the cultural carpet for you.  But that doesn’t mean there aren’t other things—things that if you really stopped long enough to consider, you would realize that the source of their justification is not the Bible but rather the society.  Perhaps how you dress, the words you use, the nearly automatic judgments you make about other people, the bias you show toward some, the assumptions you make about others, the way that you maneuver in order to achieve maximum success for yourself, the double standards you employ—all perfectly acceptable in the society but all suspect under the holiness of God.  Things you don’t usually even think about.  Well, now is the time to think about them.

What actions and attitudes have you rationalized as “not really being that bad”?  What have you habitually done and found ample excuses for doing?  How do you take care of yourself in ways that you know might be on the edge of righteousness but don’t cause waves in the culture?  Once we embark on the pathway toward holiness, most if not all of our common behaviors will have to come under scrutiny—now or then.  Better now.  Day 13.

Topical Index:  unnoticed, Avodah Zarah, excuse, rationalization
June 2  “The second is this: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’  There is no commandment greater than these.”  Mark 12:31  NIV
Motivation and Execution

Love – It’s Day 14.  What a glorious day!  For a dozen sessions, we have examined our true state of self-protection.  We found something vitally important.  God’s favor (hen) is God’s business.  It does not depend on our evaluation of worth.  That’s a very good thing since we know we don’t measure up.  If we are going to find true joy in this world, then God not only provides the foundation (grace) but also the means (Torah).  We may begin this process motivated by gratitude, but we can continue the process only when we realize that the goal is more than gratitude.  It is self-fulfillment.  We sustain our pursuit of righteousness because it satisfies us.  

Great!  We are rescued from inner self-hatred.  We are set on the path toward satisfaction.  We are motivated by our internal pursuit of joy.  What else do we need?  Ah, we need to know how to make this happen.  It’s not enough to be pushed out of the nest.  We must be taught how to fly.  And for that we are provided with the second great commandment—Love your neighbor as yourself.  You see, ultimately we want to achieve the goal of the first great commandment.  We want to love God with all our hearts, minds and strength.  Why?  Because then we will experience His presence and experience true joy.  But how do we go about loving God with everything?  Do we sequester ourselves from all of life’s distractions?  Do we devote ourselves to Torah study?  Do we attend services daily?  Yeshua cites Leviticus 19:18 in order to provide further direction.  We love God with all we have by loving our neighbors in the same way we care for ourselves.

Actually, this isn’t a new thought.  The word hen already contains this idea.  “Benevolence is an act of grace shown by the rich toward the poor, or at least by an individual with means toward one who has little or no means. . .  Therefore, the generous person is tsaddiq, ‘righteous.’ . . . Generally speaking, someone who is gracious to the ‘ani will be happy (Prov. 14:21).  But more important is the knowledge that showing grace to the needy honors Yahweh (Prov. 14:31).”
  Exodus 34:6-7 shows us that YHVH is full of hen; that hen is a central attribute of His character.  When we act as He would act, we honor Him and, at the same time, experience what it means to be in His presence.  This is the reason that, for example, I consider my efforts to help the distressed community of Ranquitte, Haiti to build a road as one of the more important, and lovely, things I have ever done.  Being part of loving these people whom I do not personally know by simply acting with benevolence toward them made me feel the presence of YHVH.  Although that happened years ago, the memory of grace continues—and empowers.

Are you a sinner in need of grace?  Certainly!  Did YHVH show you His benevolence?  Of course.  Do you want to know Him with deeper intimacy?  Ah, then love your neighbor!  Show benevolence toward someone in need.  Do something for another.  And God will show up.  Day 14—the day we turn the corner.

Topical Index:  hen, grace, love, neighbor, Mark 12:31
June 3  For the Lord God is a sun and shield; the Lord gives grace and glory; no good thing does He withhold from those who walk uprightly.  Psalm 84:11  NASB
Merit Badges
Grace and glory – Ah, what we so desperately want!  Joy.  Joy of life.  Joy of relationships.  Joy that satisfies our deepest longings for acceptance, recognition, community.  And YHVH promises this—and more.  Hen ve’kavod.  Favor and honor.  Grace and glory.  

But here’s the rub.  Not for everyone. Hen ve’kavod is promised to those who walk uprightly.  “Prov. 3:4 teaches that keeping the commandments and practicing other virtues will give one hen in the eyes of God and human beings.  The wicked person, says Isa. 26:10, should not be shown favor, for it will not help him earn righteousness. . . . This shows again that the OT has no aversion to merited favor.”
  So while we can set aside the idea the righteousness isn’t earned (for in the context of the Semitic world it most certainly is), we are still left with an insurmountable obstacle.  We are not righteous.  In fact, we break the commandments—often, and as a result, we should not expect YHVH’s favor.  Grace is withheld.  Joy is absent.  All because we acted in ways that opposed His requests.  What are we to do now?  We see the ultimate object of our lives.  It’s there, hanging in the presence of the One true God, waiting to be grasped.  But our hands are stained with the fruit of another tree, slippery with consumption of personal acquisition.  And the real object lies just out of reach because we have moved just out of grasp.

If this were the end of the story, if measure-for-measure were the only scale in divine government, then who among us could ever be fulfilled?

There is only one hope.  It is found in Numbers 23:19.  

“God is not a man, that He should lie,

Nor a son of man, that He should repent;

Has He said, and will He not do it?

Or has He spoken, and will He not make it good?”

God is not a man.  He is not bound by the ethical rules of men.  He is not subject to our concepts of fairness, justice and governance.  He is something entirely different.  “The Lord, the Lord God, compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in lovingkindness and truth;” (Exodus 34:6).  God is not a man.  He offers grace to the wicked—to you, to me.  He erupts in kindness, mercy and hesed.  Hen is His middle name.  Joy is possible, real, available—not because we have earned it but because it has been given.  Then we go about learning to earn it.  Day 15.

Topical Index: joy, grace, hen, kavod, honor, glory, Psalm 84:11, Numbers 23:19, Exodus 34:6, Isaiah 26:10
June 4  Then the Lord passed by in front of him and proclaimed, “The Lord, the Lord God, compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in lovingkindness and truth;”  Exodus 34:6  NASB

“Joyful, joyful, we adore Thee”
Gracious – Sing it!  Sing it loudly!  This is not theology.  This is freedom.  This is rescue.  This is the answer.  Now, how do you feel?

“At Sinai, Yahweh introduced himself to Israel first and foremost as a God of grace.”
  Set aside the theological analysis of the attributes so commonly proof-texted with this verse.  Remember the audience.  Israel, recently enslaved to a god of power and vengeance, humiliated by the absence of divine protection, murdered without reprisals, subject to the whims of a pantheon of pagan deities, slowly absorbed into a world filled with hate, repression, apathy and abandonment.  A world where the wicked prevail and those who attempt righteousness are summarily removed.  Is YHVH’s declaration a theological contention?  Or is it an emotionally filled declaration of care, divine concern, stability for those whose lives were nothing but chaos?  

Sing it!  “Joyful, joyful, we adore Thee.”  YHVH has made a way—a way for those too worn and battered to fight any longer, a way for those who compromised in order to survive, a way for the homeless, the frightened, the abused.  A way no man could ever provide.  The fact that this grace, this avenue to joy, comes on the rails of judgment does not diminish its beauty.  Of course there must be judgment.  How else will the grip of the Pharaohs of this world ever be defeated?  We who have suffered under the taskmasters of our own folly, who have enslaved ourselves to the pursuit of what we could never find in the desert of wandering, are at last released.  YHVH has spoken.  Will He not fulfill what He has proclaimed?

For two weeks we have recounted the miseries of decades of life in search of peace—peace for ourselves, the tranquility of emotional confidence that we are enough, and peace for our world, the cooperation of the creation and the people who populate it in an anthem of praise for the One who brought us all to be.  For two weeks we have listened to the heartbeat of despair, despair that we would ever see true forgiveness in a world no longer at war, in a life no longer malnourished.  For two weeks we examined the feelings of those dark corners we have kept so carefully hidden.  We have discovered that judgment, divine judgment of those things that have ravaged our lives, is the precursor to singing joyfully.  Perhaps the lesson is simple:  We cannot know the exuberance of joy without knowing the despair of disobedience.  Deliverance only has meaning as the opposite of slavery.

Today, Day 15, is a day for remembering.  Remembering how we were rescued and what we were rescued from.  Remembering that joy is the product of graceful judgment.

Topical Index:  joy, grace, hen, Exodus 34:6, rescue
June 5  Then the virgin will rejoice in the dance, and the young men and the old, together, for I will turn their mourning into joy and will comfort them and give them joy for their sorrow. Jeremiah 31:13  NASB

L’chaim
Joy – “The four usages of the verb śûś in the Mosaic writings occur in Deut 28:63 and 30:9, twice in each verse. Here, amid the Mosaic warnings of the blessings and cursings, three times the Lord is pictured as one rejoicing over Israel to bless them for obedience to his Law, and once as rejoicing over them to destroy them for disobedience!”
  

Better read that again. Rejoicing (experiencing joy) is associated with both blessings and judgment.  YHVH rejoices over blessing those who are obedient.  He does not withhold any good thing.  He delights in granting favor.  He desires to protect and provide.  His actions are filled with goodness toward those who take up His instructions and adopt His way of life.  But, according to the passage in Deuteronomy, He also is glad to punish disobedience.  That seems entirely counterintuitive.  We would have thought God would be sorrowful when He was forced to engage in judgment.  Not so!  The reason judgment is also a joyful experience is that it has corrective purposes.  Judgment is not wrath.  It is not vengeance.  It is correction.  YHVH can fell joy over judgment because it is designed to return the wanderer to the right path.  A child corrected is a delight to his parents.  Just so, YHVH is delighted to act with judgment because He knows this will alter the choice of disobedience and return the prodigal to the father’s home.

“śûś here thus seems to convey the idea of God’s enthusiasm to bless the righteous and to punish the wicked. Fortunately, by God’s mercy, Deut 30:9 shows that when Israel at last turns back to him, that ‘the Lord will again rejoice over thee for good.’”

Have you been judged—and found wanting?  I have.  I am keenly aware of my failures, my deliberate choices to circumvent the mitzvot.  YHVH has graciously judged me.  He has punished with the purpose of causing me to return to Him.  He rejoices in His act because He knows it will get my attention and alter my direction.  I find joy in His punishment when I realize that it is not retaliation but rather the loving correction of a Father who cannot countenance the thought of my absence.  The husks I had to eat in the pig pen were designed to bring me to my senses—and set me on a path to return home.

Joy is my experience of blessing, and sometimes the blessing comes with bitter flavors.  Joy is my ability to see that YHVH never gives up on me, never desires that I should be cast into outer darkness, never stops correcting so that I might experience the other side of joy—His cornucopia of abundance.  Day 16.

Topical Index:  sus, joy, judgment, blessing, Jeremiah 31:13
June 6  The Lord has rewarded me according to my righteousness; according to the cleanness of my hands He has recompensed me.  Psalm 18:20  NASB
There’s Hope for Me

My righteousness – Want joy?  Be obedient!  Ah, sounds so easy, doesn’t it?  But that’s not usually the way it works.  The yetzer ha’ra has deep hooks in us and often manipulates us like puppets.  We see the goal but we can’t seem to attain it.  And then, of course, we have one thousand years or more of church theology telling us that we were born sinful and there really isn’t any hope for us apart from some supernatural act of God.  We fight for awhile.  Perhaps we progress.  Then the yetzer ha’ra, feeling the pain of withdrawal, reasserts its power and we fall, convinced that we could never have made it in the first place.  Might as well give up and just settle for the best that we can.  Righteousness is a divine attribute.  It can’t be found in the lives of ordinary men and women like you and me.

But then there’s David.  Now, I wouldn’t consider David a model of righteousness.  In fact, we probably know more about David’s sins than we do about his military and political victories.  Adultery, depraved indifference, conspiring to commit murder, political corruption, deliberate disobedience to divine command—yes, David is not a man of great moral character and certainly not a model of righteousness.  But look what he says.

“The Lord has rewarded me according to my righteousness.”  In Hebrew, tsidqi.  The righteousness that belongs to me.  My conformity to the ethical standard of YHVH.  My actions along the straight path.  My efforts to follow in His way.  If David can say this, then I have hope.  If David can say this, then so can I.

This is what we need.  First, we need to know that no matter how we feel about our sins, God feels grace toward us.  Second, we need to recognize that gratitude is an important first step toward changing our ways, but it isn’t enough to keep us going.  Third, we need to realize that our best interests are served by conforming our lives to what delights Him.  Fourth, we must affirm that what really drives our behavior is not our thinking but rather our feelings, and that this is not a bad thing.  What we do with these emotions is the critical issue.  Fifth, we must come to terms with the fact that we have trained ourselves to operate according to the solutions presented by the yetzer ha’ra for a very long time.  Sixth, we must abandon these habitual patterns even though we will often not see any other route to take care of our emotional needs.  But the only way we can have hope of doing this is to know that our efforts can succeed.  And so, finally, we must trust that our righteousness, our efforts to conform our lives to His instructions, really do matter.  They make a difference that YHVH honors.  They change our world.  And God will reward us for those efforts.  Yes, He will continue to judge us in order to bring us into full alignment, but that only means that judgment is a form of blessing intended to lead us into even greater blessing.

With all this in mind, we are called upon to act.  We are equipped to feel the pain and sorrow that will lead us to the experience of hope and joy.  We can use all these powerful and crafted emotions to bring us into His presence.  And that is what we really want.  Day 17.

Topical Index:  righteousness, tsadiq, hope, Psalm 18:20
June 7  Whoever gives thought to the way he lives in this world will merit divine salvation. Tractate Moed Katan page 5 folio a
Feeling True

The way – You and I have every reason to examine how we live.  In fact, this examination is our only hope of actually changing direction and meriting God’s favor.  Of course, as you must know by now, this has nothing to do with the way YHVH feels about us.  His everlasting hen is as much a part of who He is as His holiness.  But it has everything to do with us.  We must act in accordance with what we are commanded to do and what we are able to do.  And that means separating the wheat from the chaff.  In the words of the Sages, giving thought to the way we live now.

Over the last few weeks we have been giving thought to the way we live.  Hopefully you have discovered something about your feelings regarding life, the assumptions you’ve made about living and the consequences you have borne as a result.  Hopefully some of this examination has caused you to shift a bit, to change your course, to remove what doesn’t belong and take on those things that matter most.  Hopefully you have discovered a way to trust Him more and put less of yourself in the ethical equation.

But sometimes even all this isn’t quite enough.  Sometimes we know perfectly well what must be left behind, what must be embraced, how we must trust more to His care—and we are still emotionally unable.  Sometimes we have been crippled by the past so deeply that we limp the rest of our lives.  Jacob discovered that his ability to manipulate things in his favor ran up against the wall of the will of God.  For the rest of his life, he limped.  Perhaps you have also encountered that stranger in the night, the one who will not be defeated and who causes you some permanent telltale sign of your struggle.  What then?  What’s left after limping?

Jacob’s injury became a permanent reminder of his vulnerability.  That’s what’s left.  We must have some reminder that we are vulnerable.  That we are still broken.  That we can’t walk without help.  I suspect, as my friend John once said to me, that you and I have pushed the intellectual aspect of this exploration to its utter limit.  On this side of the brook Kidron, we have come face to face with the inadequacies of our attempts to find a rational solution, a controlled outcome.  We have reached the end of the mental analysis—and have been defeated.  What is left is crossing the brook, entering into a new form of life, a new way to engage the world.  What is left is experience, not more analysis.  We must experience the care of the Lord if we are going to survive.  We must feel His compassion, not because the verses tell us He is compassionate but because someone wipes away our tears.  Someone holds us in the night.  

There is no more thinking.  The yetzer ha’ra has full command of that avenue.  There is only the raw emotion of who we are, where we have been, what we have become—and the desperate desire to cross this brook without dying.  I know that God cares. Now I need to feel His care.  I feel afraid.  I fear being alone.  I feel empty.  Now I need to feel loved even if it hurts.  The Sages tell me that if I am able to bring these feelings to the light of His countenance, if I will allow Him to examine the ways I have protected myself, then I will merit His grace.  Then I will find deliverance.  Then I will wade across.

Topical Index:  Jacob, emotions, Tractate Moed Katan page 5 folio a
June 8   Where there is no vision, the people are unrestrained, but happy is he who keeps the law.  Proverbs 29:18  NASB

A Step in the Right Direction

No vision – Maybe, not yet.  Maybe we aren’t quite ready for total abandonment to the directions of the Lord.  Maybe we’re scared that if we actually let go of everything we have used to prop us up during those emotional rollercoaster rides, we will fall—hard!  More than fall.  Die!  Emotionally.  Yes, we have all the promises—in words—but maybe that isn’t quite enough.  After all, words are not feelings.  Words are part of the cyber-cognitive rationalization world that refused to provide the touchy-feely relief that we needed from “words.”  Words can be a tool of the enemy, convincing us that we can somehow manage in a world controlled by thought.  Words betrayed us.  They said, “We will tell you the secret,” but instead they led us into a dark corner where we found ourselves imprisoned by our own rationalizations.  Words gave us doctrine.  We needed kisses.

Oswald Chambers writes, “When once we lose sight of God, we begin to be reckless, we cast off certain restraints, we cast off praying, we cast off the vision of God in little things, and begin to act on our own initiative.  If we are eating what we have out of our own hand, doing things on our own initiative without expecting God to come in, we are on the downward path, we have lost the vision.”

Some translations of this verse would have us believe that “vision” is about prophecy.  The Hebrew hazon certainly contains that possibility.  With this in mind, we assume that what is missing is the voice of the prophet or the clear understanding of the prophetic word.  We are back to cognitive transmission.  But hazon is more than a description of the “seer” or his message.  Hazon is used to describe virtually any form of received sensation or perception.  I’m guessing that the author didn’t have email or sermons or even “a word of prophecy” in mind.  Chambers is much closer to the truth.  When we fail to feel the awe of YHVH, we are no longer compelled to live before Him.  Heschel suggests that the first step is awe.  The first sensory awareness is majesty.  The first impact on my oh-so-self-involved fearful and shame-bound life is to be struck down by His glory.  It’s not words that will save me.  It’s His presence!

Maybe we aren’t quite ready to jump off the cliff of reckless trust because we lack the sensory impact of who He is.  Maybe we are like Peter who suggested altars on the mountaintop rather than dirt in his face.  Yes, we need those promises, but they are just more words in the battle with the words of the yetzer ha’ra.  And the yetzer ha’ra knows we must feel.  What we need in order to let go of all those tiny little indiscretions that keep us sane are kisses.  Day 19.

“Lord, oh Lord.  If I take a step toward You, will You still run to meet me with a kiss?”

Topical Index:  vision, hazon, Proverbs 29:18
June 9  Where there is no vision, the people are unrestrained, but happy is he who keeps the law.  Proverbs 29:18  NASB

My Freedom

Unrestrained – “Why can’t you just leave me alone?”  Of course, that doesn’t mean I want no one around (well, sometimes I really don’t want to have anyone around).  What I mean is that I don’t want your interference.  I want my version of freedom.  In Hebrew this is called para.  It’s an interesting word.  In one form it means, “to act as leader, to lead.”  In another form it means, “to let go, to cut loose, to act without restraint.”  That makes sense.  Everyone knows that the leader does what he wants.  In fact, if I add a final aleph to this word, I get another word that expresses my desire to do what I want without question—pharaoh.  The one who lives an unrestrained life.  The little god.

When we no longer see (experience) the awe and majesty of the one true God, YHVH, we live like little pharaohs.  We become our own gods.  We cut loose from delighting Him.  We no longer act according to our apprehension of His power and might.  As Oswald says, “We cast off” all kinds of practices and provisions that belong to the Kingdom of heaven while we create a kingdom on earth—and discover, only too late, that we are enslaved to our own desires.  My version of freedom is bondage to myself.  No army in the world can overcome that force of habit.  I don’t fail in my efforts to reform and become a “good” person because I lack some prophetic word.  I have all the words that I could ever need, collected in a nice leather bound book on my shelf.  I fail because I no longer experience the awe of YHVH in my daily existence.  Without a sense of majesty, my world collapses into the little kingdom of pharaoh and I spent my day taking care of my own needs.

When Heschel says that a man’s vision must exceed his grasp, he does not mean that we need to set goals for bigger houses, faster cars and yachts.  He means our view of life must include what is beyond this life.  It must include the vision of God’s purposes, experienced as a present reality in my choices today.  Without this perspective and experience, I will have little motivation to deny those pressing emotional needs in order to serve a greater good.  I will let go of the heavenly bonds in order to have earthly freedom.  I will enter the prison because its walls protect me.

Solomon’s wisdom informs me that happiness is found in keeping Torah.  Happiness is not the product of unrestrained living.  Pharaoh (and all like him) was not happy.  He was “free” to be enslaved to his own ego, but that is a far cry from “happy.”  This verse uses the Hebrew ‘eser, “blessed, happy” as the proper description for someone who has discovered that Torah living means walking in the wide open spaces where God and Man commune in peace.  We prodigals take steps toward the rushing approach of YHVH when we decide today to be happy in the commandments.  Pick one.  Do it.  Feel the wonder.  Day 20.

Topical Index:  unrestrained, para, Pharaoh, ‘eser, happy, Proverbs 29:18
June 10   Many are saying of me, “God will not deliver him.” But you, Lord, are a shield around me,   Psalm 3:2-3a  NIV

Who Says?

Many – “Many are saying.”  But who?  Whose voices are telling us that God will not deliver us?  If I listen very carefully, I know those voices.  I have heard them before—many times.  It is the chorus of my inner choir, the sounds of the yetzer ha’ra.  I am the one saying to myself, “God will not deliver me.”  Of course, I know (cognitively) that He could if He chose to, but I feel no more precious than the pigs in the pen.  Why would He rescue me from a prison that I myself have constructed to keep Him out?

Certainly David must have felt just like this on those nights he could not sleep because his guilt removed him from the presence of the Holy One of Israel.  He cried out.  He wept.  He agonized.  But the voice of the Lord could not overpower the voices of David’s own epithumia, his desire for Bathsheba, his desire to uphold a reputation he already knew he had lost, his desire to pretend that things were still normal in his house.  Ambushed by passion, he must have wondered if the Lord of hosts would ever open His arms to have him back.  Bathsheba was still there.  Uriah’s grave was still there.  The crown was still there.  But peace in David’s world was gone—and there seemed no way to recover it.  He could not go back and undo the conspiracy.  Better to just pretend—and wrestle in his nightmares.  

Then something happened.  A man came who threw open the door, exposed the shame, revealed the treachery and the sin.  David was broken.  The pretense was over.  Confession, repentance, punishment, atonement, restitution.  There is no other way.  If we could only have the courage to admit we are powerless in the face of those threats to our emotional well-being.  If we could only admit that we deliberately turned to our own devices just to stop hurting.  If we could just say, “Yes, that’s me” and give ourselves permission to feel our desperation.  Then we might be able to say with David, “But you, Lord, are a shield around me.” 

“Our yetzer ha’ra is part and parcel of our very constitution.  It is the record of every disappointment, rejection, and failure that reaches us from beyond our self-enclosure, from the lives of others who have had a share in bringing us into being.  This accumulation of pain is justifiably called the yetzer ha’ra, which pushes us to obscure the view of the other in our souls through the diversions of everyday life.”

What does this mean?  It means that healing will hurt!  There is no anesthetic for the pain of confession.  We have been taking “pills” of one form or another for years in order not to feel this pain, but the only cure is to stop medicating and let it come.  In fact, as long as we pursue anything that prevents us from feeling this accumulation of pain, we cannot get well.  Day 21.

Topical Index:  yetzer ha’ra, shield, hope, pain, Psalm 3:2-3
June 11  But you, Lord, are a shield around me, my glory, the One who lifts my head high.  I call out to the Lord, and he answers me from his holy mountain.  Psalm 3:3-4  NIV

In the Garden

Shield – We know what a shield is, right?  It’s a piece of armor designed to protect the one who bears it.  We have plenty of historical examples.  Ah, but our history, the history of Western warfare, diverts us from David’s meaning.  We should have realized that there was something odd about this “shield” when he says that it surrounds him.  Our images of shield don’t do that.  In fact, the word David uses is magen, derived from the Hebrew ganan (“to defend’) and also the root of gan or ganna (“garden”).  What David has in mind is not a piece of metal that I hold in front of me but rather a wall or hedge that surrounds me.  In other words, a protected garden.  

Gan Eden, the garden of Eden, is such a place.  When I enjoy the presence of the Lord, I am in gan Eden, his protected garden.  I am surrounded by everything that He put behind the secure wall, everything that delights Him.  I am free to roam this garden knowing that all He placed in it is purposeful and beneficial.  Even the Tree.  I have no fear in the garden because it belongs to the Creator God and He oversees it.  I have a job to do in this garden—to care for it, to husband it, to steward it—but I am not the creator of this place of protection.  He is.  His magen, His ganna, encloses me.

When YHVH surrounds me with His protective hedgerow, He is my glory.  “Glory” is the word kavad.  It is a word often used in its metaphorical sense of significant, important or worthy.  David proclaims that in the safety of God’s garden he knows that YHVH gives him significance.  David’s importance is the extension of the majesty of YHVH.  The very fact that YHVH has placed him within the protected garden is a sure sign that David matters to God.  

What do we learn from David’s declaration?  Has the Lord protected you?  Has He placed you within His garden?  If you look carefully at the course of your life, do you see that He has been watching over you?  Do you notice that some things that could have happened, that should have happened to you, didn’t?  Can you see that all that you deserved didn’t come to pass?  Why not?  Was it because you were actually in the garden without realizing it?  Were you actually surrounded by His protection but, like Jacob, you didn’t know that God was in this place?  And now that you see it, what do you think?  What do you feel? 

Do you realize, at last, that you are safe?  “. . . to be swept by the enigma and to pause—rather that to flee and to forget—is to live within the [garden].”
  Day 22.

Topical Index:  garden, magen, shield, ganna, Psalm 3:3-4
June 12  But you, Lord, are a shield around me, my glory, the One who lifts my head high.  I call out to the Lord, and he answers me from his holy mountain.  Psalm 3:3-4  NIV

I Am Not Alone

He answers – You know there’s just a possibility that all this time we just weren’t listening.  David cries out.  God answers.  Do you suppose God decided not to answer when we cried out?  I doubt it.  I think it much more likely that He answered but we didn’t listen.  Maybe that’s because we expected a different kind of answer.  

Consider how David describes God’s answer.  David observes that he has been protected.  Therefore, God answered.  David does not limit the answer to a verbal reply, a spiritual feeling, the appearance of a prophet, the recollection of a favorite verse or a warm and fuzzy feeling of calm.  David simply sees that his circumstances are altered.  The invisible hand of God has interacted in the world of men.  David has eyes to see what others never notice.  God has answered.

For twenty-three days we have been searching in order to find peace.  Perhaps it has been there all along but we have been so preoccupied with our own inner turmoil that we didn’t notice.  Perhaps we cried out but instead of seeing the answer from God according to His terms, we missed it entirely because we were looking for an answer in our terms.  Now we need to notice that God has already been at work.  The fact that we woke up today to reconsider once more our desires and our struggles is absolute proof that God has answered.  Perhaps it’s time to read this again.

http://skipmoen.com/2011/10/27/spiritual-grammar-2/
Today, Day 23, is the day that I remember that I am the continuous presence before YHVH, the continuous Father.  Maybe “The Lord shepherds me” is another way to say “Day 23.”

Topical Index:  answers, modeh ani, Psalm 3:3-4, Psalm 23

June 13   I lay down and slept; I awoke, for the Lord sustains me.  Psalm 3:5  NASB

Simple Things

Awoke – Life as it is.  Not life as I want it to be.  Just what is now.  That’s where I find God.  Just waking up.  Oh, what a joy!  God didn’t decide my time was over when I went to bed last night.  He has given me another day to fulfill mitzvot, enjoy His creation and change my life.  I am alive!  The world is good today.

We have been struggling with the emotions that accompany desiring life as we wish it to be.  That is an endless exercise in yetzer ha’ra futility.  Life will never be as we wish it to be because our wishing never ends.  Remember that old joke, “How many millions does a millionaire need to be happy?”  Answer: “Just one more.”  That’s the path of the yetzer ha’ra.  Just a little more.  The life that is never satisfied with what is.  The life that is always projected somewhere beyond today.  No wonder we couldn’t find peace.  Peace is a present tense verb, not a wish in the future.  Today is the day of salvation.  If I am waiting for “heaven” (in whatever form I hope it to be) in order to find peace, I will never arrive.  The kingdom of heaven is here.  The olam ha’ba is arriving, not waiting for you to show up later.  Moses Luzzatto’s insight that we experience the presence of the divine and the favor of men as we fulfill the mitzvot here and in so doing cause the world to come to be manifest here is crucial for our happiness here.  Few of us can postpone any form of human significance and emotional peace for a promise in the bye-and-bye.
“I awoke,” writes David.  One word in Hebrew.  Heqitsoti.  The verb is yaqats.  Psalm 17:15 provides the comfort that waking up means experiencing His presence again.  Then there is the great promise of Psalm 121:3-4: “He will not allow your foot to slip; He who keeps you will not slumber.  Behold, He who keeps Israel will neither slumber nor sleep.”

So we don’t have to do it all on our own.  We tire.  We sleep exhausted from our struggles.  We fall into unconscious non-existence.  But YHVH does not.  He is not a god who needs to be awakened.  He is there even while we have collapsed.  His mercies never fail us.  His watchfulness does not evaporate.  He is ‘emet—reliable, trustworthy, faithful.  The gift God gave you today was being alive.  The gratitude you show for that gift is found in your desire to honor Him.  But desire is only motivation, not execution. The manifestation of that desire is seen in your willingness to adopt His ways as your ways.  It is Ruth’s expression of hesed.  “Your people will be my people and your God will be my God.”  We all arrived as Ruth.  Battered with suspicious backgrounds.  Misfits and misunderstood.  “Sometimes we wish the world could cry and tell us about that which made it pregnant with fear-filling grandeur.  Sometimes we wish our own hearts would speak of that which made them heavy with wonder.”
  Awake!  Awake to the overwhelming splendor of life—and breathe in the spirit He gave so that you might revel in His wonder.  Day 24.

Topical Index:  heqitsoti, yaqats, to wake, wonder, Psalm 3:5, Psalm 17:15, Psalm 121:3-4
June 14  For there are many words which increase futility. What then is the advantage to a man?  Ecclesiastes 6:11  NASB

Information

Futility – We are the most informed generation of human beings to ever walk the planet.  We know quite a bit about quite a bit.  But we know almost nothing about what really matters.  Believing that we will find the soul-peace we so desperately desire by accumulating more information (about God, the Bible, the Church, ourselves or anything else) is a ploy of the yetzer ha’ra, convincing us that we can control and predict; we can exercise power over even the foibles of the yetzer ha’ra.  It is a shell game.  You lose!

“As civilization advances, the sense of wonder almost necessarily declines.  Such decline is an alarming symptom of our state of mind.  Mankind will not perish for want of information; but only for want of appreciation.  The beginning of our happiness lies in the understanding that life without wonder is not worth living.  What we lack is not a will to believe but a will to wonder.”

Today I walked (rather than drive) three miles along a busy rode.  As I walked, I noticed what God did—and what we have done.  In the ditch, next to discarded soda cans and plastic bags, were tiny purple flowers, each one an exquisite masterpiece in design and function.  Beautifully enhanced with graduated shades of nature’s kaleidoscope, one could only be in awe that God would take such care of these lilies of the field while we throw our substitutes of functional expediency on top of His carpet of splendor.  

We use religious words in the same way we use Styrofoam.  Convenient, cheap containers for transporting ideas from one mind to another.  “There would, indeed, be no greater comfort than to live in the security of foregone conclusions, if not for that gnawing concern which turns all conclusions into a shambles.”

Heschel has articulated our need and the steps we must take to avoid the temptation of simply mouthing solutions.

“Faith is not a product of our will.  It occurs without intention, without will.  Words expire when uttered, and faith is like the silence that draws lovers near, like a breath that shares the wind.”
  We are “a parenthesis in the immense script of God’s eternal speech,”
 and because it is God who is speaking, all of our verbal pretentions are interruptions to the majesty of His voice.  There is only one response appropriate for us.  Praise.  “Unless we know how to praise Him, we cannot learn how to know Him.”
  What we need desperately, the sense of belonging to the great symphony of God, can only be experienced in a state of awe.  Today, Day 25, is “wonder day.”  Hear with your eyes the harmonies of the spheres.  Find that tiny purple flower that opens your way into the eternal.  Praise Him, praise Him, praise Him.  Today He allows you to utter speechless exclamations of joy.  Today you are a part of the cosmic choir.

Topical Index:  futility, Ecclesiastes 6:11, words, praise 

June 15  You will make known to me the path of life; in Your presence is fullness of joy; in Your right hand there are pleasures forever.  Psalm 16:11  NASB

Three Dog Night

Joy – We are often taught that joy cannot be manufactured, that it is a passionate, subjective experience that overcomes us.  At the same time, we learn that joy is not dependent on our circumstances.  Unlike happiness, joy is a product of involvement in  the presence of the Lord or the wealth of community, even community with the created world.  Perhaps joy is really the byproduct of deep reflection, of the realization that my very being in the world is best understood as an essential measure in the great symphony.  Perhaps joy is knowing that who I am and what I do matters.  “We become alive to our living in the great fellowship of all beings, we cease to regard things as opportunities to exploit.”

Joy is the speechless response to the question, “How shall we ever reciprocate for breathing and thinking, for sight and hearing, for love and achievement?”
  I am joy.  You are joy.  Just being in the palm of His creating is enough to bring joy for He only does what has purpose and meaning.  As Heschel remarks, you and I are a “transcendent loan” to the world; a statement of YHVH’s trust in His choice to create agents like Himself.  Joy is realizing that He cares about me.

This is why a man or woman without a sense of greater purpose is empty of joy.  Yes, such person can certainly find happiness but happiness is fleeting and requires a constant adjustment of circumstances in order to satisfy.  Happiness rides on the rails of “one more.”  Joy is a different-order experience.  It is the experience of overwhelming purpose, of knowing somehow that I count in the great scheme of things.  Joy is an encounter with beyond myself, a face-to-face with the reality of the infinitesimal and the infinite.  Joy is not a thing or a collection of things nor can it be produced by my engagement with things.  Joy is the space between words that gives the meaning of the sentence.  When I look for it, it cannot be found because it exists only in the in-between of my actions, and only in the in-between of my actions that extend beyond me, that involve the purposes of the Creator.  Joy is nephesh hayyah before ‘ayyekkah.*  

Some days ago we started with the quest for peace.  Now we have discovered that well-being is not our real goal.  Well-being is the state of bliss that accompanies joy and joy is the by-product of exercising created and creative purpose.  We want shalom because we know all too well its absence, but shalom is the rainbow of heaven, something seen but impossible to grasp.  This rainbow occurs when the arrangement of light and water is at the proper angle to the observer.  Shalom is not something I generate.  It is there, always, in the proper angle, the angle of relationship between the breath of our Creator and our position in the creation.  God breathes—and if I am found in the right place at the right time I will experience the joy of His breath as me making a difference in the world.

Did you notice that David claims that God is the causal agent in this relation?  He will make known.  In His presence I will find.  His right hand is full.  It’s not me.  He acts.  I receive.  But in order to receive I must be where I am supposed to be—in the place where heaven’s rainbow witnesses to His promise.  Day 26.

nephesh hayyah before ‘ayyekkah.  If God has to ask, “Where are you?” then you aren’t in the right place.

Topical Index:  joy, shalom, Psalm 16:11

* “living person” before “Where are you?”

June 16  and after he brought them out, he said, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?”  Acts 16:30 NASB
Where Are You?  

Saved – “Religions may be classified as those of self-satisfaction, of self-annihilation or of fellowship.  In the first worship is a quest for satisfaction of personal needs like salvation or desire for immortality.  In the second all personal needs are discarded, and man seeks to dedicate his life to God at the price of annihilating all desire, believing that human sacrifice or at least complete self-denial is the only true form of worship.  The third form of religion, while shunning the idea of considering God a means for attaining personal ends, insists that there is a partnership of God and man, that human needs are God’s concern and that divine ends ought to become human needs.  It rejects the idea that the good should be done in self-detachment, that the satisfaction felt in doing good would taint the purity of the act.”

Heschel continues:  “The sense of moral obligation remains impotent unless it is stronger than all other obligations, stronger than the stubborn power of self interests.  To compete with selfish inclinations the moral obligation must be allied with the highest passion of the spirit.  To be stronger than evil, the moral imperative must be more powerful than the passion for evil.  An abstract norm, an ethereal idea, is no match for the gravitation of the ego.  Passion can only be subdued by stronger passion.”

If we are going to find deliverance from the clutches of the yetzer ha’ra, we must find a passion for God.  Since the yetzer ha’ra already commands our sense of self-entitlement and controls our desire for self-fulfillment, we cannot turn to those avenues for help.  They have already been co-opted by the enemy within.  We will have to enlist a force stronger than our craving for pleasure and self-protection.  We will have to enlist the force YHVH has already supplied in hidden abundance—awe.  Awe in the face of the fecundity of life itself.  Awe over the enormity of existence.  Awe that shatters our pretentions to power, our penchant for personal attestation.  We will have to run to the fields and stare into the heaven on a moonless night.  We will have to contemplate the construction of a lily, the flight of a butterfly, the shocking reality of a lightening bolt.  We will have to taste the rain, breathe the scent of lilacs, feel the skin of a newborn, hear the roar of a lion in order to appreciate the wonder of living for it is the wonder of living that overpowers our self-centered yetzer ha’ra.  No man can sin in the midst of awe.  Humility, gratitude, exhilaration, fellowship come from awe-full saturation.  The revolt of the yetzer ha’ra attempts to numb us to the reality of the magnificent.  

You and I are religious people.  But which religion is ours?  Have we worshipped in order to fill some need?  Are we “saved” because we have obtained something from our God?  Did we practice the rituals because we wished to deny the complexity of our human reality, because we wanted to rid ourselves of the thorny branches of choice?  Unless we enter into fellowship, into the searing convolutions of struggle with partnership, the idea of God will never deliver us from the passions that direct our lives.  Salvation is discovered, not obtained, by participating in the wonder of His purposes.  We will have to enlist in the cosmic conflict if the power of the Spirit is going to resurrect us.

Topical Index:  save, wonder, awe, passion, Acts 16:30

June 17   If I have the gift of prophecy, and know all mysteries and all knowledge; and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing.  1 Corinthians 13:2  NASB
What Difference Does It Make?

All knowledge - Day 28.  We are coming close.  But lest we imagine that these last days are about gaining knowledge in order to get a grip on the elusive “spiritual” life, we need to consider Paul’s declaration (lament?).  “If I understand all knowledge.”  The Greek text is eido pantan gnosin, implying not merely sensory perception but a deep penetration into the essence of things.  In other words, the same kind of knowledge that God Himself has.  Paul uses the strongest possible case, what we would call omniscience.  Even if I know everything that can be known but I am without love, I am nothing!  This is powerful.  Even a “god” without love (and we have yet to determine what “love” is) is nothing!  

So here we are.  Rational, discursive, analytic, predictive, cognitive, controlling beings gathering information in order to govern our unruly emotional lives.  And Paul says, “Collect as much as you can.  Stuff yourselves with knowing.  Then recognize that it means nothing at all unless it is employed in the service of love.”  Twenty-eight days into analysis we come to the brick wall of arrogance.  We thought we could figure all of this out.  We thought we could somehow lasso our emotions and get them under control.  We thought we were capable of redirecting the yetzer ha’ra, that slippery and conning force, through the strength of our understanding.  We thought we could save ourselves (with a little help from on high, of course).  But Paul sets us straight.  All mysteries, all knowledge, all prophecy—none of it makes any difference, not even to YHVH Himself, unless we encounter love.  And that cannot be accomplished at all—unless the love of YHVH first encounters us.

In the end it isn’t intellectual prowess that leads me out of the pit.  In fact, intellectual prowess is more than likely my enemy.  It convinces me that what I lack is the magic formula of spiritual awareness when the truth is that what I lack is the fear of the Lord.  In the end I must come to terms with my created status, my utter dependence on mercy and grace, my emptiness, the depths that I fear to see.  In the end, knowing brings me to nothing.  

The whisper.  That’s what I need.  The whisper that makes it all makes sense.  The whisper that tells me I am His concern.  No more analysis.   No more word studies of amazing insights.  No more explanations and explications.  No, now I must listen for the whisper.  I must compel the ear of the universe to hear the faintest praise of the Creator in order to know that He sees something in my blind eyes.  What is this love that Paul prioritizes?  It is agape, the spontaneous passive experience of being cared for, of being someone’s concern.  It is not knowing the truth of a statement of care.  It is feeling it as a visceral reality in my life.  I need the whisper of the lover of my soul in order to be whole.  Nothing less will do.

Topical Index:  all knowledge, pantan gnoskin, love, agape, 1 Corinthians 13:2
If you are interested in the exegetical analysis of the “love” chapter of 1 Corinthians, you might read this. http://skipmoen.com/2008/03/05/the-grammar-of-love/
June 18  Therefore, to one who knows the right thing to do and does not do it, to him it is sin.  James 4:17 NASB
Sin With Purpose

Sin – We are familiar with the exhortation that awareness of our sin is one of the purposes of Torah.  In this sense, Torah is the schoolteacher, showing us where and when we have gone astray so that we might plead for merciful return to His presence.  In this context, we often find theologians characterizing sin as something “insane” (e.g., Berkouwer).  After all, what rational man would deliberately choose a pathway that absolutely puts his entire life in danger and guarantees horrendous punishment?  The insanity of sin makes sense.  But maybe there is another aspect of our disobedience that needs to be illuminated in order for us to recognize the signs before the fall.

What happens to us when we sin?  (By the way, notice that James assumes a certain common understanding of disobedience along with individual application).  First we must take notice of the fact that very rarely do we experience the immediate consequences of our actions.  This delay allows the yetzer ha’ra to operate, suggesting either that God doesn’t really care or that God will certainly forgive at a later time (when we require it).  When we do experience the inevitable guilt, remorse and moral confusion, we are inclined to immediately appropriate grace in any attempt to circumvent any future repetition of our mistake.  And we usually fail.  The reason we fail is not because we didn’t understand the requirement.  Rather, it is because we did not pay attention to the sign along the way.  We did not consider (or we deliberately ignored) those lesser acts that brought us to the point of sinful behavior, a point where we are without will power to prevent the consequent disobedience.  Sin is orgasmic.  There is a point of no return.  There is a point where, no matter what you wish to do, it’s simply too late to stop.  The key to righteous behavior is to divert the causal connections before they reach the explosive edge.  And here sin itself becomes purposeful.

We sin.  But instead of running to the altar, perhaps we should consider for a moment what sequence of events and actions preceded our sin.  We find one link in the causal chain that we know will lead us into disobedience.  We correct that one link.  For example, if I find that each time I am with certain friends at a ball game I exaggerate the truth (i.e., I lie) in order to impress them, then I correct that situation by insuring that I do not attend a game with these people.  Step one.  On further observation (and more sin), I realize that it is not just the friends and the circumstances that cause this behavior.  I notice that it occurs only after I have had a disagreement with my spouse.  Another correction is necessary further up the causal chain.  I sin again.  Now I have to step even further back, recognizing that the reason for the argument with my spouse finds its source in my going to work without taking time to pray in the morning.  Another backward step.  As you can see, ultimately the goal is to identify those basic steps that lead me to sinful actions so that I can avoid the steps before I get to the unstoppable end.  Perhaps instead of fighting to exhaustion those unstoppable ends I would be better served by examining what happened before I was no longer able to control the outcome.  Each time I do this, I back up until at last I see the path before it even becomes a choice—and I choose another way.  I use the power of the yetzer ha’ra against itself.  

If we are going to really make any progress toward righteousness we will have to find ways to short circuit those patterns we have conditioned ourselves to use as ways of numbing our fears.  With the help of YHVH, perhaps this is seeking Him too.

Topical Index:  sin, James 4:17
June 19  You will seek Me and find Me when you search for Me with all your heart.  Jeremiah 29:13  NASB
End Game

Search – Thirty days of self-examination.  Thirty days of drawing closer, of recognizing the grace of the Father, the mystery of His care and concern, the depths of our need.  Thirty days to begin something new again.

We have examined this verse many times (click here). http://skipmoen.com/?s=Jeremiah+29%3A13  You might think there isn’t much more to say but Isaiah disagrees.  In Isaiah 11:10, we who were once far off (namely, Gentiles) will be the ones who will seek the Messiah as King of all God’s children.  With Isaiah’s context we learn that every act of seeking the Kingdom is eschatological, that is to say, every time we fulfill a commandment or act with righteous intent, we are at the same time announcing the coming reign of the Messiah and the return of God’s rule to the earth.  On this last day of our brief journey we discover one more reason, one further motivation for pressing to the limit with the help of the Spirit.  It isn’t only that we matter to God.  What we do matters to the restoration of God’s reign.  God has given over to us the final chapter in the return to well-being.  We seek Him in order to find who we are and why we matter.  He seeks us in order to bring about the restoration.  The reason we pursue Him is because He pursues us.  The end game is a double-edged search.  It is the universe and the Creator in search of an answer.  The only question left to you and me is this:  Will you join Him?

Will we journey together?  We will allow Him to find us?  Will we become comrades in the quest?

It is quite impossible to say now how this journey will go and who will come along.  In the end, that really doesn’t seem to matter too much.  Today I can experience the surprise of discovering that God is seeking me, and that I am searching with great care for Him.  Today I can be doubly aware of those patterns that divert me from His fellowship on the way.  Today I can act with selfless abandonment.  Today is the day I can reset the clock, experience the wonder of living and find love in my heart for His grace.

God is calling.  “Whom shall we send?”

Hinneni
Topical Index:  search, darash, hinneni, Isaiah 11:10, Jeremiah 29:13
June 20   pictures from Israel
June 21  Little children, guard yourselves from idols.  1 John 5:21 NASB

Idol Time
Guard yourselves – You don’t worship idols, do you?  You aren’t bowing down to Buddha or bringing food gifts to statues on the street, right?  

PICTURES HERE

Now you are a part of a much more dangerous form of idolatry.  You can have the fantasy world the way you want it delivered right to your desk or phone.  You are a part of the idolatry of the internet.  

What is idolatry anyway?  Isn’t it the attempt, by whatever means, to shape the world according to your wishes?  In ancient cultures, this meant placating the gods.  They had the power so if we wanted good crops or prosperous buildings or healthy children, we had to do whatever the gods demanded in order to achieve our goals.  But the West replaced the gods with human technology.  We have the power.  That is the mantra of the West.  Our “gods” are innovation, control and prediction.  And the realm of our gods isn’t heaven.  It’s the internet.  Our gods instantaneously deliver the “appearance of reality.”  They provide a near-perfect world-altering fantasy life.  We can travel where we want, be who we want to be, manipulate what we want, perform as we wish with “others” who are just as unreal.  The internet is a vast fantasy machine designed to let your dreams come true in spite of your real circumstances.  It is heaven on cyber-earth.  Neither the real world nor the heaven of YHVH can compete.

So again we must ask:  Who is the idolater?  Who is drawn to manipulate the world for the fulfillment of personal desires?  Who leaves behind the confrontation of the real for the pleasures of the dream made real?  Who uses “tinder” (the app for finding local people willing to engage in immediate and uncommitted fantasy dates) these days?  Who funds fantasy with debt?  Who thinks that power resides in terra-bytes?  We are the invisible idolaters, privately serving the gods of fantasy created by our own technological innovation for the same purposes we once saw in gold and silver and stone.  

“Guard yourselves,” says John.  Phylacate heauta.  Aorist, active, imperative verb plus the pronoun.  You might have expected this to be a passive construction, that is, an action done by someone to another (“yourselves”).  But it isn’t.  Why not?  Because the action is done by us to us.  We do the guarding of ourselves.  No one else, including God, will do it for us.  If you don’t guard yourself against idols, no one else will.  It’s your choice—and your consequences.  You control the delivery system and the fantasies that empower it.
Topical Index:  guard, idols, I John 5:21
June 22  Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and do not lean on your own understanding.  In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make straight your paths. Proverbs 3:5-6 ESV

A Reflection by Rodney Baker


Bǝtach el-Adonai bǝchol-libecha vǝel-biynat'cha al-tisha'en

Bǝchol-dǝracheycha da'eyhu vǝhu yǝyasher orchoteycha. 

It's funny how things often come to me when I'm in the shower, of all places; perhaps because it's one of the few times/places when I'm relatively free from distractions (like Facebook). :)

Anyway, one morning I was thinking about a post that a friend had posted from chabad.org about atonement and forgiveness. A key point in that article about the depth of atonement required was the level of understanding of the person who commits the offence, and thinking about understanding reminded me of this passage in Proverbs. 

One criticism of “the rabbis” that I've heard from some Hebrew Roots teachers (and a certain wandering Karaite who shall remain nameless) is that “the rabbis” have spent so much time “adding commandments to the Torah” and, in doing so, making it a “heavy burden.”  One example they give are the many blessings that observant Jews are wont to say throughout the day – there is a blessing for almost every situation. To the outsider, it could even seem almost OCD-like. (Bear with me – I'm getting to my point). 

As I meditated on these verses, I found myself asking some questions. 

“What does it mean, 'Bǝchol-dǝracheycha (in all your ways)'?”

Derech – a way, road, path, journey  – is the place where we walk. All of our journeys. All of our paths. Wherever we walk. To walk is halakh, which is the root of the term halakhah – legal determinations and interpretations and applications of the Torah made by a Rabbi for his community, or by a Rabbinic Council (e.g. the Sanhedrin). So, we could understand “in all your ways” as being equivalent to “everywhere you walk, everything you do, every decision you make...” (etc). 

“What does it mean, 'da'eyhu (know/acknowledge Him)'?”

The root of da'eyh is yada. It has a range of meaning including knowing, learning, perceiving, discerning, admitting, acknowledging, confessing and more. Da'eyhu here implies more than just an intellectual knowing or assent, especially when preceded by “do not lean on your (own) understanding”; we are to seek to know, to learn to discern His will in every situation, and to acknowledge His leading, guidance and providence at every step, even before it is necessarily evident. 

And what are the many blessings that have been taught to us by Chazal (our sages of blessed memory), if not deliberate acknowledgements of HaShem's involvement in everything we do? Are they not practical examples of the application of the wisdom contained in these verses? We need not even understand – we need only to ask, to know, to acknowledge and honour Him at every step, and yǝyasher orchoteycha – he will make right, make smooth, straighten, lead, direct, esteem rightly and approve the course of your (our) lives. 

Now, do I know all the blessings? Do I remember to bless him at every turn? To be perfectly honest, no. Not yet. I've never been taught to do so (not that that is any excuse), but I'm thinking it's about time to start learning and practicing. We have plenty of examples given to us to follow, written down for us through the writings of those who've gone before.

May I (may we all) be diligent to learn to acknowledge Him in ALL our ways. All our halakhah. B''H. 

Topical Index:  Rodney Baker, Proverbs 3:5-6

June 23  “For from the rising of the sun, even to its going down, My Name is great among the nations.  And in every place incense is presented to My Name, and a clean offering.  For My Name is great among the nations,” said YHVH of hosts.  Malachi 1:11  SRI

Incense and Offering

Among the nations – Perhaps it’s time to read the prophet Malachi again.  He reminds us that we, the ones who claim to follow YHVH, aren’t the only ones who recognize the great YHVH, melek ha’olam.  There are others, many others, the nations, who present incense and offerings.  Maybe our myopic concern with “being right” is really a sign that we don’t truly understand the scope of His sovereignty.  Maybe we are the ones who are limiting what YHVH is capable of doing among those that we consider outside the camp.  Maybe being right isn’t always right.

Malachi makes it clear that YHVH’s criticism is directed toward religious authorities.  The priests are directing the people in ways that disregard YHVH’s Torah.  They are accepting blemished offerings, oppressing the workers, practicing falsehood and mistreating the widows and the fatherless.  In other words, they no longer live Torah observant lives in spite of their roles as priests.  Now a curse will fall upon them.

We are tempted to conclude that this tragic event is the punishment for pagans, for those who are outside our camp.  We surmise that since the outsiders are not following Torah, they are the ones who will be punished.  But be careful.  YHVH says nothing about His actions toward the nations.  This criticism is leveled toward us, the ones on the inside.  We are called to lives of Torah righteousness.  There is no claim here that the nations are also expected to live according to commandments given through the prophets.  In fact, all of this is directed toward those who have Moses and still ignore Sinai.  What God is doing with the nations, the outsiders who still honor His name in some way, is not Malachi’s concern.  YHVH will take care of that.  We are to take care of what has already been revealed to us.  Those of the Book must live by the Book.  Those without the Book have other approaches to the Father of all men.

In the end, fear of God is expressed according to the knowledge given.  The more we know, the more we are held accountable.  Malachi brings a severe message to those who have the revelation of the prophets.  Don’t mess with what has been given!  There is no excuse.  We are expected to guard His commandments.  “Remember the Torah of Mosheh, My servant, which I commanded him in Horeb for all Yisrael” (Malachi 4:4).  That is enough for us.  What God is doing with others is beyond what we have been shown.  First is our own incense and offerings.

Topical Index:  nations, commandments, Torah, Malachi 1:11, Malachi 4:4  
June 24  True instruction was in his mouth and unrighteousness was not found on his lips; he walked with Me in peace and uprightness, and he turned many back from iniquity.  Malachi 2:6  NASB
Unconvinced

True instruction – It doesn’t take much to discover that “true instruction” is really torat ‘emet, the Torah of trustworthiness.  It also doesn’t take much to acknowledge that Malachi, speaking the words of YHVH, tells his listeners to guard the knowledge of the messenger who brings torat ‘emet.  Who is that messenger?  The house of Levi, the bearer of the covenant.  The text could not be clearer.  Ah, but why do most readers of the Scriptures remain unconvinced?  Why do they suppose that the torat ‘emet was only for the Jews, that since the death of the Messiah the torat ‘emet, sworn by YHVH Himself to be the source of righteousness, no longer applies?  Why do they actually fulfill the dire prediction of Malachi by ignoring or rendering void what YHVH Himself requires of His followers?  

Can there be any doubt of the outcome?  “From the days of your fathers you have turned aside from My statutes and have not kept them. Return to Me, and I will return to you,” says the Lord of hosts. “But you say, ‘How shall we return?’”(Malachi 3:7).  Yes, Malachi is speaking to Israel, but is the situation any different today?  Haven’t we who claimed biblical allegiance done exactly the same thing?  “From the days of your fathers” is just as true of us.  For nearly 2000 years we have trodden under the torat ‘emet given through the house of Levi.   Why?  

You might want to suggest that it is all the fault of the early Church fathers, the Gnostics, the Catholic bishops, Constantine and the ones who quite deliberately separated the identity of Christian from Jew.  Historically, you would be correct.  But there is another factor, one that continues to operate today.  One that provides just the right excuse for not returning to torat ‘emet in spite of the baffling history of separation.  That factor is delay.

Judgment does not come instantaneously.  We violate the Torah.  Nothing happens—yet.  We think, “Well, it must not be true since everything seems to function without Torah observance.  In fact, things are spiritually fine.  Programs continue.  Projects get done.  People are saved.  It certainly looks like torat ‘emet wasn’t really necessary.”  But there is just one small problem.  Delay.  The final analysis of our efforts is not determined yet.  In fact, if we strictly apply what Malachi suggests, we are the nations, not the children, since YHVH is dealing with us as if we never had the revelation from Sinai.  The children are subject to punishment, but punishment hasn’t been obvious among Christians (I didn’t say it has occurred.  I just said it isn’t obvious).  That can only mean that Malachi’s warning must not apply to Christians.  Christians are strangers to Torah, just like all the other “pagan” nations.  YHVH deals with them differently.  It really doesn’t matter that Christians have the Bible.  They do not treat the Bible as one continuous covenant with YHVH.  They have a different God, one who only shows up in the reinterpreted “New Testament.”  They are not part of the true covenant community delivered through the revelation given to the house of Levi via Moshe.  Those of us who have come out, who are attempting to find sustenance in the root, grafted into the commonwealth of Israel, are subject to Malachi’s prophetic words.  Those who follow the thoughts of Augustine, Jerome, Luther, Calvin and Wayne Grudem have a different god, or at least a substantially different understanding of the God of the Bible.  No wonder they remain unconvinced.  How could they see anything else?

Topical Index:  Levi, covenant, torat ‘emet, true instruction, Malachi 2:6
June 25  “God is spirit, and those who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth.”  John 4:24  NASB

How Do You Do That?

Worship – Please notice a rather odd thing.  Yeshua was not giving instruction to the woman at the well in Greek.  He was probably speaking Hebrew or Aramaic.  In either case, the word he used was not proskyneo but ‘avad.  The difference is quite important.  It is a difference that is lost in the Greek translation.  As a result, we are left with a disturbing question.  “How do we worship God in spirit and truth?”  If we knew the Hebrew word, the answer would be entirely obvious.

Proskyneo is an ancient Greek word that refers to adoration including face to the ground in gestures portraying inner respect.  The LXX uses this word to translate Hebrew concepts of “kiss,” “serve,” and “worship.”  “Most of the instances relate to veneration of the God of Israel or of false gods. proskyneín may also be directed to angels, to the righteous, to rulers, to the prophets, and to the shade of Samuel (Saul). While it may express regard, it also suggests that those thus honored are in some way God’s instruments.”
  What conclusion may we draw?  Proskyneo is primarily attitude reflected in ritual actions.

But ‘avad is quite different.  ‘Avad is action.  “To serve” means to do something that the god favors, to demonstrate obedience, to practice specifically required rituals, to demonstrate behavior in line with the god’s instructions.  The command to worship found in Exodus and Deuteronomy is serving, not maintaining a particular attitude.

If Yeshua is suggesting that worship is really serving then it is obvious what he means.  He means, “doing what God requires.”  That is worship.  Not praise songs, service attendance, sermon preparation, or the dozens of other “worship” activities we substitute for obedience.  Worship is doing what God demands, and both Yeshua and the prophets tell us exactly what that is.  “To do justice, love hesed and walk humbly before YHVH.”  

In the end there is no confusion about what it means to “worship Him in spirit.”  It means to follow His instructions.  “To be whole-hearted is to serve God with pure motive, that is, for the sake of the worship itself, and without any ulterior motive.  The service of God demands whole-heartedness.  That excludes both hesitancy and mechanical observance.”

Topical Index:  worship, proskyneo, ‘avad, John 4:24, Deuteronomy 29:18, Exodus 20:5

June 26  I will extol You, my God, O King, and I will bless Your name forever and ever.  Every day I will bless You, and I will praise Your name forever and ever.  Psalm 145:1-2  NASB
Working It

Every day – How does the Twelve Step phrase go?  “It works if you work it.”  Defeating the yetzer ha’ra means working a plan.  Ah, but defeat does not mean destroy, does it?  We do not destroy the yetzer ha’ra.  If we did, our lives would end.  The yetzer ha’ra is the necessary enemy.  The yetzer ha’ra is the force that propels me to act in the world, to make choices—some for good, some for evil.  The yetzer ha’ra is the enemy within, an enemy that causes us to desire life in all its fullness.  The secret to working this plan is to stop trying to destroy that inner power.  Instead, we must channel that strength so that it is domesticated to the desires for the good, to serve the One True God who promises to replace the goals of the yetzer ha’ra with the intentions and purposes of His own when we work the plan.  

So here’s the first step of twelve—the plan of the Twelve Disciples (and don’t forget that one of them betrayed the Master.  There is always a dark possibility lurking in the shadows of the soul).  The first step is praise.  The first step is praise every day.  It doesn’t matter what your circumstances.  Your waking mood makes no difference.  Praise is not dependent on the one praising.  Praise is a response to the worthiness of the One praised.  And since He is always worthy, we praise Him every time.

What, then, is praise?  Is it simply acknowledging that God is sovereign?  Is it merely bowing before Him?  “To fear God is to be moved by a sense of awe, like that which one experiences in the presence of a great and awe-inspiring king.  In every move that one makes, one ought to feel self-abased before the greatness of God.”
  yirat YHVH is the foundation of praise, but it is more than experiencing awe.  Ira Stone adds that fear of God is “the experience of overwhelming trepidation at the infinite nature of our responsibility for the other,” in contrast to “the experience of gratitude for the possibilities of infinite joy available to us in meeting that responsibility.”
  Just as yetzer ha’ra and yetzer ha’tov are essential counterpoints for human living, so the praise of the Lord involves both yirat YHVH and ahavat YHVH (fear of God and love of God).  Praise is the expression of that counterpoint, the living assertion of the infinite responsibility and the infinite joy surrounding life with YHVH.  

Step One is more than deferring to the status of the King.  Step One is engaging in a life of obedience to the commandment considered equal to the Shema—to love your neighbor as yourself.  This is praise performed.  The utterance is the summary of a contract to act.  Step One is an every day renewal, a chance to focus once more on the weight of righteousness and the buoyance of fulfillment.
Topical Index:  praise, yetzer ha’ra, yirat YHVH, fear, joy, Psalm 145:1-2
June 27  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

Double Whammy (rerun)

Return - We know the word for repent.  It is a word that means to change your direction.  In Hebrew, it means distress that causes us to act in an effort to receive benevolence on behalf of a superior.  Repentance is the first step toward obedience.
But there is another word.  It is epistrepho.  Here it is translated “return.”  Often it is translated “convert.”  The ideas are the same because this word, just like repent, is filled with Hebrew thought.  This is the equivalent to the Hebrew word shuv – to return to the Lord.  When Peter spoke to those gathered in Jerusalem, he used a word that they would all have known.  Come back to God.  Return.  This is the other side of the repentance coin.  When I reach the limit of my disobedience and fall on my face in abject humiliation, I am seeking a way back.  I want to come home.  On the other side of my repentance is the offer of grace as a return to the God that I have abandoned.  He is still there, waiting for me.  Epistrepho is the positive side of the act of contrition.  It is the completion of God’s offer of forgiveness.
Did you notice that Peter uses both of these words, the negative and the positive?  You get the full package when you arrive at this place.  The goal is simple—that your sins might be wiped away so you will experience times of refreshing.  Isn’t that what we really want?  What good is life filled with my agendas and desires if there are no times of refreshing?  And how can I have times of refreshing in a world that is always vulnerable to instant disaster unless I am refreshed by the One Who controls the universe?  How many people have discovered upon attainment of life-long goals that the end does not satisfy?  How many more have learned, too late, that success does not guarantee happiness, nor even, it seems, life itself.  The Grim Reaper arrives unannounced for nearly all of us.  If we knew the time of his appointment, we might think and act differently, but we don’t.  God suggests that times of refreshing are, in fact, entirely within your control.  It is only a matter of repenting and returning.  But, of course, that implies giving up my right to my own agenda.  The simplest of requirements usually becomes the biggest of impediments.  The truth is that I want my agenda and refreshing time from the Author of life.  The double whammy is that I can’t have it both ways.  Repent and return go hand-in-hand.  Both entail denial of self and submission to God.
There are plenty of days when I am seduced into thinking that I can have the universe remodeled to fit me.  Those days end with the realization that God designed the way things are and He is not open to my suggestions.  When Peter challenged the audience to repent and return, he pointed to the final product of life well-lived.  In the end, I want to be in the presence of the Lord.  The secret is to keep that end in mind with each step along the road.  I am heading somewhere.  The direction is up to me.  Following the R&R track will take me to rest and safety.  No other way will.  You can count on that!

Topical Index:  repent, return, epistrepho, Acts 3:19
June 28  “Who knows, God may turn and relent and withdraw His burning anger so that we will not perish.”  Jonah 3:9  NASB
Mysterious Confusion

May turn – Rabbi David Aaron addresses the difference between Jews and Christians on the subject of prayer in his online article, “Why Do We Pray?”  In that article he states the Jews do not pray.  On the contrary, Jews become hit’palel, that is, they engage in the reflexive act of changing themselves to conform to the sovereign will of YHVH.  Rabbi Aaron considers prayer as “trying to get Yehovah ot want what I want, to change His mind and to want what is on my mind.”
  This, he suggests, is strictly impossible.  He argues, “But, what would it mean for an Omniscient being to get new information?  And what will it mean for Yehovah who transcends time to change?  Change only occurs in time, but Yehovah transcends time.  How could an Omniscient being change?”  Therefore, the purpose of the actions we typically associate with prayer has nothing to do with God.  It is about our “personal transformation.”  To put it bluntly, when we communicate with an immutable, omniscient deity, we do so (perhaps without knowing it) in order that we undergo some form of therapeutic personal adjustment.  The action affects us, not God.  This is why, according to Rabbi Aaron, Jews do not pray.  They do not seek to change the immutable will of YHVH.  Instead, they enter into an adjustment ritual.

What do you think about Rabbi Aaron’s argument?  How does it make you feel?  Are you making a mistake to believe that your prayers actually affect God?  Would you continue to pray (or practice hit’palel) knowing that all that is really happening is personal therapy without the hourly rate?  Once again we find that this rabbi, along with dozens of Christian theologians, follows the logic of suppositions about time, omniscience and divinity to their conclusions—and ends up in a place that is contrary to virtually all the interaction between God and men that we find in Scripture.  The logic is correct, but the premises are wrong.  This is a case of believing my theology rather than the biblical text.  Anyone can make this mistake, Jew or Christian, but the conclusion should raise big red flags.  Frankly, if prayer is nothing more than disguised therapy, I would rather go to the shrink.  At least I could have a dialogue.

Where does Rabbi Aaron err?  According to the king of Nineveh, repentance and prayer change God’s mind.  In fact, the whole story of Jonah is based on the premise that Jonah knows God may change His mind and Jonah doesn’t want that to happen.  Rabbi Aaron errs when he supposes that an omniscient being is “outside” of time and therefore cannot learn anything new.  But such a being is also, logically, completely disconnected from any actions taken by men.  He is ultimately transcendent, not involved, not subject to alterations in circumstances here on earth (or anywhere else).  Once again we see the Greek concept of time enter the picture.  Defining time as a measure of physical change while contending that God cannot change leads to prayer as psychotherapy—and pretty useless at that.  When the king of Nineveh uses the Hebrew verb shuv he does not mean that God has transcendentally determined before the creation of time the outcome of all earthly events.  He means exactly what he says.  God may change His mind.  The argument for this theological position is complicated*.  But this much seems clear.  God can and does change His mind, and quite frankly, I for one am very glad He does.

The rabbi suffers from mysterious confusion.  Having committed himself to a Greek conception of God and time, he ends on the therapist’s couch.  How God ever does anything in the world remains a great mystery.  The fact that we think God interacts with the world remains a great confusion.  But for $100 an hour I can explain to you why you are so deluded—and you can stop praying.

Topical Index:  prayer, Rabbi David Aaron, time, omniscience, Jonah 3:9, shuv

The full argument for a God in time is given in my book God, Time and the Limits of Omniscience.

June 29  “God is spirit, and those who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth.”  John 4:24  NASB
Allusion

Spirit and truth – If you are familiar with the words of the Tanakh, you might hear this phrase differently.  The combination of “truth” with another crucial Hebrew word is so common in the Hebrew Scriptures that you might expect to hear hesed v’emet.  Truth and the powerful four-combined meanings of hesed are familiar territory.  Of course, that helps us correct the potential misconception that Yeshua is speaking about “correctness.”  ‘emet is not being correct.  It is being reliable, steadfast, trustworthy.  Having the right answers is not part of the Hebrew idea of truth.  To worship God in truth is to act in such a way that your life is a steadfast, faithful example of His character.  In other words, to worship Him in truth is to do what He says.  That fits hesed v’emet.  Hesed is also an action, an action directed toward another.  Reciprocal, transitive, relational and active, hesed is the ultimate word about acting as God would act in the world.  It seems entirely possible that Yeshua was drawing on this common connection with an allusion to the usual phrase.

But he changes it just a bit.  In his words, it isn’t hesed v’emet.  It is ruach v’emet.  What does this change add to the usual hesed v emet?   Did you think you know the meaning of ruach?  We usually assume that ruach means breath, spirit or wind.  But did you know that ruach is also associated with power, value, aggression, mental activity, angelic existence, conscience and life itself?  When Yeshua uses the phrase ruach v’emet, he is alluding to the widest possible umbrella of actions, from ordinary breathing to cosmic creating.  What does it mean to worship God in spirit?  Perhaps the undertone of Yeshua’s comment connects hesed with ruach and suggests that all we do, all that anything does, all that creation exhibits is worship.

With this in mind, it’s difficult to explain the assertion of TWOT that “rûaḥ comes finally to denote the entire immaterial consciousness of man: ‘With my spirit within me I will seek you earnestly’ (Isa ’26:9); a wise man ‘rules his spirit’ (Prov 16:32; cf. Dan 5:20), and ‘in his spirit there is no guile’ (Ps 32:2). While the ot generally treats man as a whole (see nepeš ‘soul,’ often rendered simply as ‘self’), it also recognizes his essential dualism.”
  And further, “At most points, however, context approves and the analogy of the nt strongly suggests that the rûaḥ YHWH is the Holy Spirit, ‘in the fullest Christian sense’ (A. F. Kirkpatrick, Cambridge Bible, Psalms, II, p. 293).” 
  What sense can be made of Yeshua’s assertion if ruach ultimately means the “immaterial” man or the Holy Spirit?  Does the immaterial man worship?  Does the “Holy Spirit” worship?

It seems perfectly rational to suggest that we worship in the fullness of who we are as embodied persons in the created world.  The addition of Christian-Platonic dualism or the third person of the Trinity simply confuses the whole concept.

Topical Index:  ruach, spirit, worship, truth, ’emet, hesed, John 4:24 
June 30  This world is like an anteroom before the world to come.  Prepare yourself in the anteroom so that you may enter the banquet hall.  Rabbi Ya’akov, Pirke Avot 4:21

Life in the Garden

Prepare – “The nature of the afterlife has never been clear in Judaism.”
  In contrast to the highly developed ideas of the afterlife in Christian literature (we might ask how this actually came about), Jewish thought simply recognizes that the commandments were meant for this world, that reward and punishment is the bedrock of justice and that the afterlife will see the righteous blessed.  The focus is here and now, not later.  The struggle is to be prepared for the coming day of judgment.  Thus Luzzatto can write:

“The Holy One, blessed be He, has placed man in a world where there are many things that keep him aloof from God.  If a man follows the promptings of his physical desires, he gradually departs from the true good, and soon finds himself engaged in a desperate battle.  Man’s circumstances, whether fortunate or unfortunate, are a source of trial. . .  To the extent that a man subdues his evil inclinations, keeps aloof from that things that prevent him from attaining good, and endeavors to commune with God, to that extent he is certain to achieve the true life and to rejoice in it.”

There is a great deal of truth in the aphorism “so heavenly minded that he is no earthly good.”  Unfortunately, the constant offer of paradise in the next world tempts us to think that somehow it will all work out in the end, and therefore what we do now doesn’t really matter all that much.  Those of us who came out of the rich heritage of other-world promises find it difficult to accept Luzzatto’s declaration that we will enter paradise in exactly the same state that we have when we die.  We will not have our hard drives erased and replaced.  Whatever sins and temptations we have left unsettled here will accompany us in the ‘olam ha’ba.  The work won’t end with the grave.

Christian emphasis on perfection in the next life finds the Jewish idea of accounting uncomfortable.  Typically this Jewish idea is dismissed as nothing more than legalism, a result of a religion without grace.  But such characterizations are decidedly incorrect.  Grace begins with the Lamb before the foundation of the world.  It is not invented on the cross.  Reward and punishment are themes found throughout Scripture.  And the ideas of heaven and hell are so vacuous that it takes someone like Dante to given them any real substance.  In the end, we have no idea what life in the Garden will be like after we die.  Perhaps deliberately.  The Bible is not a rescue manual.  It is a course in cultural saturation.  It is a record of encounter with YHVH.  And it is written for men and women in this world, not the next.  Now is the day of salvation.  What happens next isn’t really the crucial concern of living today.

Topical Index:  afterlife, heaven, prepare, Pirke Avot 4:21
July 1  O give thanks to the Lord, for He is good; for His lovingkindness is everlasting.  1 Chronicles 16:34  NASB

A Psalm’s Story

Give thanks – The story of this psalm is found in the chronicles of the kings.  David receives the ark and offers sacrifices, installing Asaph and his line as priests.  Then David offers this song.  Its parallel is Psalm 104.  In the middle of the song of praise, David uses the Hebrew words hodu laYHVH.  The verb is yada, but spelled Yod, Dalet, Hey, not Yod, Dalet, Ayin, the verb “to know” with the same phonetic sound.  Yada (with the Hey) means, “to confess, to praise, give thanks.”  Its derivatives include toda.  “The primary meaning of this root is ‘to acknowledge or confess sin, God’s character and works, or man’s character.’ The basic difference between this verb and its synonym, hālal, is that the latter term tends to stress ‘acclaim of,’ ‘boasting of,’ or ‘glorying in’ an object, while yādâ emphasizes ‘recognition’ and ‘declaration’ of a fact, whether good or bad. The LXX normally renders yādâ with exomologeō.”
  

But David didn’t write in Babylonia block script.  He wrote in Paleo-Hebrew.  Perhaps if we examine the difference between yada as praise and yada’ as knowing we will find something interesting.

Yada as praise is Yod-Dalet-Hey.  The consonants paint a picture of the arm (work), a door and “Behold.”  Perhaps we can consider the idea of giving thanks (praising) as acknowledging (behold!) the pathway of work (deed).  Giving thanks to YHVH is extolling Him for offering us the way to make things right in the world, the pathway of righteousness, the full meaning of avodah in Hebrew.  The first occurrence of the word is in Genesis 29:35 where Leah extolls the Lord at the birth of Judah.  Leah’s choice of name is a play on the word she uses for praising YHVH, i.e., yada and Yehuda.  
“To know” (yada’ with an Ayin) paints a different picture.  It is “work (deed)” plus “door (path)” plus “eye, to see, to experience.”  “To know” is a wide umbrella word in Hebrew.  It covers everything from gathering facts about the universe to sexual intimacy.  Context tells us how to understand the meaning.  But in general we might say that yada (with an Ayin) is about experiencing life—all life and everything about life.  The emphasis is not on the object known but rather on the effect on the subject.  We see how the world is when we know (yada’).  The first occurrence of this word is Genesis 3:5.  Look at that verse closely.  Yada’ occurs twice, once attributed to what God knows and once promised in the temptation to know what God knows.  Yada’ is ultimately about knowing as God knows, that is, with complete intimacy, for God knows all there is to know about any given object.  

Praising is accepting His way for making the world an example of His righteousness.  Knowing is ultimately a quest to have the same consciousness as YHVH.  The two words are closely connected.  They both begin with our efforts and the paths that lie before us.  But in the end, those paths separate and what we do when we come to the fork in that road is the entire story of yetzer ha’ra/yetzer ha’tov.

Topical Index:  yada, yada’, give thanks, praise, know, Psalm 104, 1 Chronicles 16:34, Genesis 29:35, Genesis 3:5
July 2  O give thanks to the Lord, for He is good; for His lovingkindness is everlasting.  1 Chronicles 16:34  NASB

Ordering Our Thoughts

Good – Let’s read this verse in its literal Hebrew order.  Hodu laYHVH ki tov ki leolam hasdo.  Literally, “Thanks to YHVH for good for forever hesed his” (the pronoun is attached to the word).  You can immediately see that the English translation significantly modifies the literal Hebrew in order to produce correct English syntax.  You can also see that the pronouns and verbs are added in English (although the subject “he” is implied in the Hebrew).  Finally, the last thought concerning hesed (which I have left untranslated because there is no English equivalent) does not express the idea that God’s hesed is everlasting but rather that everlasting hesed is His.  The difference is subtle but important.  The first construction (“His hesed is everlasting”) suggests that hesed is an attribute ascribed to God, an attribute that will last forever.  The second (“everlasting hesed His”) focuses on the relational character of hesed and its permanence rather than on God’s attributes.  A friend of mine suggests the translation, “for everlasting is His hesed.”
But there is something else happening here that you can’t see in any translation.  The two nouns associated with God are “good” and “hesed.”  The first (tov – good) is what grammarians call an “absolute” state noun.  This means that this noun follows another noun and forms a single idea.  For example, “house of David” is a single idea where “David” is in the absolute state.  If tov is in the absolute state, then that implies it follows a prior noun and forms a single idea.  What is the prior noun?  There is only one possibility.  YHVH.  In this sentence, “good” is not an attribute of God.  “Good” and YHVH are one single thought.  There is no “good” separated from YHVH and then associated with Him.  “Good” and YHVH are the same thing.

If this is clear to you, then something else appears quite confusing.  The next noun, hesed, should, according to this analysis, also be in the absolute state.  In fact, even the rules of Hebrew grammar suggest that the final noun in a phrase like this one must always be in the absolute state.  But hasdo (hesed) in this verse is in the construct state.  That means it acts as a relational word in a sequence that looks for the absolute noun at the end.  But the absolute noun isn’t at the end.  Something strange is happening here.  The solution for this odd arrangement is to imagine that tov is in fact the end of the idea and that hasdo is incorporated into the single idea of God-good.  In other words, one characteristic of the goodness of God is His everlasting hesed.  Neither hesed nor tov can be separated from who God is, and, in fact, thinking of good in relation to God means thinking of hesed.

Ah, this tiny bit of grammar makes us realize how different are our ideas of the way the world works.  We think of things in terms of their essence to which we add attributes (this is a Greek way of thinking).  So, we think of a tree (as an independent thing) to which we add color, age, bark condition, leaf quality, location, etc.  In other words, we automatically imagine that this tree would still be a tree even if it had different branches, different leaves, different color, different location.  The attributes are accidental, not essential elements of what it means to be a tree.  

But Hebrew doesn’t operate this way.  This tree is what it is because of all that it is now.  It would be a different tree if any of these things changed.  There might be continuity between the tree as it is now and the tree as it would be later, but the two are not the same.  If we apply this different way of viewing the world to God, we realize that God is who He is because of who He is now, and He is now who He will always be.  He is not described by accidental conditions but rather by the single expression of who He is.  Therefore, His “goodness” and His hesed are not extra things added to God.  They are what God is.

You know, even trying to explain this in English is hard.  I imagine you are having the same difficulty trying to comprehend.  And once more we learn just how much our language paradigm shapes the world we perceive.

Have a nice day thinking about all this.  And please forgive me for being so “technical” today.

Topical Index:  1 Chronicles 16:34, tov, good, hesed, absolute state, construct state
July 3  “Come now, and let us reason together,” says the Lord, . . .  Isaiah 1:18  NASB
Not Knowing What to Ask

Reason – There is a place where we are afraid to go.  There is a place where we no longer have any sense of direction, where we know we don’t belong, where our lives hang on a silver spider thread of hope.  We only come near this place when we begin to realize that our longings for certainty keep us bound to a world of artificial calculations, of philosophical speculations designed to persuade us that somehow we are still in control.  But this place is beyond that pretentiousness.  This place is fraught with cosmic mystery that shatters our finite grasp of the universe.  And we can only enter this place when we are willing to release our precious grip on our answers, when we are willing to ride the edge of daylight into a dark we cannot fathom.  This is the place of God’s abode, a place never meant for men, where unshackled creation roils against cosmic madness.

We taste this place, we feel its presence, we smell its heated breath, when we come into contact with the holiness of YHVH.  When we, the defiled, realize where we are, we are existentially undone.  We are immediately reduced to nothingness.  We long for this encounter while we fear its arrival, for in it our questions, the questions of a defiled existence, are swallowed up and dismissed.  We long for this unity even while we know it extinguishes our particularity.  At most, we cease to be.  At least, we are singed, forever seared in ways we cannot fully explain.

All of our lives we attempt to enter and avoid this place.  The tension of religious experience is found here, in the deepest desire to know God, to be fully known, and, at the same time, to be utterly afraid of being known and to know.  And so we construct our reasonable answers to life’s questions; all the questions that never ask what it means to be in the presence of awe.  For that we have no answer.  For that we don’t know how to formulate the question.  Our lives have no categories for the ultimate mystery of the Holy One.  We may only sense the sighs of our souls, the panting after unity, the world beyond words.  There is a place, a place where the imperative of awe witnesses to our infinite insignificance, a place that surpasses all we imagine powerful, a place where reason itself fails us because reason was never meant to describe what exceeds its boundaries.

When you and I come close to this place, when the hem of His garment sweeps by or the sound of His voice reverberates from some forgotten passageway, when we know He has been here because the air tastes different, in that moment of revelation, we are no longer able to say what it was or who it was or why it was.  We discover the helplessness of our vocabulary.  We know, but we cannot say how we know.  In that place there is only act and response.  “Endless wonder is endless tension . . . Endless wonder unlocks an innate sense of indebtedness.  . . . all we own we owe.”

“All that is left to us is a choice—to answer or to refuse to answer.”

Topical Index:  wonder, awe, Isaiah 1:18
July 4  And he touched my mouth and said: “Behold, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away, and your sin atoned for.” Isaiah 6:7 ESV

He Touched Me (by Roderick Logan)

Touched - What does it mean to you to be touched by someone? Does it give you a sense of reassurance, confidence, or the awareness of one with whom you are connected? Do you love hugs? Perhaps; perhaps not. Maybe for you, hugs and physical touch are expressions that raise your heart rate, cause your brow to sweat, or leave you trembling. There are appropriate ways to be touched and inappropriate ways. You would expect an inappropriate touch to feel bad; but would it surprise you that an appropriate touch might not be all that desirable either?

In the above passage, Isaiah has just encountered the overwhelming presence of HaShem. His initial vocal response is, "Woe is me; I am lost! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips..." (Isaiah 6:5).  Isaiah then has this terrifying vision of an unfamiliar creature picking up a fiery hot coal out of the fire, flying towards him, and then touching his lips with this glowing ember. On one hand, you would expect Isaiah to be grateful. After all, his guilt and sin have just been taken away. It's not exactly the image of having one's sins washed away, or the picture of a warm, cleansing bath; but hey, at least he's clean. Right? Maybe not.

King David did not think so. On one occasion, he and fellow musician, Jeduthan, prayed together. In the midst of their psalm to the LORD, David sings out, "Remove your stroke from me; I am spent by the hostility of your hand. When you discipline a man with rebukes for sin, you consume like a moth what is dear to him; surely all mankind is a mere breath!”  (Psalm 39:10-11 ESV)  For David and Isaiah, the appropriate touch of the LORD came with some unpleasant consequences.

The verb nega appears 150 times in the Tanakh, and according to the Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, it is essentially one thing touching or contacting another thing.
 It involves both the action of touching and the eventual consequences of having been touched. Nega is a part of everyday life. It might be the hug and kiss that welcomes a patron into the store, or the weary traveler who will be spending the night as a guest.  It can also refer to sexual activity among those cohabiting. In a ritualistic context, it would refer to those things that should not be touched by the set apart ones, as well as those that are set apart not being touched by others. More particularly, nega is the touch by one in authority. By touching, the authority of the one is extended over the other. It's a claim of ownership. However, to the one being touched, that claim might feel like a fatal blow or the infliction of a disease. The idea of being owned by God seems quite spectacular, at least in theory. In reality, the touch of God on the life of a servant has an altogether different feel. In the cases of Isaiah and David, and a host of others, it is God Who is doing the touching. He is not dealing His servants a fatal blow or inflicting their bodies; but to each of them the touch of HaShem appears and seems like a death sentence.

Messiah Yeshua had the same experience. Isaiah writes of Him, "Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, and afflicted” (Is 53:4 ESV); and, "who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame” (Hebrews 12:2 ESV).  The fact is, to be touched by God is not all that thrilling. The goose bumps are not from an anticipation of elation; but ones of sheer terror. The touch of God comes with a calling; a call to stand and deliver the message no one wants to hear, to speak words that drive the masses to label you mad. This is a call that doesn't ask but demands something. For the man or woman of God this can, and often does, seem like a lonely crisis. How does this happen? 
An absolutely healthy seventeen-year-old, female athlete takes a practice dive and comes out of the water a quadriplegic. Since 1979, Joni Erickson Tada has provided Christ-centered programs for special-needs individuals and families. That's the call; that's the touch. As Rabbi Sacks writes, "Crisis, failure, loss, or pain can move us...from self to other-directedness, from mastery to service, and from the vulnerability of the 'I' to the humility that reminds you that you are not the center of the universe, but rather that you serve a larger order."

Topical Index:  touch, naga, Isaiah 6:7, Psalm 39:10-11, Isaiah 53:4, Hebrews 12:2
July 5  For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may be recompensed for his deeds in the body, according to what he has done, whether good or bad.  2 Corinthians 5:10 NASB

Ignoring the Truth

All – What do you suppose Paul meant when he said “we must all appear”?  Do you think he meant only believers?  Of course not.  That possibility is dismissed by the further claim that the deeds to be examined are both the good and the bad.  So he clearly means everyone, believers and unbelievers.  But the implication that believers will have to account for their deeds is hard for “grace only” theology to swallow.  If believers have to appear and give account for their deeds, both good and bad, then where is grace?  Are we supposed to be excused from such investigation?  Doesn’t grace erase those sins we commit?  How can Paul suggest that believers must give an account?  Or do you suppose that in the last moment before the verdict Yeshua rushes into the court of the Most High and offers substitution for our sins?  If that’s what Paul believed, he certainly didn’t take this opportunity to say so.  There is nothing here like, “Hey, don’t worry.  You have been forgiven so the accounting really doesn’t matter.  It’s just a formality.”  No, that’s not what Paul says.  In fact, Paul’s dire warning suggests that not one single person and not one single act of any person will go unnoticed.  We will have to account for all of it, no matter what our status.  Furthermore, according to Paul, we will each be recompensed according to what we have done.  Paul doesn’t mention forgiveness at all.  He only focuses on reward and punishment.  Judgment is coming—and there is no escape!

Now, you might choose to ignore what Paul says.  You might convince yourself that since Jesus died for your sins, you are covered.  You might go on living as if on that final day all you will have to do is claim the cross as your excuse.  But if you decide to take that road, you’d better hope that Paul is wrong.  

Paul’s idea of atonement and forgiveness is grounded in the fundamental rabbinic concept of reward and punishment—either here or in the next life.  We will be held responsible for our choices.  We will be recompensed for what we have done.  In fact, without the foundation of reward and punishment, all ethics collapses.  God is not a god of justice and righteousness unless there is reward and punishment.  God is not holy unless the righteous are rewarded and the wicked punished.  And God is not God if He excuses or overlooks any unholy act.  So where is grace?

We often think of grace as some kind of sin-eraser, but that is a big mistake.  Grace does not erase sin.  Grace re-establishes a relationship with the Most High in spite of sin.  Grace is the action of YHVH to open fellowship with me despite my unworthiness simply because I need Him.  Atonement and grace are not the same thing.  Grace brings me back.  Atonement is about clearing up the mess I made of things while I was gone.  And atonement often means that I must do the repair work.  Of course, YHVH is also involved in atonement and has offered His son as a means of atonement.  But that does not let me off the hook.  I must still do what I am supposed to do.  

The only missing element in this equation of accountability is mercy.  What is mercy?  Mercy is the time God grants me to atone.  Mercy is the fact that the Judgment Day isn’t today.  Mercy is the extension of my opportunities to atone for my evil deeds so that on that Day I will have something to offer the Judge.  Mercy is God waiting.

You and I have some serious theological revision ahead.  If what Paul says is true, then grace will never be an excuse.  Nor will it be a justification.  The only thing we will have to say for ourselves on that Day is, “But I did all I could to make up for what I did.”  And we hope that will be enough.

Topical Index: atonement, grace, mercy, judgment, 2 Corinthians 5:10
July 6  For if we are beside ourselves, it is for God; if we are of sound mind, it is for you.  2 Corinthians 5:13  NASB
Mad Men and Zealots

Beside ourselves – “You’re crazy!  How can you believe things like that?”  Ever heard this accusation leveled at you?  “Why do you want to go back to the Law when you have been set free by Christ?”  “What’s the matter with you?  Are you becoming Jewish?”  Oh, there will be plenty more as soon as you begin to suggest that the “Law” (that terrible burden on the freedom of men under grace) is still expected and prescribed for believers.  You will be called a legalist, a heretic, someone who has lost the faith or, even worse, a Jew.  Forget trying to demonstrate that every writer of the Bible was Hebrew or Jewish or a convert to the Jewish way of life.  Forget trying to show that Yeshua himself lived a Torah obedient life.  None of that will matter when confronted with 1800 years of anti-Judaism.  What the text says will be determined by the paradigm, not the words.

As consolation, I offer Paul’s description.  “We are beside ourselves.”  What does that mean?  It means that Paul and his compatriots were viewed as mad men, crazy, insane.  The Greek is exestemen, from the verb existemi—“to be confused, alienated, deluded, ecstatic.”  In other words, to be viewed as men who had lost their minds.  Interestingly, this is the Greek equivalent of tardema, the deep sleep that fell upon Adam (Genesis 2:21) and Abraham (Genesis 15:12).  It is a state of unconsciousness.  Paul uses this term to suggest that he and his friends were viewed as men living in a dream.  If you’re crazy, you are in very good company, for according to Paul, you are crazy for God.

Will your right mind ever return?  Well, of course it will when you are arguing for the truth.  You might appear to be crazy for God’s sake, but your logic and your examination of the Scriptures will bear you out.  The text is the text and once the paradigm becomes obvious, what the text says will become evident.  You will be in your “right mind” because you will demonstrate reasonable conclusions (Paul uses the Greek sophroneo—to bring someone to his senses, to be of sound mind).  But don’t think this will be accomplished by talking!  Being of sound mind means demonstrating right thinking in actions observable to others.  The truth of what you say will mean nothing unless it is the truth of what you do.  “The only gospel most people read is the life you live.”

Be crazy for the Lord and sound-minded in your behavior and you will unsettle even the most entrenched paradigm.  It won’t happen quickly.  1800 years of culture takes awhile to undo.  But press on.  The finish line is coming.

Topical Index:  beside ourselves, existemi, tardema, sophroneo, sound mind, 2 Corinthians 5:13
July 7  For we know that if the earthly tent which is our house is torn down, we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens.  For indeed in this house we groan, longing to be clothed with our dwelling from heaven,  2 Corinthians 5:1-2
Paul the Platonist? (1)

Earthly tent – Mas. Chagigah 12b in the Talmud, citing many verses including Isaiah 57:1, teaches the pre-existence of the soul.
  Paul would have been familiar with this teaching.  His analogy of the physical body as a earthly tent suggests that he also believed in the separation of body and soul, the body housing the animating breath of YHVH.  Talmudic explanations suggest that upon death the “soul” returns to the Lord who gave it and must therefore be returned in the condition it was received, namely, pure and undefiled.  But this does not mean that Paul was a Platonist.  Understanding the difference between the Talmudic idea of body and soul and Plato’s conception of body and soul is crucial, especially since Western religion is essentially Platonic rather than Talmudic.

Perhaps we can best summarize the Jewish idea of death and afterlife in a single sentence: no one really knows what this means.  While it seems clear that there is an afterlife, there is little uniformity on its character, nor on the relationship between the “soul” of a human being in this world and the existence of the person in the world to come.  What is true of virtually all Jewish sects is the belief that reward and punishment are recompensed for actions chosen in this world.  Therefore, behavioral choices here are significant and decisive.  This is the first important difference between the Jewish-Talmudic concept of body and soul compared to Plato’s view.  In Platonic thinking, the material world is essentially flawed and unfit for true spiritual existence.  Actions taken in this world are therefore also essentially corrupt.  In Plato’s view, the most important (and perhaps the only) choice is to exercise the option of eros by leaving this world behind and entering into a purely spiritual existence undefiled by any physical matter.  In other words, if Paul were a Platonist he would do all he could to exit this “earthly tent” since simply being in the world is a mark of deficient existence.

There are other significant differences, but let’s just elaborate this one.  If I believe that the “real” world is the world of purely spiritual existence separated from the corruption of the physical (all those bodily desires that trip me up), then my goal will be to get out of here, that is, to get to “heaven” where I will no longer have to contend with the body.  It follows that whatever happens in this bodily existence might have consequences here but has no consequences later when I no longer occupy this body.  Whatever form I have in the next life, it will not be tied to the corrupt body I have now, so it really doesn’t matter what I do with or to this present body.  I will get a brand new, start-over.  So, by the way, will the entire universe.  Consequently, what I do to this world doesn’t really matter anyway.  Yes, I may have some moral obligations now, but they are merely temporary, while I am here.  They do not carry over into the next life.

This, of course, is not what Paul teaches, nor is it taught anywhere in the Jewish concept of life on this earth.  First, YHVH made what exists now, and even though it is broken, it is not garbage.  The goal of living is not escape.  It is restoration to the original.  Therefore, every action here counts, not only here but in the life to come.  The next life is contingent upon this life and directly related to it.  If I ignore my obligations to the creation, including the creation of my own body, I eternally damage what God intended for me to restore and there will be eternal consequences.  The physical world is the world of His creation.  It was pronounced “good,” and it is no less so simply because Man had defiled it.  Death does not provide an exit from obligation to the creation.  I don’t start over.  What I will experience is cloudy now, but it will certainly involve continued obligation and interaction with what God created from the beginning.

The Platonist can summarily dismiss this world, and the world of his own material existence, as but a shadow of the true reality.  The Jew cannot.  Therein lies an enormous difference.  How you behave demonstrates whether you are working for Zion or Valhalla. 

Topical Index:  body, soul, tent, Plato, death, Talmud, afterlife, 2 Corinthians 5:1-2
July 8   For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh; for the willing is present in me, but the doing of the good is not. Romans 7:18  NASB

Paul the Platonist? (2)

In my flesh – It’s true, isn’t it?  We know what the right thing to do is, but we do the wrong thing anyway.  We want to do good, but we do evil.  Whatever compels us, it just seems impossible to stop this train wreck.  

Is that how you feel?  Like some alien force is at work in your body, filling you with desires and temptations that you just can’t seem to shake, causing you to commit sins over and over?  I’m quite sure that most of us have experienced the hopeless feeling that results from witnessing ourselves return again and again to those sinful patterns we so desperately want to extinguish.  Is this what Paul says about believers?  That they are caught on the wheel of the flesh?  That’s what Augustine thought Paul meant.  That’s why he formulated the idea of the sinful nature, that inner part of me that causes me to sin in spite of my knowledge of righteousness.  Augustine thought that Romans 7 was Paul personal story, an account of Paul plight under the Law, desperate for the release from the wiles of the flesh through the grace offered by Christ.  Since Augustine’s formulation, many Christian expositors have followed suit, contending that in our natural state we are simply victims of overwhelming spiritual forces bent on our destruction.  Inherited from Adam, we now carry this alien power within, destroying our most righteous intentions.

But is that what Paul was saying?  Is Paul really Plato in disguise, telling us that our physical bodies are the source of our sinfulness, that our spiritual desire to live God’s way is short-circuited by material existence?  What does Paul mean by the phrase “in my flesh”?  

If Paul followed rabbinic teaching (and he did), then he would have considered the body to be the masterpiece of God’s creation.  The individuality of each person was considered a blessing of the Holy One, capable of revealing the enormous diversity of God’s creative ability.  The rabbis taught that the fetus in the womb was taught the whole of Torah, but at the moment of birth an angel came a snatched it away.  The marvel of the human body called forth praise from the rabbis.  According to rabbinic thought, the moral condition of the physical body is in the hands of each person and is determined and exhibited through choice, not destiny.  In fact, the rabbis taught that a sinless person would necessarily be exempt from death.  The implication is that such a person could actually exist.  But the rabbis also taught that man has a dual nature, a “soul” from heaven and a “body” from earth.  The character of a man’s life depends entirely on his watchfulness and care of his soul.  But Hebraic thought does not view these two elements as independent.  Man is an embodied being, animated by the breath of God.  Man is responsible for this interconnected dependence and is therefore accountable for any and all acts that effect either side of the same coin.

Unlike Plato, Paul does not conceive of the body as evil, inherently corrupt and the cause of sin.  Paul is a rabbi, not a Greek philosopher.  Let us suppose, then, that Paul is using the phrase “in my flesh” as a rabbi would.  This means that Paul is not addressing a follower of YHVH in the Romans 7 context.  He is speaking about pagan Gentiles who have come to recognize what righteousness is (living according to Torah), but find that their past patterns of behavior are so entrenched that they continue to live the old way in spite of their desire to change.  What they have determined is that there is no good thing in the past way of living; that nothing good dwells in the flesh that has been trained and accustomed to serve the yetzer ha’ra.  Without a radical change in direction, the power of the yetzer ha’ra continues to upset righteous desires.  

Paul cannot be teaching that the body itself is the source of my evil choices.  That is not possible given the rabbinic appreciation of God’s creation of the body.  In Paul’s description, the flesh is not the physical body.  The flesh is sarx, commonly understood as the translation of the Hebrew basar.  But basar does not mean a corrupt and inherently evil “nature” resident within the physical body.  Basar is literally flesh as in flesh and bone, and metaphorically external life, inner attitude or human frailty.  No one claims that actual flesh and bone are sinful.  If basar is viewed as the outward manifestation of choices, then the “flesh” is the observable consequences of choices.  We might expect that basar would be translated by the Greek soma (body), but it isn’t.  That means that sarx is not the same as the Greek idea of “body, mind and soul.”  Sarx is something else.  Sarx is never used in the LXX with regard to sensuality and not connected to the ethical dualism of Plato’s world.  The “flesh” is the summary of who I am in my present condition.  It is my reputation, my persona, my character.  Sarx is my existence as human and in rabbinic thought, my existence is not essentially sinful.  

This entails that Paul does not teach nor support a doctrine of two natures.  The comment in TDNT concerning Romans 7 is clearly influenced by a commitment to a theology that distinguishes grace apart from law.

“Rom. 7:18, 25 might seem to suggest cleavage into sárx and noús, but the depiction is that of the pre-Christian life in which what is contrasts sharply with what ought to be. Sincere people might wish to serve God but even in so doing they fall into the sin of establishing their own righteousness. Right desires become carnal action, so that only in retrospect can one differentiate the will which opposes the sárx but precisely in so doing makes its work responsible and guilty.”

But Paul is not expressing a “pre-Christian” dilemma.  He is taking about what it means to be human in a world where choices determine outward appearance.  Once I realize the character of righteousness, I discover that how I appear in the world has been an expression of the yetzer ha’ra.  And that must change through the power of the Lord.
Topical Index:  Platonism, sarx, body, basar, flesh, Romans 7:18

July 9   I have seen that every labor and every skill which is done is the result of rivalry between a man and his neighbor. This too is vanity and striving after wind.  Ecclesiastes 4:4  NASB

The World At My Door

Every – One of the claims of some religious systems is that only those actions taken “in the Spirit” and only those deeds accomplished “with the will of the Father” have merit.  In other words, there is a chasm between what is spiritual and what is material, what is motivated by heavenly pursuits and what is motivated by earthly desires.  If you do something that has a hint of personal gain associated with it, then God isn’t so pleased and He doesn’t count your effort as righteous credit.  This all sounds very lofty and high-minded.  There’s only one small problem.  If we really, really examine virtually all of our actions, we can probably find a hint of self somewhere in the mix and that means, of course, that “all of our deeds are as filthy rags.”  We are defeated before we begin.

Some versions of Christian theology rush to the rescue.  After all, we don’t want to live in a world where everyone feels defeated and gives up even trying to be good.  So theology often counters with the claim that righteous merit isn’t earned anyway.  It’s all a matter of God’s choosing.  So since God has already granted merit, then what you actually do doesn’t have eternal consequences for you.  Therefore, you can continue to work at being good even though you know you can’t quite make it all the way because being good is still a reasonable goal for a society to function without chaos and anarchy.  Other theological systems simply confirm that your efforts and actions really don’t have any true spiritual value, but God’s election isn’t based on this anyway so what you do doesn’t really matter to God.  If you are one of the chosen, then God knows you will produce righteous so you don’t need to be concerned about possible hints of selfishness.

Judaism opposes any of these solutions.  Judaism accepts the fact that sometime worldly motives produce righteous consequences.  Qohelet goes so far as to say that every labor and skill in the human arena is the result of “rivalry.”  The Hebrew text is revealing.  First, of course, is the universal category “every” (“all”) in the Hebrew word kol.  Unless the Teacher (Qohelet) is lying to us, this means that all human behavior is partially influenced by the yetzer ha’ra.  Nothing in the world of human interaction comes from pure yetzer ha’tov.  But this is what we would expect, for the yetzer ha’ra is not evil.  It is the desire to make the world into what I want.  As such it is the absolutely necessary motive power to change anything at all.  As the Talmud says, “Were it not for the evil inclination, no one would build a house, marry a wife, have children, or engage in business” (Genesis Rabbah 9:7).  Rabbis Sacks notes, “Purity of heart is essential to the relationship between man and God.  But in relations between man and man, what matters is the outcome, not the sentiment which brought it about.”
  

What is the “rivalry” that is essential to human effort?  The Hebrew is qana, an interesting word that can mean both zeal and jealousy.  “This verb expresses a very strong emotion whereby some quality or possession of the object is desired by the subject.”
  Once again we see that it isn’t the emotion that is wrong (or sinful).  It is the application of the emotion, the direction that I choose to go as a result of my strong desire that causes me to assert the dominance of the yetzer ha’ra rather than bend its power to serve the yetzer ha’tov.  

Life is choice, my friend, and there is no escaping it.  No theological excuses.  No opt-out clause.  No denying the power that makes you human.  You have to choose—and what you choose determines the direction you take and the reputation you carry.

Topical Index:  every, all, kol, rivalry, envy, jealousy, zeal, qana, Ecclesiastes 4:4, yetzer ha’ra
July 10  He said, “Hagar, Sarai’s maid, where have you come from and where are you going?” And she said, “I am fleeing from the presence of my mistress Sarai.”  Genesis 16:8  NASB

The Big Question

Where – So, where are you going?  Perhaps this is the most important question anyone will ever ask of you, if you understand the full consequences.  But it’s not a question about your final destiny.  This is not a “Where will you go when you die?” question.  This is a question about where you are going here, on the earth, among the world of men and women.  That’s why the angel instructs Hagar to return to Sarai.  Hagar’s answer is not leaving the world.  It is returning to it with new purpose.

There are really only a few answers to the really big question.  The answers actually demarcate significant differences between the world’s great religions.  Let’s examine these answers to see what they suggest.   

First, Buddhism.  Where is the true Buddhist going?  Nirvana.  And what is nirvana?  It is the ultimate absorption of the self into non-self, into nothingness, into the one great spirit.  In other words, the Buddhist is going to non-existence.  Nirvana is the place where nothing matters anymore.  Unlike the teaching of Qohelet, the Buddhist believes that the end of Man is to extinguish all of the desires that make a man who he is here on this earth.  The end of Man is to become non-Man.  By the way, Hinduism has the same goal.  So the first big answer to the question, “Where are you going?” is “Away from here.  Away from myself.  Away from anything that resembles what it is to be human.”

Second, Islam.  What would a true Muslim answer?  “Paradise.”  And what is Paradise?  Well, for males at least*, it is the world of unending pleasure, the complete indulgence in all that has been stored up for me by Allah.  It is the world where all of my dreams come true.  But it is not here!  Here I am simply tested to see if I am worthy of such reward.  Here the world is filled with those who oppose Allah and His will and I, as a true believer, must either convert or remove such offense.  How does this happen?  The most expeditious way of getting to Paradise is to destroy this world because it stands in the way of the will of Allah.  Allah desires to bring about Paradise for all true believers so whatever I can do to hasten this end is necessary and commanded.  By destroying the “evil” of this world, I not only provide a way for the will of Allah to take dominion, I also ensure that I will be ushered into Paradise now.  Where am I going?  “Away from here in a cloud of destruction and death on my way to Paradise and all its pleasures.”

Third, Christianity.  What would a Christian say?  Most evangelical Christians seem convinced that the proper answer is “Heaven.”  They, too, are leaving, but not in a cloud of nuclear waste.  They are leaving with a cloud of angels who will meet them in the air in a great escape, a rapture, bringing them to all those mansions in the heaven.  While they have some responsibility while they are on earth to be “good people,” loving the Lord and doing His will, they are still focused on the end game, the heavenly reward, the way out.  It is important to exhibit the character of God on earth, but that does not mean that the earth is our real home.  The “new heaven” and the “new earth” are coming, and what a joy it will be when they arrive.  In fact, the promises of the Lord are not only a new location but a new “you,” a hard-disc reboot that will correct everything that was ever wrong with the first iteration.

Finally, Judaism.  The significant difference between Judaism and the other major answers is simple.  Jews are staying.  The answer to the question recognizes that the Hebrew word is not about location.  The word is from ‘ay, not ‘epoh.  It is a word that usually does not expect an answer because it is not about destination.  It is about inner awareness and relationship.   The angel is not questioning Hagar about her physical origin or destination.  He is asking about her emotional and spiritual state in relation to her present human relationships.  Hagar isn’t going anywhere except back into the fray.  Hagar is staying right here where the cauldron of human interactions have to be met.  For Judaism, this world is home.  There isn’t any other.  In fact, heaven was never meant for human beings.  That’s why the renewed earth is coming here.  God made it perfect to begin with and it’s hard to improve on perfection.  So, if you are going to adopt a Hebraic attitude toward your role in the world, be prepared for the long haul.  This is where you will have to work out your righteousness.  This is where you will have to discover your faith in action.  This is where you belong.

In the end, it is either a form of escape or a commitment to stay.  Ah, now you decide.

Topical Index:  where, ‘ay, ‘epoh, Genesis 16:8, heaven, paradise, nirvana

*Women and families also reside in Paradise, but males seem to find the place much more to their liking with no lack of food, drink and sexual pleasures, although the seventy virgins idea may be an urban legend.
July 11   Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy.  Exodus 20:8  NASB
The Creative Sabbath (1)
To keep it – Let’s talk about the Sabbath.  Again and again the question comes up, “Am I allowed to do ​​​​________ on the Sabbath?”  You fill in the blank.  Of course, what you will fill in is not something specifically prohibited.  Those actions are obvious.  So you aren’t going to ask about sowing, reaping, plowing, threshing, etc.  You are going to ask about typing on your computer, walking to the park, carrying a picnic basket, driving to a Shabbat service, playing a game of chess, hitting the tennis ball, swimming, buying an ice cream or a book about Shabbat, answering the telephone.  Ordinary stuff of life not specifically prohibited.  Like reading this Today’s Word on Shabbat.  A good friend recently raised some concerns about the fact that Today’s Word is sent out on Shabbat.  Of course, he was concerned that maybe it would be better for all if there were no Today’s Word on Shabbat.  First, because I wouldn’t have to write seven TWs a week and secondly because people wouldn’t draw the mistaken conclusion that I actually wrote this TW on Shabbat (by the way, I don’t write TWs on Shabbat).

So that got me thinking.  I quickly went to Judaism 101 and looked at the remarks about keeping the Sabbath.  The first thing I noticed was the list of 39 prohibited activities.  By the way, these 39 are not directly enumerated in Scripture.  Only nine things are prohibited by direct Scriptural reference, but the rabbis have concluded that these 39 are implied in the story of the Tabernacle.  Look here to see all 39.
http://www.jewfaq.org/shabbat.htm
This created a difficulty for me.  I see the implied prohibition concerning writing, so not writing a TW on Shabbat seems appropriate.  I settled that some time ago.  But when I look at the list, I don’t see anything there that would automatically exclude some actions that confront me quite often in Shabbat circles.  Obviously, one is travel.  For me to teach in all the locations where I teach and where I am invited to teach, I often have to travel on Shabbat.  But the Jewish site simply says, “The rabbis have also prohibited travel, buying and selling, and other weekday tasks that would interfere with the spirit of Shabbat.”
  That means that rabbis determined that travel and buying and selling were prohibited.  They did so on the basis of some connection they saw with the “spirit of Shabbat.”  That means they defined the “spirit of Shabbat” and then passed a binding ordinance on their communities not to engage in these activities.  Centuries later these rulings have become custom, but once (obviously) they were not since a counsel of rabbis had to decide what to do about these actions.  It’s not like sowing or reaping.  There are no questions about sowing and reaping.  But there is nothing direct in Scripture about buying, selling or travel.  

Ah, what to do now?  I can decide to adjust my life according to the rulings of the rabbis (which one?) or I can note that these actions are not specifically prohibited and try to figure out as best I can what that means for me.  I know that I am called to teach and that often I teach people who are not Shabbat observers.  Should I refuse to travel to teach them because the rabbis have determined that travel is prohibited?  When I teach, I offer my books and other materials for sale to those who wish to pursue the ideas.  Often this is the only opportunity these people have to purchase a book or audio.  Yes, of course they could order it later, but if you order from anywhere except the USA, the cost will nearly double with shipping.  That hardly seems a reasonable thing to require of someone who is keen to learn, especially when the book is right there with me.  What to do?  Buying and selling isn’t on the strictly prohibited list either.  In fact, it wasn’t even part of the extended Tabernacle implied list since all the materials of the Tabernacle were gifts.  And speaking of gifts, when I teach on Shabbat are you not allowed to support what I do with a gift of money simply because the exchange of money is prohibited?  By whom?  For what reason?

So my friend and I are having a wonderful, lively discussion about Today’s Word on Shabbat.  He worries that if people have to go to the computer to retrieve TW on Shabbat, I may have unintentionally suggested to them that using the computer is OK and/or that other associated activities might also be OK.  He reminded me of maris ha’eyin, that is, “what the eye sees,” the idea that because you open and read TW on Shabbat even though I did not write it on Shabbat you will still be inclined to think that I did something prohibited on Shabbat and that might encourage you to do the same.  Oy vey!  It’s so complicated!  

My friend suggested that I include this: “This TW is fully Shabbat compliant. It was not written on Shabbat. It was sent automatically on specially programmed Shabbat software set in motion before Shabbat in the sender’s time zone, operated without any human contact, and programmed so that it cannot be opened until Shabbat has gone out in the recipient’s time zone, all under the full approval and authorization of the American Rabbinical Council of Rabbi Yeshua of Nazareth z”l of blessed memory. This notice is strictly Glatt Kosher Parve and can be digested!”  What fun we are having!

I will continue not to write on Shabbat.  But I will teach on Shabbat and, unless someone can show me the very compelling argument to the contrary, I will offer books for sale when I teach and I will hope that those who hear will be willing to offer support on Shabbat.  Maybe I am wrong, but I am pretty sure that YHVH wants me to help others see His Torah and I am not yet convinced that all the rulings of the rabbis are the only way to look at life.

We will have to say a bit more about this on another day, when it is not Shabbat.

Topical Index:  Shabbat, Exodus 20:8
July 12  Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy.  Exodus 20:8  NASB
The Creative Sabbath (2)

To keep holy – Pay close attention to the verse.  Notice that the act of remembering has a purpose.  That purpose is leqaddesho, “to keep holy.”  We remember in order to sanctify.  That’s not our usual thinking about Shabbat.  We often think that Shabbat is holy and therefore our remembering it is an extension of its sanctity.  But the commandment suggests otherwise.  It suggests that what we do by remembering actually provides the reason this day set apart.  It is not set apart simply because it is designated as such.  We have a vital role to play in the holiness of Shabbat.  We are to remember!

Notice that the commandment is not “Keep the Shabbat holy.”  The commandment is “Remember,” and by remembering the Shabbat is made holy.  So what is required of us in the act of remembering? The Hebrew verb is zakor.  It means, “to think about, to meditate upon, to pay attention to, to recollect, to declare, to recite, to proclaim, to invoke, to commemorate” and a few other related activities.
  Of course, remembering requires that some event or statement or idea or emotion must have previously occurred in order to be remembered, and in this regard, all of Israel had a very good reason to remember.  They were removed from slavery by the mighty hand of the Lord in miraculous acts.  Shabbat was a time to remember what YHVH had done.  It’s no wonder that Heschel said, “To believe is to remember.”  Unless I remember that I too was removed from the slavery of Egypt as a (future) member of the tribes of Israel, I will have nothing to remember.  But since I am grafted into Israel, what happened to Israel happened to me.  I remember.  And with grateful heart and overwhelming joy, I remember that YHVH acted in response to the cry of His people including me.  And I was liberated.  I remember.

This means that Shabbat is a part of the cultural training of those who belong to the commonwealth of Israel.  It is not simply a ritual.  It is a celebration of origin, an independence day, a victory parade.  Shabbat is the result of you and I remembering all the works of the Lord, all His graciousness, His mercy, His creativity, His long-suffering, His hesed.  And when we remember all of these things, we are encouraged to demonstrate them in our lives.  That also is remembering.  The reason Shabbat is qadosh (holy) is because the act of remembering causes me to pause, to reassess, to examine, to consider, to meditate upon the excellence and goodness of God.  Remembering requires that I stop doing what otherwise crowds my day full of the immediate but trivial and deliberately recall the important and eternal.  I lift my gaze from those incessant tasks in my hands and view the enormity of His design.  I put myself in proper order, infinitesimally small in this vast universe but nevertheless ultimately loved by its Creator.  I celebrate Life, with a capital L, and my experience of it.  And I am thankful that today, Shabbat, I know Him.

Topical Index:  Shabbat, remember, Exodus 20:8, holy

July 13  Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy.  Exodus 20:8  NASB
The Creative Sabbath (3)

Work and “Work” – “The biblical story of mankind begins with the command, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, fill the earth and subdue it.’  Work is more than labour.  Biblical Hebrew has two words to express the difference: melakhah is work as creation, avodah is work as service or servitude.  Melakhah is the arena in which we transform the world and thus become, in the striking rabbinic phrase, ‘partners with God in the work of creation.’  God, taught Rabbi Akiva in the second century, deliberately left the world unfinished so that it could be completed by the work of human beings.  The creative God seeks creativity from mankind.”

The commandment not to “work” on Shabbat employs the creative word, melakhah, not the laboring word, avodah.  We have explored this before. (http://skipmoen.com/2013/09/27/what-to-do-during-what-not-to-do/)  It’s particularly important to note that melakah (or melakhah) has the root malak, a word that means  messenger, representative and even angel.  This is someone who comes in the authority of another.  In like manner, the creativity of both God and Man expresses the authority of the author, demonstrated in the final result.  The cheesecake that my wife bakes is the representation of her creativity (and it is very good, by the way).  It is melakah—creative expression of who she is.  Washing the dishes is avodah, in her case, because it is simply the task necessary after the production of melakah.  It is the ordinary, the routine, the “not who I really am” effort.  But cooking is her art.  She makes the world a better, and more righteous place with her talent and passion.  This creativity is what she must set aside on Shabbat in honor of the ultimate Creator, the One who brought her to life so that she could contribute to completing the world.

But that isn’t quite the end of the story.  

All work was banned both on the weekly Sabbath (Ex 20:9–10) and on the festal Sabbaths (Lev 16:29). God himself ceased from working on the Sabbath day (Gen 2:1–2).

Turning to specific usages of mĕlāʾkâ, it could refer to a particular task or project at hand (Neh 5:16) or it could refer to one’s routine or habitual work, i.e. one’s business (Gen 39:11; Prov 18:9). It referred to the king’s business (I Sam 8:16) and that of the royal bureaucracy (I Kgs 9:23).

“Work” referred to skilled craftsmanship when God endowed men with supernatural skills for the skilled work of the tabernacle (Ex 31:3:  RSV “craftsmanship”), and Solomon imported Phoenician craftsmen for the skilled work of the temple (I Kgs 7:14).

The resulting products of work, both skilled and unskilled, were described by this term. Moses looked upon the skilled “work” of the tabernacle (Ex 39:43). Or it could refer to property in general without regard to special skills or value (e.g. I Sam 15:9, “all that was despised” for “every despised work”; cf. also Ex 22:8, 11).

As you can see, context also helps determine the meaning of melakah.  So Exodus 20:10 prohibits melakah but that obviously includes (as we learn from examples) ordinary and routine tasks as well as creative ones.  Just what these ordinary and routine prohibited tasks are is, for the most part, left undefined.  Conscience, community and example help us decide.  Perhaps this is the “spirit of Shabbat” referred to by the rabbis.  In the final analysis, apart from those specific tasks named in the text, reverence, culture and community seem to be the determining factors.

But this much we know.  We create the holiness of the Shabbat by our choices.  YHVH set it aside, but we are the ones who complete it.  The Sabbath remains unfinished until we remember.

Topical Index:  Shabbat, melakah, Exodus 20:8, Exodus 20:10
July 14  There is an appointed time for everything. And there is a time for every event under heaven—  Ecclesiastes 3:1  NASB

The Divine Day-planner
Time – Do you remember how Moses Luzzatto defined mercy?  Mercy is God giving us more time.  Mercy is delay of judgment.  Mercy is God waking us up the next morning and saying, “OK, now you have one more day to make things right?”  This is precisely the statement God made to Cain when his sacrifice was not accepted.  “I’m going to give you more time.  Just go fix this and then come back.”  Time.  Time to repent.  Time to return.  Time to restore.

Interestingly, the Hebrew word translated “time” is ‘et, but it doesn’t mean the same thing that we think of as time and it doesn’t come from a root that we would expect in our Greek world.  For us time is a measure of change, the recognition that one thing becomes another.  We quantify this change, attach some kind of mathematics to it and call it “time.”  This concept views time as if it were a line.  We are on the line moving in one direction.  The past is behind us; the future in front of us and where we are right now on the line is the present.  This concept has been so internalized in our culture that it provides the foundation for the belief that the events on the line are fixed.  Whatever is up there ahead of us in the future is just waiting to become “present” to us.  Time travel, that great science fiction thrill, is based on this idea.

But the Hebrew root of ‘et is not about mathematics or topography.  It is the real experience of fulfilled possibilities.  So Hebrew time is understood as appointed days, regular seasons, fulfilled processes.  Rain, harvest, birth, death, the exodus and judgment are just a few examples.  These events happen when they happen.  They are part of the flow of life, not fixed dates on the calendar.  In fact, they are completely under the sovereign control of YHVH.  In many cases, these opportunities are repetitive.  But they are not merely circular.  God’s creation is going somewhere and only He knows its direction and its sequence.  
In the Greek world, time is abstract and static.  The idea that time is like a line or a river is a spatialization fallacy.  It treats time as if it were space.  It thinks of events as if they were points on the line or positions in the river.   This kind of thinking sees world in terms of discrete entities—boxes filled with things that are connected by movement—like clocks.  It is basically a reduction of the complexities of reality to a single analog.

But in Hebrew the “events” of life are dynamic.  What matters is the relationship created by the intersection of these events.  Reality is a complex organism of relationships--growing more and more complex in its interconnected fabric every day.  Nothing is really spatially or temporally discreet.  Ideally the creation is the harmony of all relationships under the holiness of God.  Therefore, spatial markers like “in front,” “back,” “ahead,” “behind,” etc. are inappropriate and misleading.  What really matters, and it matters “forever,” are the relationships that are created by the connections of all these filled opportunities.  But until the opportunities are filled, the relationships don’t exist in the real, complex world.  In other words, tomorrow doesn’t really exist because the nexus of relationships that will bring about whatever tomorrow will be are not present yet.

How does this affect our vision of God and His interaction in the world?  How does this affect who we are now, in the only “time” that is real?

Topical Index: time, ‘et, Ecclesiastes 3:1
July 15  There is an appointed time for everything. And there is a time for every event under heaven—  Ecclesiastes 3:1  NASB

Now or Never

Time – How difficult it is for us to not read this verse (and the following elaboration) as if it is about dates on the calendar!  The addition of just a few extra words pushes us to imagine that the author uses our cultural presuppositions.  The Hebrew text reads (literally), “For everything a season an occasion for every joy (delight, matter, business) under heaven.”  Does this verse imply that each and every event is fixed?  If I add “there is” to the translation, does that make me think that everything is already appointed?  If I read the verse without “there is,” doesn’t this verse merely express the orderly repetition of opportunities?  Is this verse prescriptive, i.e., everything is already determined, or descriptive, i.e., when things happen they seem to fall into repeating patterns?  The answer is very important.

If you read this verse as though the Bible is teaching that God (or whomever) has already appointed times and seasons so that every event is already fixed in the divine calendar, then you will inevitably arrive at the logical conclusion that no matter what you do it is only the fulfillment of an already predestined plan.  That means life is really an illusion since your experience of “free” choice is actually nothing more than the fulfillment of the dates on the divine calendar.  Personal responsibility is a joke.  Whatever you do has already been appointed.  So do whatever you wish.  Only God is to blame.

But if you read this verse as nothing more than a description of human experience concerning the appearance of repetition, the feeling that we are going around the wheel once more, then there is no predestined arrangement.  Things just seem to happen in cycles.  It appears as if everything has a proper place but this appearance is not a statement of the ontological reality of a fixed universe.  Personal responsibility must be exercised as the opportunities presented by the patterns become clear.  What you do about those opportunities changes the world.  You are accountable.  You are to blame.

Such a simple little idea.  Such a small change.  Just insert “there is” and suddenly an entirely new logical problem emerges.  “There is” gives the verse ontological status as if this verse confirms what already is.  But remove the inserted “there is” and the verse is just a description of human experience, of the way things seem to be.

A time to give birth and a time to die;

A time to plant and a time to uproot what is planted.

A time to kill and a time to heal;

A time to tear down and a time to build up.

A time to weep and a time to laugh;

A time to mourn and a time to dance.

A time to throw stones and a time to gather stones;

A time to embrace and a time to shun embracing.

A time to search and a time to give up as lost;

A time to keep and a time to throw away.

A time to tear apart and a time to sew together;

A time to be silent and a time to speak.

A time to love and a time to hate;

A time for war and a time for peace.  (Ecclesiastes 3:2-8)

So tell me.  Are these verse about “times” fixed in the future, or are they about what happens in human existence experienced as opposites?

Ah, and once you answer that question, what do you think about this verse: “He predestined us to adoption as sons through Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the kind intention of His will,” (Ephesians 1:5).
Topical Index:  time, ‘et, experience, predestination, Ecclesiastes 3:1-8, Ephesians 1:5
July 16  “And I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse.  And in you all the families of the earth will be blessed.”  Genesis 12:3  NASB

It’s in Your Hand
Bless/curse – On my last trip to Israel, I was delighted to meet Roi Ziv, a native Israelite who lives near Nof Ginnosar on Lake Kinneret (the “Sea of Galilee”).  Roi and his sister spent a day with the group, sharing what it is like to be Messianic believers in an Israeli community.  A few days ago, Roi sent me an email about his investigation of the Hebrew roots for “bless” and “curse.”  He investigated the Paleo-Hebrew possibilities.  He wrote:

Curse had 3 roots, as far as I know: ק.ל.ל , ק.ב.ב , א.ר.ר ( Q.L.L, A.R.R, Q.B.B ) 

Quph is a sun at the horizon (sunset? end?) and Lamed is a shepherd's staff, in the sense of guidance and teaching. So, could one meaning of curse be "the end/dying/absence of teaching, discipline and guidance"?

Beit is a tent, meaning home, family, community. That with a Quph gives another meaning to curse: “the absence/ending of family and community life.”  The last one sort of completes the other two: Aleph, Resh, Resh. Aleph is the ox head, meaning strength, control, leadership and Resh is a man's head. So when man is in a place of power, when he is the leader, instead of God, El, Aleph Lamed, “the strength that teaches,” it is also a curse.
And all together: a curse in Hebrew is pride, man in control, and the lack of teaching and community life. 

Blessing. Beit, Resh, Kaph. ב.ר.כ . A tent, man's head and an open palm (meaning willingness to bend, receive, give and allow?). This gives the picture of a man's willingness to submit to the life of family and community, to receive and give correction and to have all the other aspects of Hebrew community life. Or in other words: exactly the opposite of curse. I guess “to kneel” also connects to blessing, since knee is also ב.ר.כ  
“For whoever exalts himself will be humbled and he who humbles himself will be exalted” (Luke 18:14)
What a great insight!  Yes, there are issues with Paleo-Hebrew, but those issues shouldn’t prevent us from seeing the interesting connections in the consonants.  Roi has given us all another level of understanding.  Imagine that blessing and cursing are connected to willingness to be corrected, community and family.  

Blessing means cooperation in concert with others, bending to advice, submission and welcoming dialogue.  Curse means the absence of community input, exercising power without humility, refusing to be taught.  With these insights we can see that blessing and curses are completely within our control.  We determine if we are blessed or cursed by our attitudes and actions.  

Are you waiting to be blessed?  Are you feeling as if you are cursed?  Now that you’ve had a chance to read Roi’s comments, who do you think is responsible for your present condition or your hoped-for situation?

Topical Index:  bless, curse, Genesis 12:3, Roi Ziv

July 17  for He says, “At the acceptable time I listened to you, and on the day of salvation I helped you.” Behold, now is “the acceptable time,” behold, now is “the day of salvation”—  2 Corinthians 6:2  NASB

That Day

Now – When are you saved?  Oh, sorry.  Most of us would have expected the question, “When were you saved?”  But the question in the past tense inclines us to think that salvation is a fixed event, once found never lost.  So we point to some decision we made years ago and claim, “I was saved on that day.”  But “that day” doesn’t exist anymore.  The only day you have is today, now, this day.  Now is the day of salvation!  

I know this is a bit hard to grasp, and probably discomforting as well.  But suppose just for a moment that today determines your salvation.  Today you are righteous or sinful.  Today you establish trust of lack thereof.  Today you obey His commandments or you don’t.  Salvation is a relationship, not a certificate, and a relationship is only real when both parties are connected.  A marriage certificate doesn’t make a marriage.  What makes a marriage is unity now!  Together now!  Holding hands now!  Everyone who is married knows this.  The certificate is worthless when it comes to the relationship.  So what makes us think that our salvation is any different?

Suppose for just a moment that you get it.  Now you can make sense of David’s statement about having clean hands and pure heart.  Or Paul’s statement that he is blameless before the Lord.  If we think of salvation as a summary of our whole lives, then no one is clean.  No one is pure.  If salvation is a static concept equal to a certificate of merit, then (quite frankly) no one is saved.  Theologians realize this, so they postulate that salvation is entirely a work of God.  We have nothing to do with it.  God elects.  God saves.  Deed done.  And, of course, since it is done in the past, salvation does not depend on what my relationship is like today.  Now is not the day of salvation.  The day of salvation was whenever God decided in my favor.

But that isn’t what the text says (and it doesn’t make any sense of David and Paul either).  Hebrew views salvation as relationship—a relationship that is operating now!  I am saved today because I am cooperating with the Spirit of the Lord and desiring to be His follower.  He grants me time to repent, to restore, to return and in so doing, extends the relationship opportunity to me.  There is a mutual engagement.  I am saved today.

This also implies that I can be lost today.  YHVH doesn’t withdraw the opportunity to be connected to Him, but I might withdraw.  I might dismiss my salvation and trample on His grace today.  Of course, if I don’t die in the process, then His grace comes rushing back to me.  He shows mercy by giving me time to correct the situation and when I do, I discover that now is the day of salvation.

Topical Index:  salvation, day, now, 2 Corinthians 6:2
July 18  “When a stranger resides with you in your land, you shall not do him wrong. The stranger who resides with you shall be to you as the native among you, and you shall love him as yourself, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt; I am the Lord your God.” Leviticus 19:33-34  NASB

Emphatic Ethics

With you – Who is the stranger?  According to this command, it is anyone who resides (the word is “sojourns,” i.e., is a temporary resident) in your land.  That’s sounds clear enough.  Who would that include today?  Migrants, travelers, short-term renters.  Basically, anyone who is not permanently connected in some way to your community.  Anyone who is not “family.”  The commandment says that those who follow YHVH, who accept His way of doing things, are to not take advantage of these people.  They are to be treated as though they were ‘ezrah, arising from the soil.  In other words, as if they were born here, natives, part of the tribe.  

You go on a trip.  You stay a few days in another city.  The retailers and taxi drivers and restaurateurs know that you aren’t local.  Maybe you don’t speak the native tongue.  Maybe you dress differently or you carry a big camera.  You are a tourist.  How are you treated?  Do you discover that you have been overcharged?  Were you promised one thing but delivered another?  Are you ignored or worse?  Does anyone make you feel as if you really belong there?  I often find that unless I have some local connection, I am not treated as a native-born.  Taxis cost more.  Meals cost more.  Inferior goods are passed off as better quality.  Everything is a haggle and a hassle.  Has this been your experience?  

YHVH says that His children do not take advantage of the outsider.  His children give the stranger the same deals they give their friends, the same courtesy, the same help.  We are to love the stranger as ourselves.  Why?

Because we are the stranger.  We were once outsiders.  We were taken advantage of.  We were oppressed.  We were overcharged, underpaid, ripped off.  And we are not to pass it on!  The emphasis of this ethical instruction is not the stranger who resides in our land now.  Rather it is the stranger who once resided in Egypt.  Us!

You and I know what it is like to be mistreated.  Since we know what it is like, we are not to allow that undignified behavior to continue.  We are not to contribute to any form of discrimination toward anyone who temporarily crosses our path.  We are to treat every one of these as if we were the ones sojourning in Egypt again.  What is the rule of thumb for the outsider?  In a word, kamoka—“as yourself.”  Perhaps it’s time to reconsider who we really are—strangers in a strange land, resident aliens awaiting the call of the Master, sojourners recently released from Egyptian bondage.  Not so long ago you and I were abused, neglected, ignored, oppressed.  Now we have been freed to stop all this.  Now the next one I meet will not experience what happened to me.

Topical Index:  stranger, sojourn, kamoka, as yourself, Leviticus 19:33-34
July 19  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  NASB
Worldly Ethics

What is good – Want to know how to live in this world?  The prophet Micah provides YHVH’s answer.  Just three things are required of us.  Do justice, love hesed and walk humbly with YHVH.  Wonderful!  Simple!  Maybe not so easy.  But what does this all mean?

Micah gives us the principles of worldly ethics.  Not ethics from the world but ethics for living in the world.  These three principles summarize all the detailed instructions of Torah—and more.  It’s the “and more” part that usually baffles us.  We can figure out what the clearly written, culturally dependent Torah instructions are for the people who were in the audience when YHVH spoke, but how that applies to emails and automobiles, jet airplanes and electric guitars, gay couple adoptions and ISIS isn’t quite so clear.  What we do in circumstances not anything like the agrarian cultures of 1200 BCE is often difficult to discern and sometimes apparently arbitrary.

Perhaps Ira Stone’s commentary on Luzzatto’s statement will help us. “What constitutes a human being is this conformity to ethics and justice . . . ‘all that leads to the end of true good, namely, strengthening of Torah and furthering of human fraternity.’  Here, the true good, which is the ethical and the just, becomes synonymous with Torah and humanity combined. . .  The implication here is that Torah and the human community are predicated on the implementation of the good, that is, ethical conformity to God’s acts, or ‘walking in God’s ways.’  Ethics preceded Torah, precedes human community, and precedes philosophical speculation. . . . our consciousness is not a solitary one, but rather a relational one. . . We are first objects of love and then we become the subjects of love, the lovers.”

Stone observes that we are first called to treatment of the other as ourselves because we have experienced being treated by the other.  The relationship is primary.  Our awareness of who we are originates in being the object of someone else’s love and then we can reciprocate as lovers of another.  The ethics of love relationship comes before the codification of Torah, before the awareness of the community of others’ needs, before the speculation about the meaning of ethics.  In the end, our abilities to act on God’s desires is substantially influenced by the experience we had before we were aware of our own consciousness as separate from another.  How we were loved (or not) plays a major role in how we become fully human.  

Obedience to Torah is still a choice, but the predisposition to obey is conditioned by our prior experience of being loved.  Those who didn’t experience the security and sanctity of a loving relationship before they came to the Father will find it much more difficult to trust the Father for His love.  However, when they do find it, perhaps the experience of actually being loved will be all that more powerful.  

What is good is more than what is given by God.  What is good is the fabric of our lives, the whole of our lives, experienced in daily interaction with those who love us and who we love.  What is good is what enhances the love of others and ourselves.  Torah provides the foundation.  Life provides the house resting on that foundation.

Topical Index:  Micah 6:8, ethics, Ira Stone, community, Torah
July 20  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 1:4  NASB
Credit Score

Promises – What’s your credit score?  It’s a number that determines the risk banks are willing to take with you.  It’s a measure of their confidence that you have the capacity and are willing to repay.  In other words, it’s an assessment of your ability to keep a promise.  A good credit score in this artificial system is anything above 720.  The highest possible score is 850.  Why is the system “artificial?”  Because it is an impersonal abstraction derived from an algorithm.  It is not about your personal trustworthiness.  It is about the system’s evaluation of your financial status.  In our world of mathematical reduction substitutes for reality, a handshake will no longer suffice.  Your promise is no longer good enough.  Now you and I must have a contractual agreement and you must demonstrate to me that I can trust you by proving you meet some artificial measurement called a credit score.  One of the tragic consequences of leaving village life behind is the disruption of personal trustworthiness.  

What is God’s credit score?  Ah, don’t automatically jump to the conclusion that it must be 850 since that is the highest score anyone can achieve in this system.  Instead, remember what the credit score is really about, i.e., a past history of capacity and willingness to pay.  Now ask what is God’s credit score?  Has He always demonstrated His capacity and willingness to pay, to keep His promises?  That begs the question:  By whose standards?  Examine your own history with God.  Has He always shown Himself capable and willing to keep His promises to you?  I would be quite shocked if you answered, “Yes.”  My guess is that all of us have experienced times when, in spite of the promises God made, He doesn’t seem to be willing (or able?) to keep them.  Has He always kept you safe, healthy, prosperous?  Didn’t He promise those things to His children who kept Torah?  Has He always comforted you, encouraged you, given you peace?  Didn’t He also promise that?  Are you beginning to see a problem here?

If we measure God’s credit score on the same artificial grounds that we use to determine financial worthiness in our world, I’m afraid we must conclude that God doesn’t fare so well.  There is no doubt about His capacity to deliver, but experience often shows that He doesn’t.  What are we to make of this?  Able to pay but doesn’t?  That sounds like a very low credit score to me.  And that demonstrates the great flaw in the way we think about promises.  You see, God’s promises are not measured on the basis of delivery.  They are measured on the basis of character.  The fact that God doesn’t always seem to deliver does not affect the validity of the promise because the promise is not based on what He does.  It is based on who He is.  If God makes a promise, the promise is good because God made it, even if we don’t see the results of the promise in any way that we would have expected.  Because we are conditioned by artificial systems of promise fulfillment, we begin to believe that the only effective measure of the trustworthiness of the promise-maker is payment.  In our system, if you don’t pay according to the schedule, then you aren’t worthy of trust.  But in God’s world, His promise is completely trustworthy no matter what because the terms of the promise are not set by us, the recipients of the promise.  They are set by the promise-maker.  We often confuse who receives the promise and who make the promise.  In our system, we, the ones who borrow, make the promise to repay.  But in God’s system, He, the one who loans, makes the promise, and we, the beneficiaries of His promises, do not get to determine the terms of delivery.

Now just a bit of curious linguistics.  The Greek word for “promise” is epangello.  In classical Greek, this word originally meant, “to declare, to indicate, to report” and was used with regard to issuing orders or judgments.  Interestingly, there is only one occurrence where this word is used in relation to a promise of a deity.  Do you suppose that is because pagan gods didn't make promises? They could not be held accountable for anything since it was entirely up to men to placate and appease them before they would act.  The curious thing about this word is this:  “There is no prior history in the OT, for the MT and LXX use different words for God’s pledges or promises. Paul, however, links epangelía and euangélion and views OT history from the standpoint of epangéllesthai. We thus think of Heb. dbr and LXX laleín or eipeín (cf. Gen. 18:19) in terms of “promise.” The NT usage follows that of Hellenism; we find sense d. in 1 Tim. 4:8 etc. and sense e. in Mk. 14:11 etc.”

Amazing!  In the Tanakh, dabar is the equivalent of “promise.”  Do you realize that this is the basis of the aphorism, “A man is as good as his word”?  In the Tanakh, the sense of community is so strong that what I say is my promise.  There is no distinction between my words and my character.  I am what I speak.  And so is God.  He is what He says.

This is difficult for us to grasp since we live in the artificial world of algorithms, substitutes for true human involvement and experience.  We are not a “global village.”  We are a global calculus, interconnected but essentially discrete and capable of disassociation.  Words today are no longer promises.  They are merely symbols for more complex equations, some of which have no solutions at all.

Welcome to Babylon.

Topical Index:  promise, epangello, dabar, 2 Peter 1:4
July 21  but from the fruit of the tree which is in the middle of the garden, God has said, “You shall not eat from it or touch it, or you will die.”  Genesis 3:3  NASB
Fenced Out

Or touch it – OK, so who told the woman that the fruit of the Tree could not be touched?  God told Adam not to eat it.  Adam communicated this message to the woman.  Do you suppose that she made up the additional requirement?  Why would she?  There is no logical reason for her to add this extra restriction.  But there is every reason for someone else to add the extra bit.  Adam.  He could easily reason, “If I tell her that God says not to eat of the Tree, then maybe she might accidentally get too close and be overly tempted to eat of its fruit.  So I’ll tell her that God said not to touch the fruit.  That way there isn’t any possibility of her even thinking about eating it.  The extra little bit will be good because it will ensure that the real issue won’t even come up.”  This is called, “building a fence around Torah.”  And as we all know, it completely backfired.  The serpent simply used this extra piece as leverage to demonstrate that the entire commandment was false.  He touched the fruit and nothing happened.  Therefore, it seems as if nothing would happen by eating it either.  Adam’s attempt to enlarge the actual commandment resulted in destroying the validity of the commandment.

Building fences is the real temptation, isn’t it?  It’s all for noble purposes.  It’s imagining the possibilities and then constructing artificial (non-Torah) barriers to prevent those possibilities.  Amnon rapes Tamar.  Absalom murders Ammon.  The Torah is clear.  Rape is wrong.  Murder is wrong.  So what fence do we erect in order to prevent anything like the Amnon and Absalom story from happening again?  Well, there’s no use in underlining the prohibition against rape and murder.  Those are clear enough.  But we could prevent it all by simply declaring that no single man and single woman should ever be alone together.  Solved.  Ah, but wait!  It’s not too difficult to suppose that the same sorry story of rape and murder could have occurred even if Tamar or Amnon were married.  So we need a stronger fence.  Men and women must never be together regardless of their married or unmarried status.  In other words, we simply prevent men and women from any opportunity and that preserves the actual commandments.  Right?

The answer, of course, is, “Yes.”  If men and women can never be together, then there is no possibility of rape and potentially murder as revenge.  But at what price?  By removing the possibility, we have removed personal responsibility, community, ethical choice regarding the actual commandment and we have converted God’s clear instruction into legalism.  We made a fence where none existed in order to protect people from some possible violation and in the process we reduced their ethical responsibility before the Lord.  This is enforced holiness, not personal purity.  And please don’t think that the rabbis are the only ones who ever did such a thing.  

How many fences are needed in order to keep God’s instructions?

Topical Index:  touch, fence, legalism, Genesis 3:3
July 22   I have led you forty years in the wilderness; your clothes have not worn out on you, and your sandal has not worn out on your foot.  Deuteronomy 29:5  NASB

So Far

Forty years – The Hebrew word for “forty” is ‘arbaim.  It is spelled Aleph-Resh-Bet-Ayin-Yod-Mem.  It is pointed so that the syllables are AR-BA-IM.  But the syllabication depends on a sheva under the Resh, and as we all know, the diacritical pointing was not added to the text for almost 1000 years.  What would happen if we read the words a little differently by removing the sheva.  Then we could read, A-RB-AIM.  This text reminds me of something in Genesis 3:16 where AR-BE can also be repointed to A-RAB(H), changing that text from “greatly multiply your pain” to “the one who ambushed you.”  In Genesis 3:16 the difference has enormous implications for God’s interaction with the woman after eating from the Tree.  In our text today, the alternative reading might suggest that the forty years were also years of ambush, years of lying in wait as a military tactic.  After all, didn’t everyone from the original exodus die during those forty years?  What if the text read, “I have led you for years of ambush during which time your clothes did not wear out and your sandals did not deteriorate”?  

Of course, the context of the verse probably prevents reading it in this way, but the thought is fascinating.  The forty years were not simply punishment.  They were years of military tactics in order to eliminate the first generation.  In that sense, didn’t God use those forty years as an ambush?  Of course, it was an ambush with divine purpose.  It removed as much as possible the Egyptian saturation that accompanied the people who came across the Sea.  It allowed natural attrition to become a weapon of purification.  But I wonder if God didn’t decide to use this tactic rather than instantaneous elimination that He once proposed to Moses.

It makes me think that perhaps I don’t really appreciate the biggest picture of my life, the picture that God is working on as I plod along each day.

So far I’ve come so far from where I started but

I have so far to go to be where I want to finish.

So far God’s grace has provided and His mercy

Has carried me this far so far.

But so far I am from Him, and He seems so far from 

Me

Just now.  Forty years too far so far.

And forty more seem too far.

He set the trap, waylaid, surprise attacked,

So far gone now

And I long to find the end of so far.

Topical Index:  forty years, ‘arbaim, ‘arabh, Deuteronomy 29:5
July 23  And a man was there whose hand was withered. And they questioned Jesus, asking, “Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?”—so that they might accuse Him.  Matthew 12:10  NASB
Whose Halachah?

Is it lawful – Sometimes you can’t understand the text of the gospels without first understanding the context of the rabbis.  This is one of those times.  The issue here is not about healing.  There is no prohibition about healing on the Sabbath.  The issue is about which school of rabbinic halachah Yeshua will endorse.  Will it be Shammai’s views or Hillel’s views?  

In the first century, two schools of thought dominated the world of the Pharisees.  The school that followed the teachings of Shammai made up the majority of rabbinic leadership.  The school of Hillel was the other recognizable branch of the Pharisees.  Nearly all of Yeshua’s debates with the Pharisees are really debates with the followers of Shammai.  Harvey Falk’s book, Jesus the Pharisee,
 makes the case the Yeshua was closely associated with the minority opinions and halachah of Hillel.  In fact, Falk argues that Yeshua was probably also related to the Essenes.  Shammai’s halachah rulings were far stricter than Hillel’s, driving a deeper wedge between Gentiles and Jews.  Flak comments on this particular incident:

Since Jesus evidently healed through prayer, this incident appears to refer to a dispute between Bet Shammai and Bet Hillel over whether it is permitted to pray for the sick on the Sabbath (Tosefta Shabbat 17:14); Bet Hillel permitted such prayer, and Bet Shammai forbade it.  In the Gospel according to Mark (2:27), Jesus concludes his argument with the Pharisees concerning the Sabbath by stating, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.”  In addition for prayer for the sick, this would allude to other disputes between the two schools, such as were Bet Shammai rule that is it forbidden on the Sabbath to promise charity for the poor in the synagogue, even for the marriage of orphans, nor may betrothals be arranged, nor may any discussion be held for a youngster’s education, nor may mourners be comforted or the sick visited, while Bet Hillel permit all of these . . .

As you can easily imagine, Yeshua would have objected to all of these restrictions.  The famous discussion of divorce is really about the same issue, that is, which school of thought will Yeshua endorse.  

We learn two very important lessons from Falk’s work.  The first is that the gospels use of the term “Pharisee” does not refer to all men associated with that theological branch of Judaism in the first century.  Christians have almost uniformly ignored this important distinction.  The result has been a wholesale misrepresentation of all religious Jews and Jewish leadership as opponents of Yeshua.  This is simply not true.  

The second important lesson we learn is that the Jewish way of life often depends on which rabbi you follow, and the rabbis are not always in agreement.  What this means today is that whenever halachah is the basis for your behavior, that behavior depends on the ruling of the rabbi(s) of that particular community.  Halachah for one community might not be the same for another community, as the differences between Shammai and Hillel clearly demonstrate.  By the way, that does not mean that one way is wrong and the other right.  It only means that life is complicated and decisions must be made.  

Some commandments are not negotiable.  Those are the ones clearly defined in the written revelation of YHVH.  Some commandments are interpretations of the written Torah for the community.  They are binding upon members of the community because members of the community have decided to make them binding, but that does not mean there are no alternatives.  In the end, whether I wear tzitzit on my belt loops or not should never keep us from fellowship and mutual submission.  Paul constantly argued fro unity, not conformity.  We must do the same wherever Scripture leaves the decision up to us.

Topical Index:  halachah, Pharisee, Harvey Falk, Matthew 12:10, Shammai, Hillel
July 24  Bless the Lord, O my soul, and all that is within me, bless His holy name.  Psalm 103:1  NASB

Missing in Action

O my soul – The first thing we notice about this poem of praise is that half of the English translations simply leave out of the opening word, l’david.  The other half attempt translations like, “of David,” “for David,” “A Psalm of David,” “Davidic,” or “by David.”  I suppose all are possible, but what isn’t possible is simply ignoring the word.  Unfortunately, this is common when it comes to the “superscript” introductions of many of the psalms.  But for us, the deliberate association of this praise with David is important.  After all, not all the psalms were written by David so those that are connected to him help us understand the context.

With this in mind, the next words are also unusual.  The words themselves are familiar (barak and nephesh) but the combination “is an unusual rhetorical move.”
  By the way, the Hebrew reads literally, “Bless my nephesh YHVH.”  What is unusual about this phrase is the speaker’s exhortation to himself to bless YHVH.  It is as if he were standing in front of a mirror and instructing the one he sees to offer praises to the Lord.  But, of course, he is the one seen in the mirror.  In what sense, we might ask, is it necessary to exhort ourselves to offer praise to God?

Amazingly, praise is not an automatic human response to life.  Perhaps it should be, but it seems that most of the time we are caught up in the necessary but trivial and we simply forget the fact that our reality is necessarily dependent.  We forget that being alive is the hallmark of His grace, that having our lives extended fro one more day is mercy manifested.  We become occupied with email, work schedules, commuting, meals, children, washing, ATMs, bills, coffee and all the thousands of insignificant activities that prevent us from recognizing life granted to us today.  So we need to stand in front of the mirror and chide ourselves to bless the One who is really responsible for our very being.  “Bless my nephesh YHVH.”  It is an exclamation and a personal commandment.  It takes but a moment, but that moment alters the course of the day.

Why is it inappropriate and misleading to translate the verse, “Bless the Lord, O my soul”?  First, of course, is the difficulty of capturing the wholeness of the word nephesh.  Nephesh is not “soul.”  That’s a Greek idea, that the human being is compartmentalized into body, mind and soul.  Hebrew has no such divisions.  Nephesh is me, all of me all at once.  Nephesh is the whole person.  So an instruction to bless YHVH from my nephesh does not mean that the “spiritual” part of me offers Him thanksgiving.  It means that this day, the day that commences with acknowledgment of His grace and mercy, I will express barak (blessing) to Him in all the ways that I am today.  “Thank you, Lord , for this cup of coffee.”  “Oh, Father, how gracious You are that You have blessed me with children.”  “I bless you Lord for providing me with work.”  “Lord, how magnificently You have kept me in health this morning.”  “Father, I thank you for my spouse.”  “I am in awe, Lord, of Your trust in me over money.”  “How You have cared for me when I travel today and everyday.”  “Lord, I am so grateful that you have given me hands to wash dishes, eyes to see my food, ears to hear prayers, feet to run after You.”  You get the idea.

And what about the syntax?  English: “Bless the Lord, O my soul.”  Hebrew:  “Bless my nephesh et YHVH.”  What’s the difference?  YHVH is the direct object of the verb in both arrangements (clearly indicated in Hebrew by et), but English separates the actor and the action while Hebrew does not.  “Bless my nephesh YHVH” takes on the force of an internal command because one cannot mistake the deliberate exhortation to oneself, while “Bless the Lord, O my soul” make the phrase “O my soul” appears as almost a simple emotional outburst.  The syntax matters.  This is not a verse of empathetic exuberance.  This is an order from myself to myself.  “Do this now!”

So do this now.  Stop right here and tell yourself, “baraki naphsi, et YHVH.”  And then, of course, do it!

Topical Index:  nephesh, barak, Psalm 103:1
July 25  Bless the Lord, O my soul, and all that is within me, bless His holy name.  Psalm 103:1  NASB

The Genesis of Psalms

Within me – What is within?  The immediate temptation is to answer with a Greek worldview.  What is within in my spirit.  But how would we answer this question as a Hebrew?  First, we would look at the preposition, and discover that it isn’t a preposition at all.  In fact, the entire phrase consists of a one-word construct, vekol-qerabai.  The core of this construct is qereb, a noun meaning “inward parts, in the midst, among.”  The Psalmist uses this idea to ask for a right spirit within.  Genesis 18:12 uses the word to describe Sarah’s private laugh within.  qrb is a Paleo-Hebrew root for “behind the person’s tent,” that is, what makes me who I am from the inside out.  It is not a separation of interior/exterior, a soul/body split.  It is the Hebraic idea of manifestation.  In Hebrew psychology (to use a cross-linguistic word), what is the constitution and character of who I am privately shows up publically.  

But Zechariah 12:1 tells us that the spirit of Man within was created by the Lord.  This gives us another dimension to our answer.  What is it that God created in Man?  According to the Genesis 2:7 text, God breathed His spirit into Man and Man became a nephesh hayyah.  What is within Man is the breath of YHVH, the animating force of life.  Now we understand what David means.  “All that is within me” is everything that makes me alive.  Everything!  

Want to make a list?  What are all the things that bring life to you, that make you who you are?  What actions, attitudes, emotions, decisions and connections bring life to you?  Now the necessary but trivial has as much meaning as the optional but significant.  Washing the dishes is about life.  So is preventing a heart attack.  Necessary but trivial and optional but significant.  Be sure to include both categories because life hangs in the balance.

David directs us to bless YHVH with everything that makes up our lives.  This requires a step toward deliberate awareness.  We must train ourselves to consciously notice the intersections of life and His spirit breathed into us.  We must resist automatic unconsciousness of the Spirit’s presence.  We must live intentionally.  Perhaps today we start thinking about that first sip of coffee, savoring the beans that made it, the hands that picked them, the land that grew them and the God who created them just so that we could enjoy this little bit of His world.  Perhaps today we open our eyes to the warmth of the sun, the vitality of the rain, the fecundity of the earth.  Perhaps today we acknowledge the power of words, the strength of commitment, the trust in each other.  All teaming with life.  And we bless YHVH.

Topical Index:  qarab, within, spirit, life, Psalm 103:1
July 26  Bless the Lord, O my soul, and forget none of His benefits;  Psalm 103:2  NASB

Conditional Remembering

Forget none – David repeats the opening (and unusual) rhetorical phrase.  We have explored its importance.  Now David adds an additional, explanatory thought.  Ve’al-tishkehi kol-gemoolav.  When we explore this addition, we must remember that Hebrew poetry rhymes ideas, not phonemes.  This suggests that blessing YHVH with all within me is the same as not forgetting any of His benefits.  Praise is the flip side of remembering.  

What do you remember?  The most important memories we have are the memories of YHVH’s interaction with those who came before us.  These memories constitute our shared history with Israel.  We remember who we are in Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  These men are not characters of a tribe from some distant, disconnected past.  This is not history.  This is ancestry.  We belong and therefore, we remember.  

Alter translates this phrase, “not forget all His generous acts.”  The word is gemul.  Its root is gamal, meaning “to deal, to recompense, to ripen.”  As a noun, the word covers a wide range of activities, i.e., giving what is due, acting justly, accounting for deeds of both God and men, providing benefits.  Notice what this implies.  Recompense is a reciprocal relation.  It is the reward or punishment that results from another’s actions.  This is not the same as gift.  A gift does not presuppose merit.  But recompense does.  Wages are earned, not gifted.  Of course, the system of recompense works in both directions, for good reward or evil punishment.  Thus, the wages of sin is death.  Death is the recompense for sin.  What David asks of himself (and therefore of the reader) is to remember the God pays back.  God rewards the righteous and punishes the wicked.  Life involves compensation.  Grace might be a gift, but life isn’t.  Life assumes and requires justice and justice means recompense.

Does David mean that we are not to forget only the good things God does?  I don’t think so.  I think David is looking at the man in the mirror and telling himself not to forget recompense—the good rewards and the bad punishments.  David does not serve a Santa Claus God.  He serves a God who delights in rewarding the children who obey and who corrects the children who disobey (so that they too can experience His delight).  David is a man who knew intimately both sides of this coin.  This makes his exhortation to bless YHVH for all His gemul even more powerful.  David does not forget any of the recompense.  He does not forget the accusation, “You are that man!”  He does not forget, “Go, number Israel and Judah.”  He does not forget, “When you hear the sound of the ram’s horn, say, ‘Absalom has become king in Hebron.”  We have a tendency to push those kinds of experiences out of view.  We forget the “benefits” of correction.  As a result, we are likely to repeat the same mistakes.  Because David exhorts himself to remember every recompense, he protects himself from further decline.  We need this lesson.

Topical Index:  gemul, recompense, Psalm 103:2

July 27  Who pardons all your iniquities, Who heals all your diseases;  Psalm 103:3  NASB

Breaking the Boxes
Iniquities – Bent over!  That’s what we were before pardon and healing.  In fact, Yeshua recognizes the connection in his encounter with the woman suffering from scoliosis.  He responds to those who raised objections to his act of healing by trying the disease directly to Satan.  “And this woman, a daughter of Abraham as she is, whom Satan has bound for eighteen long years, should she not have been released from this bond on the Sabbath day?” (Luke 13:16).   David’s parallelism also makes the connection.  ‘Awon and tahaluim often go hand-in-hand.

Now recall that this poem is actually addressed to the speaker.  Recall that the opening line is an exhortation to self-declaration.  Is David saying that everyone who is forgiven will experience perfect health?  Or is he saying that he, the one in the mirror, has discovered that pardon from guilt brings restoration of the body as well?  Human experience suggests the latter.  Forgiveness does not automatically remove physical illness.  It can, of course, as Yeshua’s example clearly demonstrates.  But this poem is self-reflexive, and as such it tells us more about the author than about the reader.  David discovered healing in the company of pardon.  We might discover the same, but if we do not that doesn’t mean pardon has not been given.

The connection between ‘awon and tahaluim seems clear enough to those who are sensitive to God’s hand in human affairs.  Even holistic medicine recognizes that inner psychological states affect outer physical ones.  We don’t come compartmentalized.  We are intimately connected.  Sin has greater effects than forensic conditions.  ‘Awon, the word David uses translated “iniquities,” has some unique characteristics.  First, it is collective.  It views the whole of thoughts and deeds as a single unit; a unit that is bent, twisted and unable to fulfill its intended purpose.  In Hebrew thought, sin is the issue.  Sins are merely representative examples of a much more pervasive problem: rebellion.  Just as there is no compartmentalization in us, so there is no separation in rebellion.  There are no venial rather than mortal sins (plural).  Rather, there is being bent in whatever way prevents the whole of who we are from completing the design of the Creator in us.  

Secondly, in Hebrew thought, ‘awon includes both deed and consequence.  Act is not separated from result.  Sin inevitably brings its reward, and its “reward” is dishonor, disgrace and death.  It is only a matter of time (which, as you recall, is another way of viewing grace).  

Now David’s self-reflection becomes even more powerful.  YHVH pardons the man in the mirror of those thoughts and deeds that exhibited his crooked character, that demonstrated his rebellion.  When the man in the mirror experienced pardon, he discovered refreshment and restoration.  This is intentional self-confession and deliberate self-recognition of divine intervention.  One thing affected another, just as it had when David cried, “Before I was afflicted I went astray, but now I obey your word” (Psalm 119:67).  No man lives in the self-constructed boxes designed to insolate him from his own deeds.  They will always break open, for good or evil.  

Given the first verse of this psalm, are you able to bless the Lord for your own broken boxes?

Topical Index:  ‘awon, tahaluim, iniquity, sickness, Psalm 119:67, Luke 13:16, Psalm 103:3
July 28  Who redeems your life from the pit, Who crowns you with lovingkindness and compassion;  Psalm 103:4  NASB

Double, Double, Toil and Trouble

Redeems – Who redeems your life from the pit?  David frames it as a statement, but perhaps we should begin with a question.  Who does this?  According to David’s psalm, YHVH is the redeemer.  Of course, Trinitarians will take this as an inference that Yeshua is YHVH, but that’s not what the text specifically says.  David’s claim is the monotheistic one:  YHVH is the redeemer.  What does YHVH do?  He redeems.  The Hebrew verb is perhaps not what we would have expected.  We might have been looking for yasha’, “saves.”  But David uses go’el, “to act as the kinsman, to ransom.”  What is the difference?  Go’el assumes some filial relationship.  While I might “save” someone unrelated to me simply because the person faces great danger, the act of the go’el depends on family.  In specific cases found in the Torah, the go’el retains the privilege or duty of intervening in circumstances that threaten familial order, property or protocol.  This includes redeeming the first born with the appropriate payment, avenging a murder and vindicating unjustly oppressed relatives.  One of the great love stories of Scripture is built around the privilege and duty of the go’el.  

Now reflect on David’s personalized address.  YHVH acts as go’el for David.  This can only be true if David is part of YHVH’s family.  David assumes this is the case.  But that implies that David, who certainly acted as a rebellious and disobedient child in some notorious ways, is still able to call upon YHVH as the go’el.  In spite of David’s past sins, the structure of the relationship is still in place.  Time and tide do not wash away the Lord’s privilege or duty.  You see, being go’el does not depend on the behavior of the relative.  You do not stop being my second cousin once removed because you rob a bank and are sentenced to prison.  You are not disqualified from being my long lost uncle just because I haven’t seen you in thirty years.  You are still my brother even if we haven’t spoken to each other for decades.  Double, double, toil and trouble is not enough to erase the bloodline.  Nor is it enough to eliminate my responsibility as go’el.  Once more this is a case for the oddities of Hebrew attribution.  God is not simply known as Redeemer.  Redeemer and YHVH are permanently fused.  One does not exist without the other.  That is why David, even after his bent behavior, can firmly and irrevocably assert that YHVH is go’el.  It doesn’t depend on David.  It depends only on the family YHVH established.

Before you quickly decide that this endorses the “once saved always saved” theory, let me remind you that go’el determines the appropriate action for maintaining the relationship.  Family matters may not always mean rescue of the bent one.  In fact, sometimes the go’el needs to punish in order to bring about family protection and continuity.  Tough love is real.  The judgment of God does not mean He is no longer go’el.  It means that He can only accomplish what needs to be done for the family by sending you to the woodshed.

Topical Index: go’el, redeemer, Psalm 103:4
July 29  Who satisfies your years with good things, so that your youth is renewed like the eagle.  Psalm 103:5  NASB

Can’t Get No Satisfaction

Satisfies – “All I really want in life is to be satisfied.”  Have you ever thought something like this?  What did you mean?  For most people in the Western world today, the idea of satisfaction is tied to some dreamed-of material state, some hoped-for emotional comfort, some desired combination of money, sex and power.  Even rock stars can’t find all that in one package, although they certainly pose for the “good life.”  But when push comes to shove, there always seems to be a bit of emptiness in the corners.

David takes a different approach.  Satisfaction does not arrive through my efforts to take it captive.  Sab’a is a gift from God, not a medal I win (Ecclesiastes 3:13).  David remembers Moses.  “Then when you eat and are satisfied, be careful that you do not forget the Lord,” (Deuteronomy 6:11-12).  The ever-present temptation to account for our well-being as the result of our own efforts is matched with the temptation to forget the Author of blessings.  The prophets decry Israel for both sins since sab’a is ultimately a sign of YHVH’s hesed.  Of course we might argue that David as king enjoyed a life far above most people in the tenth century BCE, but that would disregard David’s own self-proclaimed anxiety and struggle.  For David as well as for us, sab’a must be accompanied by contentment for, as Ecclesiastes notes, the desires of the yetzer ha’ra are never satisfied.  Paul also echoes the need for contentment.  Desire and gift stand on opposites sides of the human drama.

What does it mean to be satisfied?  Heschel once wrote that Man’s most fundamental question is, “What does God demand of me?”  Perhaps the second question is, “Will I be satisfied with His answer?”  To know the truth is not the same as to do the truth.  Satisfaction is the father of contentment only when God births them both.  Left to myself, my desire will always produce the bastard child of discontent.  Two things are never satisfied:  the grave and the yetzer ha’ra.  Two things always produce unhappiness:  more and envy.  The cure for both is acknowledging the sovereign goodness of God.

David links satisfaction with renewal.  The Hebrew is familiar: hadash, the renewed moon, the returning month, the restored covenant.  Do you suppose David knew that a renewed life was not possible without satisfaction?  Those who grasp at fulfillment, who cling to more in order to assuage the hunger for harmony, soon discover they are worn to the bone.  Exhaustion does not produce fulfillment.  It is the harbinger of the yetzer ha’ra.  As the eagle renews itself by shedding old feathers, so we are renewed by shedding old patterns, old claims, old rights, old traditions.  There is only one thing in life that must never be satisfied—our desire for God.  And unless that is our final passion, nothing in life will renew us.

Topical Index:  satisfy, sab’a, renew, hadash, contentment, Psalm 103:5
July 30  Not that I speak from want, for I have learned to be content in whatever circumstances I am.  I know how to get along with humble means, and I also know how to live in prosperity; in any and every circumstance I have learned the secret of being filled and going hungry, both of having abundance and suffering need.  Philippians 4:11-12  NASB

Batach in Greek

To be content – Satisfaction comes from trust.  Sab’a is the result of batach.  Yes, satisfaction is a gift, but that does not mean the recipient has nothing to do.  In order to receive the gift, one must be prepared to accept it.  The gift may not be the goal.  After all, the best gifts are surprises.  But someone who is too busy (or too preoccupied) may never receive the gift even if it is offered.  Preparation entails welcome.

What we discover in the Tanakh is that batach, trust in the Lord, is the prerequisite of sab’a.  We don’t actually seek sab’a.  We seek the Lord.  We put our trust in Him—and as a surprise consequence, we find we are satisfied.  Contentment is the grandchild of batach.  Batach produces sab’a.  Sab’a produces rab lak.
  This rabbinic expression is as close as we can get to Paul’s Greek verb, arkeo.
  Rab lak is the assertion that YHVH Himself is the only truly necessary Being and any relationship with Him is the only truly necessary component of life.

Paul expands this connection with the linguistic heritage of the Greek arkeo.  In 1 Timothy 6:6 he writes the autarkeia (arkeo plus autos, i.e., “self”) is essential for eusebeia (“godliness”).  In 2 Corinthians 9:8 he connects autarkeia with care for the community.  For Paul, self-sufficiency does not mean selfishness.  Self-sufficiency is a state in which I am able to share what I have with my brothers.  Batach produces sab’a; sab’a produces rab lak, and rab lak is the activity of brotherly concern.  To be content is to be engaged in the lives of others, to be one who can be relied upon, who is able, who is trustworthy.  Ah, the circle is complete.  Trust in the Lord produces trustworthiness in me and I become the true representative of Him.

Now we have another way of looking at some familiar verses.  Psalm 37:3-4 suggests that when we trust in the Lord then He will give us the desires of our hearts.  Paul’s Greek batach suggests that this means we will become the faithful transmitters of God’s design for others.  We will discover (surprise, surprise) that contentment means caring for someone else.

Isaiah 26:3 tells us that perfect peace belongs to those who trust in YHVH.  But now we recognize the shalom shalom (“perfect peace”) is a function of our willingness to embrace the infinite weight of our obligation to others.  We find ourselves in peace, not when we seek peace for ourselves but rather when we seek the peace of another.
Finally, Proverbs 19:23 informs us that the fear of the Lord leads to life and whoever has it rests satisfied.  Yirat YHVH is intimately tied to autarkeia.  The fear of YHVH is the ground of batach and batach is the beginning of a chain of acts and commitments that lead us to practice compassion, care and comfort.  Once more we discover that yirat YHVH is most eloquently expressed in our communal lives.  To fear God is to serve others.  

The source of contentment is the answer to this question:  “How may I serve you today?”

Topical Index:  contentment, arkeo, autarkeia, batach, sab’a, rab lak, Philippians 4:11
July 31  The Lord performs righteous deeds and judgments for all who are oppressed.  Psalm 103:6  NASB

Loosely Translated

Righteous deeds and judgments – When you read the NASB translation of this verse, do you picture God doing righteous things?  “Performs righteous deeds” might lead you to imagine God, calmly sitting on Heaven’s throne, issuing orders to His angels to execute noble acts in the world of men.  Or maybe you imagine God Himself stepping into our world, performing miracles or invisibly implementing goodness in the land.  But what if I told you that the Hebrew is ‘ose(h) tsedaqot, not “performing righteous deeds” but rather “makes righteousness”?  Then the picture might be different. 

Literally the verse reads, “makes righteousness YHVH and justice for all oppressed.”  “Makes righteousness” is in the primary position because it is the most important idea in this verse.  Why isn’t “YHVH” in the primary position?  Is it perhaps because David wants his readers (and himself) to recognize that righteousness underlies all that YHVH does?  It simply isn’t the case that YHVH performs some acts that are righteous and some that are not.  Everything YHVH does is tsedaqot.

And what does that mean?  First we note that whatever it means, it applies directly to the ‘ashuqim (the oppressed).  The word includes those who are deceived, defrauded, the victims of violence, those who experience an abuse of power, who are burdened unjustly, deprived, crushed, maltreated.  What would righteousness mean to them?  In a word, justice!  Now we are connected directly to Micah.  “Do justice, love hesed and walk humbly in His ways.”  Time for serious self-examination.  Did David know anyone who was deceived, defrauded, the victim of violence, the victim of the abuse of power, burdened unjustly?  Uriah comes immediately to mind.  David knew him well—and his wife even better.  And David was the oppressor!  What does righteousness mean for Uriah?  It means that David does not get away with his crime.  It means, even after the terrible fact, that Uriah deserves vindication—and he will get it at the hands of the Lord.  If anyone knows what the dark side of this verse means, it is David as the oppressor.

Are we so far behind?  Who do you know who is ‘ashuqim because of you?  Ah, we so quickly read this verse as if we are the oppressed.  But that would not have been the case with the author.  David looked in the mirror and saw the face of the oppressor and the accuser.  The fact that YHVH makes righteousness means punishment for the oppressor—and David knows that very well.  Perhaps, in the spirit of the author, we need to turn this verse on its head as well and apply it to us as the perpetrators rather than the victims.  So make your list.  Who has suffered at your hand?  Who has been abused because you had the power?  Who has been defrauded, deceived, led astray?  Who did you burden, crush or deprive?  

Now take a good look at that face in the mirror.

Topical Index:  tsedaqot, tsedaqah, ‘ashuqim, righteousness, oppressed, Psalm 103:6
August 1  He made known His ways to Moses, His acts to the sons of Israel.  Psalm 103:7  NASB

The Road Less Traveled

Ways – If there were any doubt about David’s opinion on Torah observance, this settles the question.  David declares that YHVH made His ways known to Moses.  That can only mean the Torah given at Sinai and its subsequent retelling in Deuteronomy.  David recognizes that Moses received a revelation from YHVH.  As far as David is concerned, this revelation is the basis for God’s interaction with men and Man’s interaction with God.  If we are to count David among the sons of the Most High, then there is no possibility of claiming that David did not recognize Torah as his standard.  Furthermore, David makes it clear, by poetic parallelism, that the acts of YHVH are intimately tied to the ways of YHVH.  What we observe in God’s actions tells us how to live just as surely as what we hear from God through Moses tells us how we are to act.

Any claim that Torah has been set aside as a result of the work of the Messiah must account for David’s specific declaration that the ways of YHVH are directly tied to Moses, endorsed in the acts of YHVH with Israel.  If the Church ever wants to replace Torah or Israel, I’m afraid David will have to be swept out the door as well.

David connects derakim and ‘alilot—ways and acts.  Instructions and deeds.  Two sides of the same coin.  This is not surprising, is it?  Commitment to Torah is the same as exhibiting the character of YHVH in our behavior.  What we do is who we are.  That applies to God and to men.  The fact that what we do is directed by the instructions of YHVH only emphasizes the connection.  We are in God’s image when we do what He does, and doing what He does is Torah.

The result should make life far less complicated.  How are we to treat neighbors?  Torah gives us instructions.  How about accidental injury or property damage?  Consult Torah.  Which relationships are prohibited and which allowed?  Torah again.  How do we properly worship the Lord?  Torah to the rescue.  What about loans and collateral?  Torah again.  Charity?  Torah!  Diet?  Torah.  Dress?  Torah.  Rest?  Torah.  The reason that the revelation through Moses is not codified into civil and religious categories is because Torah is about living.  It is essentially not legislation.  It is a code of conduct voluntarily adopted by those who wish to follow the God of Israel as citizens of His kingdom.  Ultimately, it isn’t even religious.  It’s just a way of life, not fundamentally different than the way of life you grew up with, the patterns of behavior, the social expectations, the rights and obligations you inherited as a result of the culture you were born into.  To become Torah observant is not a religious conviction.  It is weltanschauung, a way of seeing the world that governs all of what we do and who we are.

Before Torah, Israel was alien Egyptian.  Israel was a displaced tribe of Semites in a culture of Egyptian dynasties.  YHVH removed the tribe in order to establish a new order of things, a new kingdom based in a different cultural perspective.  Before you and I arrived at the brook Jabbok, we were also already the products of our own heritage.  We had a worldview based in what we were taught, where we grew up, who we accompanied.  Then YHVH confronted us with a new way of seeing the world.  Some of us still struggle with this new way.  We attempt, with great struggle, to hold on to some of those old ways, ways that no longer fit the culture of the new Kingdom.  Conflict arises.  We have to decide.

David viewed the world through the lens of Moses’ revelation.  You and I are invited to do the same.  It’s an invitation, not a demand, but it is not an invitation to homogenize your current weltanschauung with a new one.  YHVH doesn’t work that way.  This is not pagan syncretism.  This is His Kingdom or some other.  Mixture is not admissible.

Right?

Topical Index:  Torah, derek, way, ‘alila, act, weltanschauung, Psalm 103:7
August 2  The Lord is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in lovingkindness.  Psalm 103:8  NASB

No Confusion

Lord is – David read Moses.  He must have since this verse is a direct quote from Exodus 34:6.  In order to support his previous claim that the revelation of Moses disclosed the standards of God’s ways, David cites a crucial text from Moses.  The text deserves careful analysis because it paints a picture of YHVH that we might find unusual.  We have spent a lot of time with this text and the following verse.  It is given exhaustive treatment in my lecture on “Being Human.”  There isn’t really much more to say.  

Except—these verses paint a picture of YHVH that is radically different than our usual theological ideas.  In these verses, YHVH is portrayed as a caring Mother pregnant with the soon-to-be-born child Israel, ready and willing to pour herself out for the needs of this child, restraining and curtailing any disruption in the birth process that might occur due to the child’s disobedience, filled with overwhelming desire to meet the needs of the child, so much so that an eternal familial covenant is established with mutual obligations by both the Mother and the child, obligations that will result in constant care and correction by the Mother, including perfect justice and oversight for generations to come.

There is no mention of power.  No mention of glory.  No mention of the all-knowing, all-present, eternal, immutable, perfect, first mover of the universe.  There is nothing here that reminds us of the usual theological textbook chapters on the nature of God.  This God, YHVH, the God of Israel, the new suzerain lord of the Kingdom, is much more like a near-term loving Mother than a disciplinarian, distant Father.  The difference is crucial, and David knows it.  David could have cited any number of passages that portray YHVH as El Shaddai, ram v’nisa, ehyeh asher ehyeh, l’kol l’resh, Melek ha’melek or Adon kol ha’arets.  But he doesn't.  Instead he chooses a verse that describes the tender care of a mother, the touch of gentle, loving caress on a newborn’s skin.  He uses pictures of intimacy, not authority.  In fact, he does not cite the next verse which describes YHVH in His capacity as judge.  The Hebrew text literally reads “merciful and gracious YHVH.”  The descriptions come before the name because they are most important to David, and since this verse is YHVH Himself speaking, they must also be most important to Him.
It is undoubtedly worthwhile to study Exodus 34:6-7 in detail.  But it is also worthwhile to remember that David, the man whose sins might indeed have impact for the third and fourth generations to come, does not include that idea in his appeal.  David is not confused about who YHVH is and I suspect he is eternally grateful that it is the Mother who shows up first.  Certainly I would be.

Topical Index:  Exodus 34:6-7, YHVH, Psalm 103:8
August 3  He will not always strive with us, nor will He keep His anger forever.  Psalm 103:9  NASB

Combat Zone
Strive – The Hebrew word rib is about combat.  In its primary sense, it describes physical battle, often between two single opponents.  Of course, it also includes verbal combat, contention, debate and arguing.  “By another easy transition it takes on a legal-judicial significance and, strangely, usually with God as acting subject. Since God as creator is ruler of all, even his chidings have a judicial flavor, and BDB [Brown, Driver, Briggs lexicon] are not likely in error in placing many references where ‘chide’ or ‘reprove’ seem to be the best rendering in this category.”
  With this umbrella of meanings in mind, carefully consider what David implies.

First, David suggests that our relationship with God is often a battle zone.  But David describes God as the aggressor.  He will not always fight with us.  We would have expected the opposite:  we will not always fight with Him.  But David sees a deeper truth.  While we may wander, be disobedient or contentious, it is the Lord who fights.  He fights to bring our yetzer ha’ra under His dominion.  He fights to redeem us from the hand of the Enemy.  He fights with our own petulance.  And as long as He is engaged in the battle, we are heaven’s collateral damage.  Jacob at the brook is the perfect example.  The mysterious figure who fought with Jacob all night was not there to destroy Jacob but rather to set Jacob on a different path, the path that changed his name to Israel.  Nevertheless, it was a fight to the finish, and Jacob won his new identity only by losing the battle.  It seems that we must also contend with that mysterious person in the dark.

David suggests that the experience of YHVH’s mercy and grace (rahum v’hannan from the previous verse) will not always be the case.  At some point, YHVH will cease fighting.  But rather than bring peace, this will bring judgment.  When the Lord is battling with us, we are experiencing His care.  His mercy and grace are demonstrated in the battle.  The very worst thing that can ever happen to us is to discover that God has stopped striving.  It is the fight that proves He still cares.

Most of us believe that a relationship with the Lord brings peace, joy and comfort.  And that’s true—after the battle.  After it’s all over.  But it seems that YHVH’s tactical plan is to confront us at every turn until we are defeated by His care.  As long as the yetzer ha’ra has influence, we need to be dragged into battle.  As long as the yetzer ha’ra controls some aspect of who we are, God will contend.  We will feel the discomfort, perhaps even the agony of those wounds, but what we bleed is only a sign that peace is coming, that YHVH is victorious.  Woe to the day when the battle ends because God withdraws.

Topical Index: rib, strive, contend, fight, chide, Psalm 103:9
August 4  He will not always strive with us, nor will He keep His anger forever.  Psalm 103:9  NASB
How Long?

Keep – How long will God stay angry?  Answering that question seems to be behind the usual translations of this verse.  For example, TEV renders the verse, “He does not keep on rebuking; he is not angry forever.”  NIV: “nor will he harbor his anger forever.”  ISV: “remain angry for all time.”  The verb, natar, “to keep anger,” is used only here in this verse.  That presents some translation problems.  Lexicons turn to related and parallel occurrences in order to determine the meaning.

But these translations raise an interesting question.  Is David’s comment to be taken as a statement of enduring love or as a warning that the time for reconciliation will someday end?  Here the insertion of a prepositional phrase makes a huge difference.  The NASB inserts “with us” in this verse.  The Hebrew simply reads, “He will not always strive (chide).”  The object of God’s action is clear enough.  We are the objects of His attention.  But the mode of this action is not specified.  Should the action be understood as striving with us or for us?  Without the preposition, the verb is ambiguous.  Thus, most translations do not attempt to specify the mode of God’s action.  Left unspecified, these translations assume that God’s striving is a positive action, that is, God will cease chiding us because His love overcomes His discipline.  The translators of the NASB took a different view.  God’s striving is the positive event.  His cessation is calamity.

Which is it?  Hard to tell.  The previous verse seems to favor the positive view.  It extols God’s mercy and grace, deliberately leaving out the next thought of judgment.  But perhaps David leaves out that sequence because everyone knows what comes next, and this verse amplifies the urgency of repentance.  The judgment is not put off forever.  

“He will not always chide,” as we discovered, uses a term most at home in combat.  It seems to me that the implication is that chiding is what we expect from our encounters with YHVH.  This is the action of a loving parent, prodding His children to live up to the destiny of their calling.  If we read the verse as a positive statement (that God will cease contending with us), then the verse must imply that He is fighting now but will someday stop, that He is angry now but will someday be appeased.  Does this fit the context of the psalm?  Is David describing YHVH as angry and contentious now, with the hope that someday His displeasure will be lifted?

Consider the opening of this psalm.  “Bless YHVH all that is within me.”  Does this sound like a man who is trying to appease an angry God?  “Who redeems,” “who pardons,” “who crowns you with hesed.”  Is this a God whose temper burns?  It seems to me that David has deliberately overlooked Exodus 34:7 in order to impress upon us that urgency of renewal.  Now YHVH is ready to forgive, welcoming, able to restore, anxious to pardon.  But not always.  Exodus 34:7 will come to pass.  His anger will arrive.

And while we are looking at natar we should not forget that “his anger” is also a gloss.  The Hebrew simply reads, “nor will He keep forever.”  What is it that He will not keep forever?  Derivatives of the verb describe guards or targets.  Nehemiah 1:2 and Jeremiah 3:5 suggest a connection with anger.  Context must tell us how we are to understand this solitary verb in the psalm.  Both Nehemiah and Jeremiah came long after David so while they may have borrowed the word from the Psalms, it is quite certain David did not borrow the word from the prophets.  

So which is it?  Which Bible captures David’s intention?  And can we really know?

Topical Index:  keep, natar, anger, Psalm 103:9
August 5  He has not dealt with us according to our sins,  nor rewarded us according to our iniquities.  Psalm 103:10  NASB

Finished

Has not dealt – The first thing to notice is that the subject/verb is not in the primary position in the text.  What comes first is “not” (lo).  This is crucial.  There are two words for “no” or “not” in Hebrew.  One is ‘al, the “not” of conditions.  For example, “If you do not do XYZ, then this will result.”  That “not” depends on something we do.  But lo is the absolute “not.”  “You will not bear false witness.   You will not steal.”   Unconditional.  Never the case.  Which one does David use to express God’s forbearance.  Lo.  God has never dealt with us according to our sins.  What a relief!

The next word in the Hebrew text is not God as subject either.  The next word is hataenu, “our sins.”  What matters most is our sins!  Those are the things that keep us from enjoying the company of the Father.  If we can’t deal with these, then nothing else really matters.  So the Hebrew text reads, “Not according to our sins He deals with us.”  We may think that God judges us harshly now.  We might squirm under His discipline and resist His chastisement, but He hasn’t given up on us yet.  He hasn’t called us to account.  He is still gracious, still waiting, still tolerant.  Today is not Judgment Day!

We can only imagine what it would be like if YHVH actually dealt with us according to our sins.  The Amalekites are an example.  Sodom and Gomorrah come to mind.  The Flood follows.  Judgment Day.  Ah, no one likes to think about it.  We just push it off as though the mercy of the Lord will last forever.  We all know that it won’t, but contemplating our situation on that Day is more than most of us can handle.  David, a man who certainly knew the graciousness of YHVH and His chastisement, reminds himself and his readers that this is not that Day.  How wonderful!  How amazing!  Not only has YHVH not initiated the judgment days we are acquainted with in human history, He has also (and most importantly) not brought us to judgment yet.  He has not recompensed us according to what we deserve.  He has not withdrawn from us because we first withdrew from Him.  He is still anxious to welcome us back.  David must have been thrilled to know that the God who created all there is and yet spent time with a shepherd is still the God of the king.  In spite of all the deliberate rebellion, God still waits on David, still exhorts him to repent, still sends messengers of conviction, still is anxious to embrace him as in the former days.

Is that not true of us?  Because God delays will we spurn His tolerance?  Will we rebuff His courtship, disdain His affection?  Delay is a two-edged sword.  It can cause us to rejoice that a day of renewal has arrived once more, or it can cause us to act as if this day still doesn’t matter.

Topical Index:  has not dealt, lo, hata, sin, judgment, Psalm 103:10
August 6  For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is His lovingkindness toward those who fear Him.  Psalm 103:11  NASB
The Untranslatable Word

Lovingkindness – hesed, of course.  What else could David enlist that would cause YHVH to remain faithfully connected to such a sinner?  Hesed has been thoroughly investigated by scholars.  In fact, hundreds of pages have been written on this most critical word.
  We know that it involves four interrelated idea and actions (which you can investigate on skipmoen.com).  The additional insight that David provides is the relationship between hesed and yirat YHVH (fear of YHVH).

Ira Stone’s comment on yirat YHVH is important here.  “To fear God is to be moved by a sense of awe, like that which one experiences in the presence of a great and awe-inspiring king.  In every move that one makes, one ought to feel self-abased before the greatness of God.”
  yirat YHVH is the foundation of praise, but it is more than experiencing awe.  Ira Stone adds that fear of God is “the experience of overwhelming trepidation at the infinite nature of our responsibility for the other,” in contrast to “the experience of gratitude for the possibilities of infinite joy available to us in meeting that responsibility.”
  Just as yetzer ha’ra and yetzer ha’tov are essential counterpoints for human living, so the praise of the Lord involves both yirat YHVH and ahavat YHVH (fear of God and love of God).  Praise is the expression of that counterpoint, the living assertion of the infinite responsibility and the infinite joy surrounding life with YHVH.  

David notes that this sense of overwhelming awe is fundamental to the covenantal mutual obligations of hesed.  Would you imagine that “fear” of the Lord is essential for covenant relationship with Him?  We might think so if we considered “fear” as if it were limited to awe, but Stone’s insight demonstrates that hesed and yirat YHVH are intertwined with obligation to other people, not just to YHVH.  As we engage in hesed with those who we can see and touch and hear, we engage in yirat YHVH.  And David reminds us that these acts catapult us into the heavenlies.  

Is the hesed of YHVH so far above us that it is like trying to climb to the heavens?  Not at all.  In fact, the heavenly height of hesed is as close as promise-keeping with those at hand.  Hesed is transported from heaven to earth in every compassionate act, in every fulfilled commitment, in every gesture of kindness.  Hesed brings the character of God to men and covers the earth like water covers the seas.

Do you wish to feel the presence of the Most High, the yirat YHVH of heaven?  Exhibit hesed here and heaven will arrive.
Topical Index:  hesed, heaven, yirat YHVH, Psalm 103:11
August 7  As far as the east is from the west, so far has He removed our transgressions from us.  Psalm 103:12  NASB
The Departed

Removed – How far is sunrise from sunset?  A day’s journey?  Or is it more than that?  Is it a distance that cannot be traversed?  Does sunrise ever meet sunset to share a moment of reminiscing?  Never!  The psalmist writes eloquently that as far as sunrise is from sunset, so far has YHVH removed our transgressions from us.  We will never meet them again.

The Hebrew verb David employs is rahaq.  Basically it means, “to be far, be distant, be removed.”  It is the verb used for the warning to stay far away from pagans and their gods.  William White notes, “Isaiah gives the root rāḥaq its most profound meaning in the five occurrences which appear. In the first usage (46:13), God’s righteousness will not “be far,” in the second (49:19) the enemies which had troubled Judah during her affliction shall be “far away” so as not to trouble her anymore. In the third usage (54:14) oppression itself shall be removed “far off.” In the last two occurrences (59:9, 11), God’s judgment is again in view and the root refers to the separation which sin causes to come between God and his people. In these five uses in Isaiah, the verb receives its ultimate meaning for the theology of the ot.”

Perhaps Isaiah borrowed a little from David.  If there were ever a man who needed to know that his sins were far removed so that he could once again draw close, it would be David—or you and me.  What does it mean to have our iniquities described as rahaq?  Frankly, the concept is very difficult for us to imagine.  You see, we remember!  Over time the memory may fade, but it never quite disappears.  And we encounter reminders.  Our view of sins removed is merely temporary.  Theologically we may know that God no longer views them, but we do.  So the idea that they are as distant from us as sunrise is to sunset is in many respects proleptic.  It anticipates a day when the reality of forgetfulness will mean utterly forgotten, never to come to mind again.  In that day, the real results of forgiveness will be manifest in the sinner.

But what do we do in the meanwhile?  In the meanwhile we must act on the basis of this promise.  We must do as Brother Lawrence did, confess immediately and go on with living in His presence.  One of the greatest ploys of the yetzer ha’ra is to convince us that we are still guilty because we remember what we did.  It takes persistent spiritual discipline to enforce the promise of YHVH rather than listen to our own inner voices, but it is absolutely crucial to do so.  Otherwise we will defeat ourselves in the process of drawing near.

Topical Index:  removed, rahaq, Psalm 103:12, Isaiah 46:13; 49:19; 54:14; 59:9, 11

August 8    Just as a father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on those who fear Him.  Psalm 103:13  NASB  

The Other Parent

Compassion – It goes without saying (but it is worth saying anyway) that David knew the connection between raham and rehem (or the other meaning of raham, with the vowel patach rather than qamets).  Compassion is best illustrated in the attachment of a mother to her unborn child, as indicated by rehem or raham (patach).  But God as Mother doesn’t ignore God as Father, a far more familiar image.  A father has compassion for his children as well.  Perhaps not quite the same, but nevertheless deep and profound.  There is hardly a father who would not give his life for his children.  

At this point we need to distinguish the difference between compassion and grace.  In proper Hebrew, one does not act with compassion when confronted by circumstances that call for empathetic benevolence.  Giving alms is not strictly compassionate.  Why?  Because raham presupposes some sort of natural bond between the one who gives and the one who receives.  Grace does not require such a bond.  Grace is motivated strictly on the basis of need.  It is not necessary for me (or God) to have some “natural” bond with a sinner in order for grace to operate.  But it is for compassion.

Of course, the “natural” bond may be quite loose.  “Son of David, have mercy (compassion) on me,” seems to be enough.  There is some tribal affiliation and Yeshua responds.  The same loose relationship might be seen in the story of the widow of Nain.  But when Peter and John encounter the lame man (Acts 3), there is no obvious natural bond.  Benevolence is delivered on the basis of need.  When YHVH is involved, we might argue that all human beings are loosely related to Him as Creator, and perhaps we would be correct, although the text appears to suggest that the heart motive of YHVH follows the line of grace with Gentiles and compassion with Israel.

What is important here is David’s clear declaration that YHVH is Father.  Father and child are intimately connected, and if YHVH is Father, then raham is more than appropriate.  The biblical story frequently describes YHVH as Father.  For a lot of us, this image is abraded by experiences with our own fathers.  One of the great tragedies of life is that our perspective about God is often based on our own family relationships.  It isn’t surprising that a great many people lack a deep sense of the presence of God.  They didn’t experience that with their own fathers either.  It is all the more poignant that David employs this expression.  After all, he was of such insignificant value to Jesse that Jesse didn’t even think to call him when Samuel looked for a king.  What kind of father-child bond does that suggest?  Would Jacob have forgotten about his youngest?  David is a lot more like some of us than we expected.  His family history is marred, but it doesn’t prevent him from recognizing YHVH as the real Father, perhaps even the father he never had.  If that is true for David, it can be true for us.  Compassion is a family affair.  And in the family of YHVH, no child is ignored or forgotten.  Raham is always available.

Topical Index:  raham, rehem, compassion, womb, father, Psalm 103:13
August 9  For He Himself knows our frame; He is mindful that we are but dust.  Psalm 103:14  NASB  

Why Does God Love Me?

Our frame – God may be the only person in the universe who loves dust.  Of course, He shaped that dust into something that resembles Him, but David reminds us that He hasn’t forgotten what we are made of.  Dust is pretty insignificant without Spirit to animate it.  It would be difficult to argue that dust must be held accountable for being dust.  We are certainly responsible for the spirit of the Lord breathed into us, borrowed in order for His purposes to be accomplished through the only created thing that bears His image.  But dust is hardly morally culpable by itself.  And since YHVH knows our constitution, He is genuinely sympathetic to the struggles we experience.

“Frame” is really a variation of the verb yatsar, “to fashion, to form,” used in the Genesis account for most of God’s creative work.  It behooves us to pay attention to three separate forms of this Hebrew word, all spelled with Yod-Ayin-Resh.  The first, yatsar, means, “to be in distress, to be frustrated.”  The second, yatsar again, means, “to form, to fashion, to make, to shape, to devise” and is the verbal root of God’s activity in Genesis.  The third, yetsar, means, “form, frame, purpose” or “imagination.”  This is the word used in the verse in this psalm.  Notice the tri-fold connection to yetser ha’ra.  The yetser ha’ra is formed in the creation of Man and a constituent part of his very being.  It is his frame.  And his frame is yatsar—frustration and distress.  The word is used in 2 Samuel 30:6 for the distress caused by lack of approval of others, for sexual frustration in 2 Samuel 13:2 and for plans that are thwarted in Job 18:7.  Sounds a lot like humanity to me.   It seems to me that there is an intricate and eloquent wordplay happening in David’s choice of the verb yatsar.  We are “framed in frustration” as the sparks fly upward,
 and who would deny it.  We believe that life is supposed to be free from tension, concern and disappointment.  But who told us that?  Do you suppose that being framed from the dust entails the yatsar of discontent?  Can you imagine that dissatisfaction is what it means to be human?  If yatsar and yetsar are the elemental and essential components of being human, then a lot of human history certainly makes more sense.  Personal as well as societal history.  

To be human is to be framed for struggle.  And YHVH knows it.  That’s the way He made us and He is ever mindful of that fact.  We are the ones who believe that the “real” universe is Pollyanna’s dream.  Perhaps the greatest strategy of the yetser ha’ra is not to convince us that there is no God but rather to encourage us to believe that life should not be so hard.

Topical Index:  yatsar, fashion, frame, frustration, yetsar, yetser, Psalm 103:14
August 10  As for man, his days are like grass; as a flower of the field, so he flourishes.  Psalm 103:15  NASB

Who Are You?

Like grass – David has just drawn a subtle but important link between “frame,” “dust” and the yetser ha’ra.  We were made for struggle.  Struggle is who we are.  Life on earth is not heaven come down.  It is the battlefield of the soul.  The sooner we come to terms with this, the better we will be able to apprise our true state of being.

Now David employs another common Semitic simile that we must also fully embrace.  We are like the grass.  The Hebrew is kehatsir (with the definite article).  We are like grass.  Why?  Because we are so temporary.  “Because of its ephemeral nature, grass is often used as a symbol of the transitoriness of man’s existence: the wicked will soon wither like the grass (Ps 37:2); men are like the grass which flourishes in the morning but fades in the evening (Ps 90:5; cf. Ps 103:15). The fleeting nature of man, which is like that of the grass, is contrasted with the abiding character of God’s Word (Isa 40:6–8; cf. Jas 1:10–11). Inasmuch as it is the Creator who comforts us we are not to be afraid of mortal man who is like the grass (Isa 51:12).”

But we already knew this, didn’t we?  We just pretend it isn’t true.  By the way, there is another Hebrew word, spelled exactly the same way, that means, “dwelling place” (cf. Isaiah 34:13).  Not only are we like grass, we also dwell in the place of grass—completely temporary.

What does this really mean for you and me today?  It seems to me that most of us live in the fantasy world of a hoped-for, constructed utopia.  The etymology of the word tells us the truth; a truth virtually never acknowledged.  “Utopia” is from the Greek ou plus topos.  It means, “not a place.”  In other words, the true definition of utopia is nowhere!  There is no such place.  It doesn’t exist.  But that’s not what we want to hear, is it?  We believe, because we want to, that “utopia” is just around the corner, just over the horizon, and with the right combination of spiritual discipline or education or political savvy, we will enter those pearly gates and life will be perfect.  We think “utopia” comes from the Greek eu (good) plus topos (place).  We are all hoping for our version of Paradise.
This kind of totally mistaken thinking governs our idea of heaven, or of the “new” heaven coming to earth.  We forget that Gan Eden was a place of work and that Man was made for work!  What does the prime directive imply?  “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth, and subdue it.”  Kabash, “to subdue,” necessarily implies struggle!  “kābaš assumes that the party being subdued is hostile to the subduer, necessitating some sort of coercion if the subduing is to take place. Thus the word connotes ‘rape’ in Est 7:8, or the conquest of the Canaanites in Num 32:22, 29; Josh 18:1; I Chr 22:18. In II Chr 28:10; Neh 5:5; Jer 34:11, 16 it refers to forced servitude.  Therefore ‘subdue’ in Gen 1:28 implies that creation will not do man’s bidding gladly or easily and that man must now bring creation into submission by main strength.”
  
Was not Man made for work, for struggle, made for this earth, made for strife, directed toward kabash?  How do we grow if there is no conflict?  How can YHVH assign a task that requires kabash if His intention is for us to live in Paradise?  Is our idea of “Paradise” anything like the true Hebraic idea or have we simply mistakenly believed that “utopia” will be ours someday.  What do I really expect in the olam ha’ba?  Perfect health, prosperity, happiness, peace, goodwill, no more conflicts or trials?  No more work?  Where do these ideas come from?

What is the biblical view of Man, even in the Garden? Work!  Effort—in relationship management and in kabash.  Discipline.  Obedience.   Is there any mention of happiness?  Any hint of retirement?  Isn’t Man designed for the task of finishing creation?  When will that job be done?

I used to cringe at the idea of going to heaven.  All that time and nothing to do.  Boredom.  Now I am pretty sure that the work will never end.  Wonderful!  Things to do that will last forever.  Never being bored again.  Ah, now that’s heaven.

Grass.  We are grass.  What makes us think that we deserve anything better or that we were designed for anything better?  You won’t find the bloated concept of heaven as paradise in the Tanakh.  What you will find is a life well lived—here, not in utopia.  If I can only embrace the truth of my transitory existence, then perhaps I can fully concentrate on the task before me rather than become preoccupied and distracted by the constant fantasy of a better world to come.  If I realize that my very being is the intersection of yetser ha’ra and yetser ha’tov, then perhaps I can accept the fact that the yetser ha’ra never leaves me.  It is never extinguished.  If it were, I would cease to exist.  My battle is not to get rid of the yetser ha’ra.  It is to finally domesticate it to the desires of the yetser ha’tov.  And that kabash will not end as long as I am me, created in His image.
Topical Index:  grass, hasir, dwelling place, yetser ha’ra, kabash, subdue, Psalm 103:15, Genesis 1:27
August 11  When the wind has passed over it, it is no more, and its place acknowledges it no longer.  Psalm 103:16  NASB
Fade Away

It is no more – Where will you be when it’s over?  According to this psalm, you and I will be ‘ene—nowhere!  The root is ‘ayin.  “This word is basically a negative substantive used most frequently in the construct form (ʾên). The word therefore has no single meaning and the exact translation must be determined in each context. The negative concept is always present wherever the word is used. It is characteristically used to negate a noun or noun clause,”
 In other words, once we were, then we are not!  Like the grass, we are gone.

This is the real problem of life!  Not our infinitesimal size in comparison with the universe.  Not the daily struggle between yetser ha’ra and yetser ha’tov. The real problem with life is its temporality.  The real problem is fading into nothing.  The Greeks knew this problem only too well.  First Movie Clip from Troy
“Man is haunted by the vastness of eternity.”  Not the vastness of space but the inexorable progression of time.  Time is the true leveler of all accomplishments.  In the end, everything dies.  Without an answer to the problem of temporality, there is no real reason to live.  A momentary spark in the cosmic dark.  A brief flash to be forgotten.  If this is all there is, then there is no point at all.  

Consequently, YHVH, the Creator of Life, must address the problem of death!  The problem of time—endless, ubiquitous, equalizing, destroying.  This is not limited to the puny consequences of human sin.  This is cosmic!  The entire universe, created for life, is dying.  What can be done about that!  In 100 years no ones remembers what happened today.  In 1000 years no one cares.  In 10,000 years it never even mattered.

David touches the heart of perhaps the most pressing of all human concerns.  “What does it matter?”  If it all fades to nothing, what difference does anything I do really make?  Once more the Greeks speak:  Second movie clip from Troy
But Greek “immortality” is entirely within the human frame.  It is revealed in tombstones and legends, names on hospital wings and signatures on treaties.  There is nothing really eternal about any of this.  David’s insight is the truth about life without the promise of the Creator:  nothing lasts forever.  If we ignore David’s insight, pretending that somehow our deeds have permanence, we will not be prepared for the next verse, the truth about eternity.

Topical Index: immortality, eternity, Psalm 103:16

August 12  But the lovingkindness of the Lord is from everlasting to everlasting on those who fear Him, and His righteousness to children’s children,  Psalm 103:17  NASB

Statute of Limitation

From everlasting to everlasting – “How far is it?”  The nine-year-old in the backseat asked this question about every ten minutes until we arrived at the butterfly garden.  But as soon as we arrived, the question didn’t matter any more.  No one asks how far it is once you are there.

How far is it to the hesed of YHVH?  How far do we have to travel before we will see it?  How far must we come before we experience it?  David replies, “You are already here.”  The Hebrew phrase is me-olam vead-olam.   The word itself is a bit strange.  “Though ʿôlām is used more than three hundred times to indicate indefinite continuance into the very distant future, the meaning of the word is not confined to the future. There are at least twenty instances where it clearly refers to the past. Such usages generally point to something that seems long ago, but rarely if ever refer to a limitless past.”

In addition, the Paleo-Hebrew composition is also curious.  Ayin (to see, to experience) plus Lamed (control, authority) plus Mem (chaos, massive) hardly seems to be connected to the idea of the temporally limitless future.  In what sense is “everlasting” connected with “experiencing control over chaos”?  Perhaps the Hebrew concept of temporal existence is essentially eschatological.  The very use of the word ‘olam suggests a time when chaos will be completely controlled.  That is not now, but it will be someday.  Perhaps Hebrew projects what later becomes the sign of the Messianic age in this very word.

By the way, don’t assume that ‘olam means “eternal” in the same sense that the Mediaeval theologians used the word “eternal” as an attribute of God.
  Frankly, it’s hard to imagine that David viewed me-olam vead-olam as if he meant some kind of ex-temporal existence, either for YHVH or for the “souls” of men.  “From everlasting to everlasting” is a relationship term, presupposing continuity in temporal experience.  I have no idea (and neither does anyone else) what “outside of time” relationship is like for the obvious reason that everything we experience has a temporal dimension.  Extemporal existence is simply unimaginable once we try to define what it means in any way except “not” like everything we know.

So David tells us that YHVH’s hesed is for always.  It just never ends.  That means it is here, right now, surrounding us with His care and concern.  That means we who share in the dynamic of active relationship with Him know what it means to experience the four-fold meaning of hesed now!  We might not experience the totality of hesed, but we know enough to be convinced that it is real, tangible and permanent.  In fact, this is critically important because we often fall, often fail, often make mistakes but His hesed does not end.  It is YHVH’s hesed that maintains the relationships even when we falter.  It is “God in search of Man” that makes the bond work.  You and I do not need to fear that YHVH will leave us because we fall down.  He won’t.  It takes enormous effort on our part to break this bond because it exists due to the enormous effort of His part.

Topical Index:  ‘olam, eternal, everlasting, hesed, Psalm 103:17
August 13  But the lovingkindness of the Lord is from everlasting to everlasting on those who fear Him, and His righteousness to children’s children,  Psalm 103:17  NASB

God’s Grandchildren

To children’s children – What’s the connection?  Hesed operates between related parties.  It isn’t like grace (hen).  Hesed presupposes some already-existing connection.  Once in place, hesed governs the continuing relationship between the parties—and the extension of that bonded relationship to generations.  It’s popular in evangelical circles to claim that God has no grandchildren.  The intention is to emphasize the necessity for personal, individual salvific relationship with God.  But I wonder if this isn’t hyper-evangelism rather than sound theology.  It certainly seems as if YHVH honors relationships with the progeny of David for decades after David is dead.  In fact, YHVH forestalls judgment on subsequent generations because David enjoyed hesed with God.

As you recall, David makes an allusion to Exodus 34:6 in Psalm 103:8, citing the positive characteristics of YHVH.  But we noticed in that verse that David deliberately avoids the subsequent statements about punishing the wicked and the impact on future generations.  In other contexts we discovered that the Hebrew word paqad, notoriously translated with the implication that YHVH passes the judgment of the sins of the fathers to the children of the third and fourth generations, is more likely a word of oversight rather than retribution.  This correction is needed to understand David’s view of Exodus 34:7.  Unlike the traditional punitive assumptions made by translators, David points his readers to YHVH’s hesed continuing to the children’s children.  Since David’s exegesis of Exodus 34:7 points us toward mercy rather than judgment, perhaps we need to rethink our usual translations of the statement YHVH made to Moses.

Hesed continues.  Its power is not limited to the particular individual who engages YHVH in covenant bond.  Ruth is the consummate example of the generational impact of hesed.  And David certainly knew about Ruth.  Now David reflects on the impact of hesed for those yet-to-be-born.  Because of the faithfulness of the Lord, they too will experience YHVH’s hesed.  What that ultimately means for their individual relationships with YHVH is not determined, but YHVH will seek them out.  The fathers, the children and the grandchildren.  

Are you comforted by David’s insight?  Do you feel just a bit relieved that your experience of hesed with YHVH means He is committed to your children and your grandchildren?  Hebrew is a family-first society and family is never limited to the persons who are presently in the household.  Hebrew views family as the full number of people who belong to the name.  That’s why Boaz intervenes in the lives of Naomi and Ruth.  That’s why David looks for last relatives of Saul.  That’s why all nations will be blessed in Abraham. Western thinkers may limit YHVH’s family to first-generation individuals, but that’s our problem, not His.

Topical Index:  bene banim, children’s children, Exodus 34:7, paqad, hesed, Psalm 103:17
August 14  To those who keep His covenant and remember His precepts to do them.  Psalm 103:18  NASB
Exclusive Savings

To do them – Who will be saved?  The striking difference between Christian and Jewish thinking on this question is incorporated in David’s declaration.  If you are going to experience YHVH’s hesed, then you must be numbered among those who keep His covenant and remember (“to guard carefully”) His precepts.  It’s hard to imagine that David could mean anything other than Torah.  If we look back over the last few verses in this psalm, we must conclude that David’s view of salvation (“redeemed from the pit”), extending to generations to come, depends on alignment with YHVH’s instructions and cultural mores found in Torah.  It is not surprising at all that the rabbis speak about Torah observance as a requisite for entry into the ‘olam ha’ba.  

Christian theology, especially Protestant evangelical post-antebellum theology, takes a decidedly different approach.  Most traditional Christian views of the qualifications for salvation require no Torah commitment.  In fact, observance of Torah is anathema to most Christians for the simple reason that it is Jewish.  Since the influence of Luther, virtually all Christian theology has distinguished itself from any semblance of Jewish behavior by claiming that Torah observance is legalism.  This claim, and the implied rejection of Israel’s view of God, certainly misunderstands the actual text of the Bible in both Testaments (as many Christian scholars are now exposing).  But it still holds sway in most churches.  That leads to a very disconcerting question:  If Torah observance is essential for salvation, what is the true status of all those who didn’t observe Torah and never knew that they had to?

This is not a Jewish problem.  It is a problem unique to a religion that claims the Tanakh as the Word of God and the basis for faith and practice and then summarily dismisses what the text actually says.  This is a uniquely Christian problem.  But the solution might surprise you.  The solution is not a wholesale revamping of Christian thinking.  The solution is to recognize that Christian claims of “faith only” are actually encompassed in the Tanakh.  

Preston Sprinkle notes that the Tanakh actually contains two approaches to this question.  One is what he calls the Deuteronomic view of salvation.  This view requires cooperation on the part of Man.  God promises blessing (and curses) based on human compliance.  Those who follow His ways are blessed.  Those who do not are cursed.  Salvation is the result of Man’s commitment to God’s instruction.  And, as David remarks in this verse, God expects obedience and rewards it.  If you keep Torah, you are ensured a place in the ‘olam ha’ba, even (as the rabbis say) if you are a Gentile.

Sprinkle notices that there is another biblical theme, particularly evident in the Prophets.  In this theme, salvation is the unilateral work of YHVH Himself.  It does not require prior obedience.  In fact, it suggests that prior obedience is impossible due to the fatal corruption of the human heart.  God will make His children obey when He supplies them with a new heart, something that they are incapable of doing on their own.  Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel are particularly strong on this view (e.g., Ezekiel 36:26-27, “and I will cause you to walk in my ways”).  Sprinkle says: “The most striking feature in this passage is the promise of a ‘new spirit’ later identified as simply ‘my spirit,’ who is placed ‘within’ the nation in order to ‘cause’ them to obey.  The gift of the spirit enables Israel’s eschatological obedience, which springs from restoration.  And there is no prior act of repentance on Israel’s part.  Israel has a heart of stone and is therefore dead.”

Sprinkle’s observation is important.  It is not the case that the Tanakh sees salvation as a product of human “works” while the New Testament sees it as a product of “grace.”  The Tanakh contains both views at the same time.  In fact, even some of the writings of the Prophets contain both views.  Salvation is tied to human agency.  Salvation is the work of God alone.  Both and.

So who will be saved?  Are you willing to place your bet on just one of the two themes of all of Scripture?

Topical Index:  salvation, Psalm 103:18

August 15 The Lord has established His throne in the heavens, and His sovereignty rules over all.  Psalm 103:19  NASB
Theological Substitution

Sovereignty – What has YHVH established in the heavens?  His throne.  What does that mean?  Ah, now you must be very careful with your answer.  If you read the text according to the NASB translation, you will give a theological answer, not a contextual answer.  The Hebrew word is malkut.  It does not primarily mean what Geisler describes as God’s sovereignty.  “Sovereignty is God's control over His creation, dealing with His governance over it: Sovereignty is God's rule over all reality.”
  The word malkut means “kingdom,” from the root malak, “to be or become king, to reign.”  Why make this distinction?  Because David is the author here, not Calvin.  

But does it really matter?  Isn’t sovereignty just another way of saying kingdom?  No, not quite.  Sovereignty is a universal concept.  As you can see from the definition above, the idea of sovereignty is God’s rule extended across all reality.   But David is thinking in terms of kingdoms.  He is king of Israel.  God is King of Israel (and of the world, of course, but the ideas are not quite the same).  A king has certain obligations and particular powers and authority.  David, as king, knew these well, and he knew that he abused them.  His role as king was severely jeopardized.  When David says that YHVH has established “His throne,” he is making a statement about a Kingdom.  That’s why malkut must be translated “kingdom,” not “sovereignty.”  This is Hebrew poetry and the parallelism in it demands the ideas be connected.  Throne connects to kingdom, not to sovereignty (although the king is sovereign, of course).  Furthermore, David is establishing what it means to be a citizen of God’s Kingdom, not a creature in the created universe.  Everyone is created but not everyone is a citizen.

Hesed is a function of covenant relationship. So is citizenship.  As a citizen I submit to the authority of the king.  He is sovereign in the kingdom.  Of course, YHVH’s “kingdom” extends to the entire created order, but that obscures the more specific kingdom relationship that YHVH has with Israel.  Israel is His kingdom on earth.  That’s where David’s attention is focused.  One king looking at another King.  If we treat malkut as if it means “sovereignty,” we will mistakenly believe that this verse forgets Israel, something David could never have done.  It is patently true that YHVH’s kingdom rules over all, but it begins here, with Israel.  May we never forget that YHVH is the God of Israel and then the God of all.  By His own choice, of course.

The Lord YHVH has established His throne in the heavens.  This is a statement of total and complete control.  Its perspective is cosmic.  It starts in the heavens and reaches to the earth.  His malkut, however, begins with His chosen nation and proceeds outward until Torah covers the earth like water.  It starts on the earth and proceeds to the heavens.

Topical Index:  sovereignty, malkut, kingdom, throne, heavens, Psalm 103:19
August 16  Bless the Lord, you His angels, mighty in strength, who perform His word,

Obeying the voice of His word!  Psalm 103:20  NASB
Mighty Ones

Angels – One of the traditional Shabbat prayers is Shalom Alechem.  In the prayer, the dinner guests at the Shabbat table invoke the peace of ministering angels, malechay ha-sharet.  David employs the same idea in this verse, malachay gibbore, “angels mighty ones.”  The root of malachay is malak, “messenger, representative, angel.”  Once again we are in the realm of kings, kingdoms and royal courts.  

The Theological Workbook of the Old Testament corrects common misunderstanding of this word.  “‘Messenger’ is an inadequate term for the range of tasks carried out by the ot malʾāk. These were 1) to carry a message, 2) to perform some other specific commission, and 3) to represent more or less officially the one sending him. There were both human and supernatural mĕlāʾkîm, the latter including the Angel of Yahweh (i.e. the Angel of the Lord).”
  TWOT goes on the mention that supernatural messengers have the special function of presenting an aspect of God’s glory.  Isaiah offers further evidence of this in his vision of the Temple of YHVH.

David connects malachay to ‘asa, “to do, to accomplish, to fashion.”  David already employed this second verb when he described the “frame” of Man.  We are but dust—and YHVH knows that.  But even dust, animated by the breath of YHVH, has obligations.  In fact, those obligations can be seen in the actions of the malechay.  They perform YHVH’s word.  They obey His voice.  If men are but a little lower than angels, wouldn’t we expect them to also perform His word and obey His voice?  Of course so!  How could we expect men to be representatives of the Most High and not do this?  Certainly David, who also wrote the psalm about the status of men and angels (Psalm 8:5), recognized the responsibility to act as God’s regent in the world, especially as king.

This fact tells us something deeper about David’s psalm.  This psalm is self-reflection and self-confession.  David looks in the mirror and sees a man whom YHVH expected to act as messenger to His people.  But David sees a man who acted as predator, who abused his power, who concealed his affairs.  David, the king anointed by YHVH, acted as the enemy of God.  Mortification, humiliation, confession and repentance must follow and did, but at great cost to the child, to Bathsheba, to David and to the kingdom.  If there is anyone who needs to know that malachay are still performing the tasks they were called to perform, it is David, a man made just a little less than the angels.  Why?  Because that means hope; hope that all is not lost, that YHVH forgives and the David (and the rest of us) can still sing, “Glory, glory glory.”

Topical Index:  malachay, angels, ‘asa, to do, Psalm 103:20
August 17  Bless the Lord, all you His hosts, you who serve Him, doing His will.  Psalm 103:21  NASB

Raison d’être

Will – What does it mean to do God’s will?  We often think it must mean fulfilling His commandments and ordinances or listening to the guidance of the Spirit or acting in righteous ways.  But I’m not so sure.  The Hebrew word is ratson.  Ratson is typically used to describe favor, desire or delight.  It is not typically used to describe the execution of orders or the fulfillment of tasks.  The synonym, haphets, is a word about delight.  It seems that the basis of “doing God’s will” is really about feelings, not actions.  Notice how TWOT describes the word:

The more normal Qal construction occurs initially in Gen 33:10 to describe Jacob’s wishes toward Esau. rāṣâ is frequently used in prayers (Deut 33:11, 24) and religious greetings (II Sam 24:23). The root frequently describes God’s pleasure with his servants, particularly referred to the Messiah (Isa 42:1). rāṣâ serves as the “B” word in the beautiful parallel phrases of Ps 147:10 [H 11]. The “A” word in the first hemistich is a synonym, ḥāpēs (q.v.). rāṣâ is also used in passages dealing with the favor of men (Mal 1:8) and a father’s son (Prov 3:12). It is used in contexts requiring the favor of a king (I Sam 29:4) or the favor of a people for their king (II Chr 10:7). It is used of the satisfaction of a debt both in the sense of atonement for sin (Mic 6:7) and fulfillment of ritual requirements (II Chr 36:21). 

We have a difficult time with this.  If doing God’s will is really about feelings, then what are all the commandments about?  But the point in Hebrew is that actions are not divorced from feelings.  The “favor” of the Lord is discovered in the mitzvot.  Duty is not the raison d’être of my existence.  Love and delight are the reason I exist, the purpose of my being here.  If I perform the mitzvot out of duty, even if the duty is clear and required, I have obscured and perhaps missed a vital component of the action.  My duty to the Lord must arise from my love for Him, not simply from my obligation to His word.

Can I love God and not do what He asks?  I wonder if that is even possible.  What kind of description characterizes a relationship that complies to expectations but does not involve compelling feelings of genuine care?  Military, perhaps?  A relationship of submission to authority?  Certainly not a relationship where tenderness, intimacy and genuine concern motivate the action.  Duty does not require love, but love certainly expects duty.

To do God’s will is to love him wholeheartedly—and act accordingly.

Topical Index:  ratson, will, delight, duty, favor, love, Psalm 103:21
August 18  Bless the Lord, all you works of His,  in all places of His dominion; bless the Lord, O my soul!  Psalm 103:22  NASB

The Outer Limits
You works – In the final address of the psalm, David moves from personal self-reflection to the widest possible view, the whole cosmos.  “All you works” is the Hebrew kal-ma’asay.  It means everything YHVH has made; all created existence.  The idea is not limited to sentient beings.  “In all places,” the poetic parallelism, suggests that David has the entire scope of the universe in mind.  This helps us realize that inanimate and well as animate is involved in praising YHVH.  In fact, the purpose of creation is to praise the Creator.  That is the final end game.  Insofar as we bless Him, we participate in what is happening in the whole creation.  We add our voices to everything else in equal harmony.

David’s insight does not always ring true of our experience.  After all, bad things happen.  Hurricanes, volcanoes, tsunamis, earthquakes damage and destroy.  They don’t seem to be praising the Lord in the process.  Evil is present in the world, and for all we know, in all of creation.  That hardly seems appropriate for a universe designed to bless its Creator.  But David’s insight is not limited to our interpretation of the events of creation, nor is it limited to the temporal span we understand, even if that is 14 billion light years.  David is viewing the creation from the perspective of eternity, and from eternity past to eternity future, everything YHVH does serves the purpose of glorifying who He is.

My job, and yours, is to glorify Him.  When we do that, we are in line with the ultimate direction and directive of the universe. And in the end, all that glorifies Him will remain.

David began this psalm, twenty-two verses ago, with a self-exhortation, an imperative to the man in the mirror, to bless YHVH with his entire person, with everything in him.  Now, twenty-two thoughts later, David invokes all of creation to bless YHVH.  But does he really have to?  All of creation is already under the duty and the desire to glorify its Creator.  I don’t have to tell the mountains to bless the Lord.  I don’t have to instruct lions to bless the Lord, or ants for that matter.  They are automatically designed to do that.  The only interruption to this harmony of the spheres is the only one created in His image.  We are the ones out of tune.  We are the ones who need reminding.  And because we need reminding, we are the ones who exhibit the discordant notes in the universe today, causing the whole symphony to sound quite strange.

It’s time to get on the same score with the rest of creation, to play the notes that harmonize with the real melody of the cosmos.

“Bless the Lord” is a hymn written in the rocks, the seas, the stars and the leaves.  There is a vocal part waiting for you to sing along with these instruments of praise.  

So sing.

Topical Index:  bless, you works, kal-ma’asay, Psalm 103:22
August 19  Simon Peter, a bond-servant and apostle of Jesus Christ, to those who have received a faith of the same kind as ours, by the righteousness of our God and Savior, Jesus Christ:  2 Peter 1:1  NASB

Theological Punctuation

Our God and Savior, - Peter, actually Shim’on called Kepha (i.e. Petros in Greek), is a Jew.  Yes, he believes that Yeshua is the Jewish Messiah, but Peter is not a Christian anymore than Paul or Yeshua was a Christian.  That means that the comma in this verse has theological significance.  Of course, there are no commas in the original Greek text, so where the translators place the punctuation is a matter of translator opinion, not textual accuracy.  In this case, by placing the comma after “our God and Savior” the translator makes the statement appear as if Yeshua HaMashiach is both God and Savior.  That is to say, the translator interprets the text as Trinitarian and inserts punctuation to make it so.

But the Greek text says no such thing.  The Greek text is tou theou hemon kai soteros ‘Iesou Christou.  Now, should it be read, “of our God and [our] Savior Yeshua HaMashiach,” reading the two nouns as two separate persons or should it be read as if “our God and Savior” is one-title of the same person?  The only determining factor from the text is the use of the genitive in Greek, that is, how the nouns are modified to show possession (like modifying the noun theos to theou).  The pronoun “our” (hemon) could be applied to both nouns just as we might say, “That’s our house and car,” meaning that the house is ours and the car is ours.  Greek rules of grammar allow the pronoun to precede or follow the noun, so the position of hemon does not determine the intended meaning.  The text turns out to be ambiguous.  In other words, from the text alone one cannot determine if Peter intends to assert that Yeshua HaMashiach is God or if God and the Savior Yeshua are, in his mind, two separate beings.  Context and culture must rule the day.

This means that a doctrine that was developed 350 years after Peter wrote these words cannot be the basis for determining what Peter meant.  The translator’s comma is excluded.  It is illegitimate translation since it introduces an idea not necessarily present in the text.  Furthermore, Peter was an orthodox Jew.  His behavior throughout the gospels and the book of Acts clearly demonstrates that he followed Torah and the traditions.  His very name, Shim’on, is an allusion to the Shema.  If Peter (or any of the other disciples) changed his belief from one God who is God alone, as numerous texts in the Tanakh (Peter’s Bible) assert to one being who is God in three persons, one would expect that such a radical break from strict Jewish monotheism would have at least been mentioned somewhere in the New Testament.  Instead what we have at best are inferences that depend on a prior commitment to a Trinitarian idea.  And none of these inferences can be reconciled with the Shema as understood by the Jewish believing community of the first century.

Many followers take the relaxed approach that these technical details really don’t matter that much.  After all, everyone still wants to serve God, acknowledges that Jesus saved them and looks for the leading of the Spirit.  So why make such a big deal out of something like a comma!  Their approach is that as long as the final result is a heart for God, all these other things are just technical confusion.  This is sort of like saying, “Yes, of course we know that Christmas isn’t really the time that Jesus was born, but does it really matter now?  People who celebrate Christmas are still honoring the birth of Jesus, so who really cares if they have the date right?  Sure, it might have started as a pagan holiday, but now it’s Christian.  The history doesn’t really matter anymore.”

If you want to believe that the history doesn’t matter, you can continue on that path and still attempt to worship God and honor His son according to your tradition.  But it won’t be biblical.  If you want to believe that Peter converted to Christianity and was a Trinitarian, you can marshal evidence to support your claim, but it won’t be consistent with Peter’s Jewish background or His behavior.  And you won’t find direct evidence in the text either.  

But doctrines are powerful forces in religion and they usually triumph over the text and the context because we attach our faith to the doctrines, not to the experience of God.  We have faith in our beliefs rather than in our Creator.  And we are comfortable believing what we want to believe.  Why rock the boat?

Topical Index:  Trinity, Savior, hemon, our, 2 Peter 1:1
August 20   Simon Peter, a bond-servant and apostle of Jesus Christ, to those who have received a faith of the same kind as ours, by the righteousness of our God and Savior, Jesus Christ:  2 Peter 1:1  NASB

Kingdom Status

Bond-servant – “Greeks have a strong sense of freedom. Personal dignity consists of freedom. There is thus a violent aversion to bondage. Service may be rendered to the state, but by free choice. Slavery is scorned and rejected. This explains the fierceness with which the Greeks fought for political independence. The only slavery Plato will allow is to the laws. The laws, however, represent the goal of humanity, so that slavery to law is in no way derogatory. Aristotle shows a similar scorn for slavery; for him slaves have no part in the state or true service to it. The Stoics have a broader view of service. Zeus himself summons us to it, so that, while free in relation to all people, we are unconditionally bound to all. Yet the Stoic would never call himself the doúlos theoú; he moves through the world as basileús and despótēs, the very opposite of the doúlos. This is the characteristic of the wise. Those who are not wise are slaves, no matter what the form of their bondage (cf. Epictetus, Plutarch, and Philo).”

This background alone is reason enough to translate the word doulos not as “bond-servant” but as “slave,” what it really meant to anyone in the first century Roman Empire.  Peter’s designation of himself as doulos would have been a striking offense to any pagan reader.  In addition, the word doulos had an equally offensive taste to Jews.  It is the word used to describe Israel’s bondage in Egypt, Jacob’s bondage to Laben and the illegitimate and abusive treatment of those oppressed as slaves.  However, douleuein is the most common Greek term in the LXX for service to God.  “For this reason doúloi is a title of honor when conferred on such outstanding figures as Moses (Josh. 14:7), Joshua (Judg. 2:8) Abraham (Ps. 105:42) David (Ps. 89:3), and Jacob (representing Israel, Is. 48:20). The opposite of douleúein is disobedience.”
  So in Jewish thought, doulos has two critical but opposite nuances.  First, it is a term of human oppression, but second, it is a term of divine-human commitment.  The determining factor is choice.  If I am doulos by compulsion, the term is derogatory and hateful.  But if I am doulos by choice, then the term expresses deep emotionally positive commitment.  It’s all up to the subject.

If we were to translate doulos in this verse as “slave,” we might have the same adverse reaction as any first century Roman.  After all, we in the West are a product of those Greek-Roman ideas.  We think being a “slave” means losing our most important characteristic of humanity—freedom!  To suggest that God wants us to be slaves is antagonistic to everything we hold dear.  But that’s because we don’t understand the two-sided nature of doulos.  I am free to choose—always, but the result of my choice must mean total commitment if I am going to be a servant of the Most High.

Topical Index:  doulos, slave, 2 Peter 1:1
August 21  Simon Peter, a bond-servant and apostle of Jesus Christ, to those who have received a faith of the same kind as ours, by the righteousness of our God and Savior, Jesus Christ:  2 Peter 1:1  NASB
Equal Standing

Of the same kind as ours – Isotope, isosceles, isoseismic, isometric.  All derived from the Greek isos meaning “equal.”  Peter uses isotimos, “of equal value or honor.”  The ESV correctly translates Peter’s declaration as, “a faith of equal standing.”  Now that we know Peter sees no difference between the standing of Gentile believers and Jewish believers, what does all this mean?  

First, of course, it demonstrates that Paul was right to take Peter to task over his inconsistency regarding table fellowship with Gentiles.  YHVH was equally right to take Peter to task with the vision on the rooftop and the visit to Cornelius.  Jew and Gentile have equal standing before YHVH.  Yes, the Jews were given the Torah, but possession is not nine-tenths of the law when it comes to God’s jurisprudence.  Doing it is what counts.  So Paul can argue, “For when Gentiles who do not have the Law do instinctively the things of the Law, these, not having the Law, are a law to themselves, in that they show the work of the Law written in their hearts, their conscience bearing witness and their thoughts alternately accusing or else defending them.”
  If you and I, as Gentiles, do what God ask, even if we don’t realize it is part of Torah, we have standing before YHVH.  If we do not do what YHVH asks, even if we are Jews, we do not have standing.  In this way, Jew and Gentile are equal on the scale of performance.  I will never be Jewish but before God that makes no difference in judgment.  What I do with what I know is what counts.

Secondly, it hardly makes any sense given Peter’s behavior as recorded in Acts to suppose the he is speaking to Gentiles who have become Christians.  That is anachronistic interpretation.  Peter’s claims his readers have received a “faith” (the word is pistis which for a Jew means a way of life) that is the “same as ours.”  Peter does not indicate that his faith is now radically different than it used to be.  In fact, his interaction with Cornelius and his discussion with James (Acts 15) clearly demonstrate that his “faith” was not different in thought or practice, with the one addition that Yeshua is recognized as Messiah.  Paul essentially claims that same thing when he writes to Timothy about the faith inherited from Timothy’s grandmother and mother.
  “Equal standing” does not mean different commandments or expectations.  Faith as a way of life is the same for all who share in the commitment.  It may vary according to conditions, but its structure is uniform.  Once again, what I do with what I know is what matters.

Jew and Gentile, one faith, one Messiah, one way of living.  That’s the message here.  And it is all the result of the righteousness of YHVH and His son.

Topical Index:  isotimos, equal, 2 Peter 1:1 
August 22   Pilate said to Him, “What is truth?”  John 18:38a  NASB

The Academy

Truth – Plato is in many respects the founder of Western civilization.  His teacher, Socrates, and his pupil, Aristotle, completed a trinity of minds that literally shaped our conception of the world, God and Man.  A product of wealthy and aristocratic Athenians, Plato’s ideas have influenced our education, politics, theology, science and mathematics.  Perhaps the greatest legacy of Plato is to be found in our concept of truth.  Plato employed the Greek term alethia, deriving from its etymology the concept that truth is already present in final form in the realm of the pre-existent soul.  When a man is born into this world, he must remember what he knew in his pre-existent state; a must recapture by mental effort those truths that exist eternally in the realm of the spirit.  You can appreciate the implications of such an idea in relation to the eternal nature of the soul, the existence of Truth (with a capital T) as a body of knowledge independent of human beings and the separation of the particulars of this world from the universal of the spiritual world.  But perhaps you have not recognized the enormous impact that this idea of truth has on the way that we think of the diversity of peoples and culture.  Jonathan Sacks comments:
. . . a certain paradigm that has dominated Western thought, religious and secular, since the day of Plato is mistaken and deeply dangerous.  It is the idea that, as we search for truth or ultimate reality we progress from the particular to the universal.  Particularities are imperfections, sources of error, parochialism and prejudice.  Truth, by contrast, is abstract, timeless, universal, the same everywhere for everyone.  Particularities breed war; truth begets peace, for when everyone understands the truth, conflict dissolves.  How could it be otherwise?  Is not tribalism but another name for particularities?  And has not tribalism been the source of conflict through the ages?

There is something seductive about this idea and it has held many minds captive.  Alfred North Whitehead once said that Western philosophy was ‘a series of footnotes to Plato’.  He might have put it more strongly:  Not just philosophy but Western religion has been haunted by Plato’s ghost.  The result is inevitable and tragic.  If all truth—religious as well as scientific—is the same for everyone at all times, then if I am right, you are wrong.  If I care about truth I must convert you to my point of view, and if you refuse to be converted, beware.  From this flowed some of the greatest crimes of history and much human blood.

When Pilate asked, “What is truth?” he was not being sarcastic.  This question is fundamental to our place in the world and the meaning we attach to our lives.  If truth is one, as so commonly asserted in the West, then only those who agree with the “proper” statements can be correct.  All others are either heretics or simpletons.  And the mission of those who have the “truth” is to convert, by whatever means necessary, those who do not have the “truth.”  Here lies the seed of infinite divisions among men.  Fifty-two thousand denominations.  The Crusades.  The Inquisition.  Endless translations and doctrines of separation.  Breaking fellowship over “ideas.”  A rejection of all that is not comfortable and traditional.  A world where every man is his own priest and has his own version of God.

Should tzitzit be worn on belt loops?  Should women wear tzitzit?  Should we follow the new moon calendar?  What day should we begin Passover?  Can my child practice sports on Shabbat?  Can I drive to a Shabbat service?  Must I wear a beard?  Can I wear jewelry?  And what about cheeseburgers?  The list is endless as long as truth is what we believe and error is what they believe.

Is there only one way to God?  Must I believe in the Trinity to be saved?  Is Jesus the universal, timeless Savior or a particular Jewish Messiah?
What is fellowship in a world where there is but one truth?  It is conformity!  Exclusion!  Separation to ourselves!  Is this what Paul had in mind?

Pilate asked.  You must answer.  But be careful how you answer.  Plato’s ghost is a virulent disease.

Topical Index:  truth, alethia, Plato, Western civilization, John 18:38, fellowship
August 23  For the choir director; according to Shushan Eduth. A Mikhtam of David, to teach; when he struggled with Aram-naharaim and with Aram-zobah, and Joab returned, and smote twelve thousand of Edom in the Valley of Salt.  Psalm 60:1 [Hebrew text]  NASB

Overture

Shushan Eduth – A mikhtam is, ah, no one quite knows for sure.  The word appears in six psalms.  It might refer to some sort of instrument or to some technical information concerning the psalms where it appears.  It could be a synonym for a psalm of atonement or expiation.  Or it might be a reference to an inscription.  Here we have an example of a word that was understood when it was written but is no longer understood today.  That raises an interesting theological question.  If God supervised the transmission and integrity of the text over thousands of years, why would He allow the loss of meaning of one (or more) of the words in the text?  If there are God’s words, shouldn’t they be understandable to all the readers?  And if one word can fall into obscurity, what about others?  What does it mean to assert that God oversaw the writing of the Bible?

Shushan Eduth presents us with the same difficulties.  Is it a tune?  Is it an instrument?  It is a technical summary?  Scholars are at a loss so many translations leave it in its phonetic form.  How are we supposed to know what David had in mind?  Does it matter?

The psalm is intended to teach.  But who are the pupils?  Furthermore, the military context of this “instruction” doesn’t fit into biblical history.  The psalm suggests that David fought with Aram-naharaim, but where and when?  Naharaim means “two rivers” and designates a place in northern Mesopotamia.  A place David never visited.  Aram-zobah was a kingdom north of Damascus.  David did engage in battle with the “Arameans” (2 Samuel 8:3-8) and Joab was the commanding general, but 2 Samuel 8:13 and 1 Chronicles 18:12 recount the deaths of 18,000 Edomites, not 12,000.  Furthermore, 2 Samuel attributes the deaths to David, not Joab.  The Valley of Salt is probably the Dead Sea, but the battle there is attributed to Abishai, brother of Joab (1 Chronicles).  All in all, the opening lines of this psalm, part of the “inspired” text in the Tanakh, present us with more questions than answers, not least of which is this:  “Does it really matter?”

Well, does it?  Most Western Bible translations seem to think it doesn’t.  The verse is relegated to either small point and unnumbered status or ignored altogether (Logos Bible software doesn’t even include it in Psalm 60).  In other words, this psalm is universalized.  It becomes a “lament over defeat in battle, a prayer for help,”
 rather than a context-specific jeremiad (yes, I know, you will probably have to look it up in a dictionary).  If we think that the Bible was written for all who read it, that it contains universal, timeless truths, then the context that prompted David to write these words to this audience doesn’t really matter, does it?  But if we want to know why David wrote these words, then we need to know the actual circumstances of the writing. And at this point in history, that seems to be impossible.

So we proceed.  We read the rest of the psalm as if it describes the condition of every man, not just David.  We internalize the words so that they seem to be written to us.  We draw comfort and strength without asking, “What was happening to David?”  It’s like reading Shakespeare as if he were a playwright in Manhattan.  Or Moses as it he were a preacher at St. Patrick’s.  Yeshua, the universal man, has lots of company by the time we are done.  

Ah, now you’re probably discouraged (or angry).  If the Bible isn’t written for me, then what good is it?  I need God’s word for me today, not the lament of some Hebrew king 3000 years ago.  The key is to separate text and the author’s context from application in our context.  The Bible does speak to me in its application, but application is not the same as the author’s text, and application will not be the same for you as it is for me.  If I confuse text and application, I am likely to say something foolish like, “Well, this is what the text means to me,” and think that the guidance of the Spirit has whispered the truth about the text in my ear.
Topical Index:  shushan eduth, mikhtam, context, application, Psalm 60:1
August 24  O God, You have rejected us. You have broken us; You have been angry; O, restore us.  Psalm 60:1 [English]  NASB

Obligations

God – Primary position means primary emphasis.  When a Hebrew author wants to put an exclamation point behind a thought, he moves the word to the first position in sentence.  David puts the word elohim first.  That makes sense.  He is addressing “God.”  His complaint is to God.  His frustration is with God.  But David has an intimately relationship with YHVH, the Elohim of Israel, so why does he use the category word, “God,” rather than the personal name, YHVH?

It’s all about perceived obligation.  Elohim is not a name.  It is a noun describing the category of divine beings.  The god of Canaan is Elohim (actually El, the singular noun).  Molech is elohim.  It just happens to be the case that these other elohim are not real.  They are fabrications of human imagination, myth and legend.  YHVH is the only true Elohim.  But since we don’t live in the world of pagan polytheism, we simply assume that elohim is the same as YHVH, namely, the nouns that only describe the one true God.  David, on the other hand, knew perfectly well that there were other (although not real) competing divine beings.

What does a divine being do?  In the ancient near-East, divine beings were territorial protectors.  The god of Canaan had no real power in Egypt.  The gods of Egypt were impotent in Mesopotamia.  Hebrew is unique in asserting that YHVH is God of the heavens and earth.  Pagan gods were local deities.  Worshippers of local deities expected their gods to protect them against enemies, both foreign and domestic, when they were appropriately reverenced and placated.  Gods have obligations.  In battle, gods are supposed to guarantee victory to those who have obeyed.  When they don’t, something is wrong.  YHVH is the God of Israel.  Since He is the only true God, His people expect and are entitled to His protection.  When that doesn’t happen, it can’t be because another god is more powerful or because another god has territorial rights.  The only explanation is either that the people have sinned or that God caused the defeat.  And since Elohim is ultimately responsible for everything as the One True God of all, defeat means He must want that to happen.  This David simply does not understand.

YHVH is David’s God of intimate relationship, the God who does not fail, who is always faithful, who neither slumbers nor sleeps.  But Elohim is the One in charge.  Elohim is the Command-in-Chief of Israel.  So David doesn’t appeal to His God of intimate relationship.  He appeals to the commander.  “God” not YHVH.  Why has the Commander let Israel experience defeat?  The answer is the perception that Elohim has rejected His people.  The answer is that “God” has caused this to happen.  

What about you?  Have you experienced defeat at the hand of God?  Have your expectations of protection been shattered?  Do you think God has broken you?  David’s lament is not softened by a theological idea of God’s eternal care.  His experience of rejection is real.  So is yours.  It is not always possible to console ourselves with the thought that God is doing something of eternal value through our suffering.  Yes, we know the character of the Almighty.  Exodus 34 tells us He is first and foremost compassionate.  But it doesn't always feel that way.

One of the remarkable elements of the Tanakh is its insistence of exhibiting all the realities of life as it is.  There is no whitewashing or theological correction.  We are but dust, and sometimes being dust hurts.  We need a faith that accounts for the hurts and the blessings.  David does too.  So we will see how his poem explores this most intimate concern about the obligations of God toward those who love Him.

Topical Index:  elohim, God, Psalm 60:1, rejection
August 25  O God, You have rejected us. You have broken us; You have been angry; O, restore us.  Psalm 60:1 [English]  NASB

In Your Face

Angry – Emotionally-charged breathing.  That’s the metaphorical intention of the use of ‘ap, the Hebrew word associated with nostril or nose.  Hebrew is an intensely tactile language, employing dozens of idioms and metaphors from body parts for theological ideas.  Breath is life, and breath is connected to the nose.  So deep expressions of emotion are often connected to the way we breathe.  Rapid breath, flared nostrils and facial changes are signs of anger.  If you want to know if God is mad, listen to the way He breathes.

Notice that David employs parallelism in the this poem to amplify the meaning of “rejected” and “broken.”  What does it mean to be rejected by God?  It means to be “broken,” a military term for breaching a wall.  This is punishment.  After all, God is the God of protection and victory, so when the walls come tumbling down, God is punishing.  Interestingly, the same word, parats, can also mean to overflow in blessing, to increase.  Context tells the story, and here the context is certainly about disaster.  It’s not unusual for us to think that God is punishing when our security is breached.  We expect protection from a God who cares about us.  But sometime terrible things happen and we ask, “Why, Lord, are you not taking care of me?”  In those moments it is hardly consolation to be told, “Well, His purposes are not our purposes.  God has a reason.  We just don’t see it.”

God cares!  That is a fundamental tenant of the biblical way of life.  God cares about everything, so of course He cares about battles where His own children are involved.  It is simply unimaginable that God, unlike the pagan deities, isn’t concerned.  Therefore, the only other explanation for lack of protection is that God is angry.  Something or someone has made Him mad.  

One of the wonderful things about the psalms is that they don’t hide human feelings, even if those feeling call into question the character of God.  In fact, if we understand the Hebraic correlation between emotions and faith, we will recognize that everything we feel, the good, the bad and the ugly, can be a highway to our God.  Why?  Because feelings are real!  They are not the result of a corrupt nature, a dysfunctional attitude or inherited curses.  Feelings are fundamental to what it means to be human.  As David notices in Psalm 103:14, we are made for feelings (an interpretation of the third root of the word yatsar).  If God is not in touch with my feelings or does not recognize my emotions, then He is an idol—inert, implacable, unmoved, dismissive.  

David starts his poem with a strong complaint.  It is a complaint that makes sense only to a God who feels.  It is a complaint that assumes the legitimacy of feelings.  Perhaps we need to incorporate these same elements in our conversations with our Maker.  When was the last time you shouted, “Elohim, why?”

Topical Index:  anger, ‘ap, nose, feelings, broken, parats, Psalm 60:1
August 26   For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them.  Ephesians 2:10  NASB

Free to Choose?

Prepared beforehand – Please, no “predestination” theology here.  What God has prepared beforehand (Greek proetoimasen) is “good works.”  God has a plan(s) that include becoming like Him in all we do.  We are designed to perform the works of the Lord.  We are expected to walk in them (a Hebrew idiom for obedience and performance).  This has always been YHVH’s desire and He has constructed His creation to support this desire.  How has He done that?  By building in obligation!  You and I are not born into a neutral world.  We do not arrive with a tabula rasa.  We show up as debtors; debtors for the gift of life, for the epoch we enjoy, for the culture we inherit, for the family we join, for the community we are bequeathed.  From the moment we are born, we owe.  And the commandments are the way we pay.  
“When a man becomes aware of the great value of the Mizvot, and to what extent it is his duty to perform them, he is certain to become eager to worship God; he will be anything but remiss.  What is apt to confirm this eagerness is the realization of the many favors which the Holy One, blessed be He, bestows upon him at all times and the great miracles which God performs for him from the moment of his birth until the day of his death.  The more a man reflects upon these things, the more will he recognize the great debt he owes to God who confers favors upon him.  That awareness in itself should act as a preventive of sloth and indolence.  Since a man is unable to make return to God for His beneficence, he may at least be grateful to Him and obey His commandments.”

“Contrary to the philosophical idea of free will, the Mussar concept of freedom is played out on a field of preexisting obligations.  We are obviously free to choose between meeting our obligations or not, but this is neither an unlimited freedom nor a neutral choice.  In fact, it is even misleading to say that we are ‘free to choose’; whether we choose to meet our obligations or not is a consequence of the forces of yetzer ha’ra and yetzer ha’tov yet we may be entirely unaware of these forces unless we have engaged in the difficult work of Mussar.”

“Destined to good works” is the inevitable result of newness in the Messiah.  Participating in the coming Kingdom is the inescapable design of the ‘olam ha-ba.  You and I were created in the context of obligation.  The Greek idea of individual liberty is a seductive myth.  Yeshua certainly recognized this in his famous statement about not serving two masters.  “Serving” is always in the equation.  Can you put aside that alluring fable of “free” will?  Do you realize that you have a debt to pay simply because you are alive?

Topical Index: free will, proetoimazo, prepare beforehand, obligation, Ephesians 2:10
August 27  And again the displeasure of YHVH burned against Yisra’el, and moved Dawid against them to say, “Go, number Yisra’el and Yehudah.”  2 Shemu’el 24:1  ISR

Beyond Strange

Moved – Could any story in Scripture be stranger than this one?  First, it appears in the wrong place.  Chapter 23 tells us “these are the last words of David,” yet chapter 24 throws in one more incident.  Why was this added to the end?  Did the author suddenly remember, after he had compiled everything else, that there was one more event he should have included?  

Second, given the introduction in this verse, the entire story seems incompatible with the character of YHVH.  The text suggests that YHVH is angry with Israel.  Again!  This isn’t the first time, but no explanation is given for His anger.  Why is He mad?  What did Israel as a whole do to provoke what occurs next?

Third, careful reading informs us that YHVH “moved” David to institute a census.  The Hebrew sut is particularly difficult here.  It is generally about evil intention, translated as “entice, allure, instigate” or “incite.”  It is connected to Jezebel, Jehoshaphat and Baruch.  The implication of this verb is that YHVH deliberately enticed David to do something that was offensive and resulted in horrendous consequences.  Did YHVH set a trap for David and then punish David and the people for falling into it?  What in the world is happening here?

There is a parallel text in 1 Chronicles 21.  In that text, ha-satan is the one who incites (same Hebrew verb) David.  That makes sense.  2 Samuel 24 does not.  Of course, men rush to reconcile.  See, for example, this attempt [https://carm.org/bible-difficulties/joshua-esther/who-incited-david-count-fighting-men-israel-god-or-satan ].  But the question is not, “Did Satan do it or did God allow Satan to do it?”  The question is “Who is culpable?”  If God initiated the action, even though Satan was the intermediary, isn’t God still responsible?  We have a judicial term for this.  Conspiracy.  If I hire someone to commit murder, but I don’t actually do the killing, I am equally guilty of the crime.  How is YHVH any less culpable simply because He uses Satan to accomplish His will?  No, a simple “God isn’t guilty” just won’t do.  The story in 1 Chronicles 21 makes sense to us.  David listened to the seduction of the Accuser.  Bad things happened.  But the same story in 2 Samuel 24 is incomprehensible.  How can YHVH punish Israel with the deaths of 70,000 for something He initiated?  It will take a big paradigm shift to straighten this one out.

Finally, David’s choice of punishment also seems bizarre.  One of the three options is for David to be pursued for three months by his enemies.  David doesn’t choose this one.  Instead he opts for a plague that kills 70,000.  What?  The king chooses to let 70,000 people die instead of being pursued for three short months.  Notice the option does not say he will die, lose the throne or suffer harm.  It simply says he will have three months of difficulty.  So which would you choose?  Personal distress for three months or the deaths of 70,000?  What kind of king puts his personal comfort ahead of the lives of 70,000?  

This story is most perplexing.  Perhaps that’s why it is like an afterthought in the historical record of 2 Samuel.  It paints both YHVH and David in very disturbing terms.  But there it is, right in the sacred text.  Theological manipulations don’t whitewash the text despite attempts to do so.  So what do we do with it now?

Topical Index:  2 Samuel 24:1, sut, incite, entice, culpability
August 28  You have made the land quake, You have split it open; heal its breaches, for it totters.  Psalm 60:2  NASB
God Over All

Heal its breaches – Sticking with the military context of verse 1, the ESV translates repah as “repair.”  The walls have fallen.  Lord, repair them.  But the word is primarily about healing and is applied to physical health in nearly all of its occurrences.  It is the same verb found in Isaiah 53:5 (“with his stripes we are healed”).  “In many of the occurrences, it is God who causes healing or afflicts with disease or catastrophes which cannot be healed but by divine intervention.”
  White’s comment is intriguing.  Perhaps it corrects the idea that some evil power causes illness, or that health is found in combating evil forces.  Repah suggests that it is YHVH who brings disease or health.

David applies this personal concept to the entire nation; even to the land itself.  If YHVH is sovereign over all, then He is the one who can heal, whether it is a person, a nation or the earth.  In fact, YHVH is the only One who can heal.  We like to think that our efforts to repair have the power to heal, but that is mythological humanism.  Sovereignty means “God over all,” not God over everything that we can’t do ourselves.  Real experience should have convinced us that no human being is truly in charge of even his or her own body much less the nation or the environment.  Of course, we are more than capable of abusing any of these, but we are quite perplexed about what to do to heal them.  It seems that the solutions to our problems cannot be found within the human framework.  History is replete with examples of human intervention intended to heal but resulting in even more chaos and difficulties.  David knows better than to try to work this out himself.  God makes good and God makes evil and it is to God that we must turn if we are to find our way out of the box.

What David pleads for is national healing.  We might apply the same supplication today.  Do you think that issues in our land can be solved by more legislation, more directives, more money, more education or more negotiations?  Can we fix the “global warming” issue with a new protocol or another tax?  Will teenage pregnancy be fixed with more education?  Will the destruction of the earth’s resources be corrected by legislation?  Frankly, the real issues we face are beyond human capacity to heal.  God alone is the only answer.  And since most men believe God is an expendable idea, it is unlikely they will make an appeal like David did for his people.  Men turn to God only after the walls have been breached, and while we are close, we still seem to think that some sort of amazing new technology or some charismatic leader will appear and save us from our own self-annihilation.  The world is the greatest insane asylum ever imagined.  Billons of people deluding themselves that they can find the answers.  Oh, that we had a new David, the man who knew that answers were never to be found in the halls of an earthly kingdom.

Topical Index:  repah, heal, repair, Psalm 60:2
August 29  You have made Your people experience hardship; You have given us wine to drink that makes us stagger.  Psalm 60:3  NASB

Seeing Is Believing

Experience Hardship – When the Tanakh uses the verb ra’a in the Hiphil tense, the idea is to be caused to see, to make one feel or know.  God makes His people feel.  He causes them to see.  What?  What does God want His people to see, to feel, to know?  A heavy yoke!  That’s the origin of qasha. “It emphasizes, first, the subjective effect exerted by an overly heavy yoke, which is hard to bear, and secondarily, the rebellious resistance of oxen to the yoke.”
  Egypt comes to mind.  YHVH rescued Israel from oppression, but Israel didn’t learn the lesson.  So YHVH had to subject Israel to His own form of subjugation.  David wrote long before the Babylonian captivity, but that episode might be the seminal example of God causing His people to know oppression.  As David says in poetic parallelism, “Lord, you made us drink wine that caused us to stagger.”

Why does God do this?  Why does He subject His people to this kind of oppression.  Without fully understanding the character of YHVH as Father, we might conclude that He is punitive, perhaps vindictive.  “Do what I say or else,” might characterize this behavior if we didn’t know Him as a loving Father.  But we do, and so did David.  A Father who loves His children uses every means to bring them to the truth and to guide them into the fullness of life.  Obviously, YHVH knows what fullness of life means, for David and for us.  And like loving human fathers, He uses every means, sometimes even difficult ones, to bring His children to the truth that He knows, to the well-being He intends for them, a state that also completely fulfills and satisfies each child.  Perhaps one of the measurements we can use to determine whether or not God might apply a heavy yoke to us is our own sense of satisfaction in the role we play in His plan.

We don’t often think of God in this way.  Our images of the loving Father are couched in our own desire for blessings, comfort and peace of mind.  We attempt to forget our own heartaches, and as a consequence, we forget YHVH’s heartaches.  But the prophets remind us that when we depart from His perfect will for us, He suffers.  His heart is broken no less than an earthly father’s heart is broken when his children don’t find the best for their lives.  The other side of the coin of blessing is not punishment.  It is heartache.  

Yeshua knew David’s words.  While the heavy yoke of the Lord’s correction brings us the experience of staggering under the load, Yeshua uses the same term to console his followers of the other kind of yoke—a yoke that is light and comfortable.  This is a fundamental difference between Hebrew and Greek thought.  In Greek thought, the goal of human fulfillment is freedom, that is, the absence of any restraint of desire.  This is the purpose of eros.  Not erotica, but possession.  Greek freedom is the attempt to secure what I desire, to bring it under my control, to be the master of a fate that I choose.  But Hebrew thought finds this impossible, not because it is beyond human reach but because God is the only sovereign of the universe.  The creation was not designed to serve Man.  It was designed to glorify the Father, and true fulfillment of all creation, including the destiny of Man, is to participate in this glorification.  That means yoked.  The only question is how much weight we must bear.  Yeshua informs us that being yoked to His destiny is not a heavy burden.  It is still a burden, but it is one that we can bear and that is ultimately worth bearing.

This leaves us with just one question.  How much are you carrying today?

Topical Index:  yoke, qasha, to see, ra’a, freedom, Psalm 60:3
August 30  You have given a banner to those who fear You, that it may be displayed because of the truth.  Selah.  Psalm 60:4  NASB

Nicodemus and the Pole
Given a banner – The Hebrew word nes means a flag, a standard (as in military combat) or a banner.  In ancient times, factions involved in wars flew banners to identify themselves.  The banner was a visible sign of camaraderie, command and safety.  David employs this image, familiar in his day, in order to express the protection and community that YHVH provides for those who rally to His flag.

The ESV translates the second half of this verse very differently.  Instead of “displayed because of the truth,” the ESV continues with the military metaphor and translates, “that they may flee to it from the bow.”  Since these translations are so different, there must be some reason why the Hebrew could be read either way.  The text is lehitnoses mipnei qoshet.  The verb, nasas,  is quite unusual.  In Isaiah 10:18 it occurs in its first root form and means “be sick.”  But in this root, it occurs only in one Hebrew tense and is found only in this verse and in Zechariah 9:16.  In both cases, the meaning is not certain.  What we do know is that nes, the word for banner, is a derivative of this verb.  It is obvious that David is employing a play on words but what precisely that play is has been lost over time.  The next word, mipnei, is a form of pana, most often found in panim, meaning “face.”  With the preposition, the expression seems to be connected with turning from something, like turning away from the face of danger or from a dangerous time.  But the expression, once again, is not clear.  The final word, qoshet, means “bow,” but another word spelled in the same way means “truth,” apparently found only in Proverbs 22:21.  So now you see the difficulty.  Then NASB takes the meaning from qoshet in Proverbs and supplies the context for pana.  The ESV takes qoshet as “bow,” maintaining David’s military metaphor, and supplies the context of pana from the noun.  Both are possible.  Neither is certain.  In fact, David may have something entirely different in mind; a message that made sense to the use of the words in the tenth century BCE but is no longer understood by anyone, translator or reader of the Hebrew.

What does this mean?  Does it mean that you can’t trust your Bible?  After all, if no one really knows what this verse says, then no translation of the very can be considered accurate.  This isn’t the only verse that poses such a problem, although fortunately there aren’t many.  But it does demand that the translators tell us about verses like this.  When they don’t mention that difficulties, we are left with the mistaken assumption that we have an accurate rendition of what David wrote.  And the simply fact is that we don’t have such a thing.  In this case, it doesn’t really make too much difference.  We get the general idea even if we don’t know precisely what David intended.  The message is still clear.  Somehow God protects.

One other important point needs to be made about this verse.  The use of nes in this verse (and in others) is certainly about an ensign, a signal pole, a banner or a flag of identification.  But the same word shows us in the famous account of Moses raising the “pole” in the wilderness when snakes were biting the people.  In fact, Yeshua refers to this event in his discussion with Nicodemus.  When the Son of Man is lifted up like Moses lifted up the serpent is the context of that discussion.  And it is certainly about the cross.  That means that the cross is not a pole, per se.  It is a nes, a banner, a sign, a flag of identification.  It represents something about what God is doing.  Just as Moses’ “pole” was really a symbol of something God was doing, so the cross is a symbol of something God is doing.  What precisely it is that God is doing requires a great deal more investigation, but this much we know from the word itself.  It is about identification with God’s purposes.

David suggest (perhaps) that we can run to the banner to be safe.  I would guess that Yeshua may be employing the same Davidic idea.  

Topical Index:  banner, pole, nes, pana, panim, face, qoshet, bow, truth, Psalm 60:4
August 31  That Your beloved may be delivered, save with Your right hand, and answer us!  Psalm 60:5  NASB

The Wide Way

Save – YHVH saves those He loves.  “Your beloved” is yedideka.  TWOT’s analysis is worth reviewing:

This noun is primarily employed to describe the nation of Israel (or Judah) and individuals as those who are greatly loved by the Lord. Such love by God brings protection (cf. Benjamin; Deut 33:12) and prosperity (Ps 127:2) upon the beloved people. This love demonstrates the reason for God’s continual faithfulness to his people Israel, even when they were disobedient and unfaithful (Jer 11:15). It is upon the basis of this love of God for Israel that she petitions for the Lord to hear and deliver her from judgment (Ps 60:5 [H 7]; 108:6 [H 7]). 

Why does God save any of us?  Why does He care enough to involve Himself with people who are rebellious and disobedient?  Because He loves us.  The analogy of a father is fitting.  Do fathers require some external characteristic or performance in order to love their children?  Hardly!  In fact, a biological father who asserts his love of his child only on the basis of the child’s “worthiness” is seen as an inadequate representation of being a father.  Fathers love, no further explanation needed.

Perhaps we need to reflect on David’s claim for David presupposes that Israel (the noun is plural) is YHVH’s beloved.  Israel did not earn that position and in this poem Israel might not deserve that position, but Israel nevertheless is loved by God.  Just as David reminds Israel, and the Lord, that the Father-child relationship is still in place, so there are times when we need to be reminded that we are His beloved.  There are times, especially hard times, when we feel abandoned.  Or worse, times when we feel that we should be abandoned, that we are completely undeserving of rescue.  That’s when we need to hear yedideka.

And what does YHVH do as a result of our being His beloved?  He saves.  He brings us out of the narrow place, the place where all we see is the tunnel of our unworthiness, the confines of our sins.  His act is described by the verb yasha.
“That which is wide connotes freedom from distress and the ability to pursue one’s own objectives. To move from distress to safety requires deliverance. Generally the deliverance must come from somewhere outside the party oppressed. In the ot the kinds of distress, both national and individual, include enemies, natural catastrophes, such as plague or famine, and sickness. The one who brings deliverance is known as the “savior.”

Hemmed in by sin.  Perhaps even hemmed in bye YHVH in His attempt to make me aware of my sin.  The heavy yoke prevents freedom of movement.  It prevents me from enjoying life to the full.  It leaves me burdened.  And the weight reminds me that God cares for me.  Yes, that’s right.  The burden I feel is the sign of His love.  If He did not love me, He would not attempt to correct me.  I would feel nothing.  Not joy.  Not sorrow.  Not heaviness.  Just like David, I realize that my constriction is the indication that I am beloved—and on that basis alone I can cry out for deliverance.  I know He will hear me because He is the One who is pressing me to cry out.  Perhaps there are times when all we can do is cry out.  But the Father is waiting for that cry—and it is enough for Him to spring to rescue.

“Abba, deliver me!”
Topical Index: beloved, yedide, save, yasha, Psalm 60:5
September 1  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 Word of the Lord

In His holiness -  dabar YHVH.  The word of the Lord.  Isn’t that enough?  YHVH spoke the cosmos into existence.  His word carries power and glory.  Isn’t it enough to simply say, “God has spoken” (elohim dibber)?  Why does David feel it necessary to add beqodsho (“in His holiness”)?  What difference does it make for God to speak in His holiness instead of simply speaking?

The answer is not about God.  It is about us.  God speaks beqodsho because we need to know that we are accepted by Him as the Holy One.  God just speaking is about power and majesty and transcendence.  God may speak but we might be excluded.  Our sins put us outside His camp.  Unless we are delivered, we might not even hear the words He speaks.  So we must know that what He says, even to us, the ones who feel the weight of our sin, comes from His holiness.  We must know that the word of the Lord which we hear is a word that brings Him close even if we are burdened with the heavy yoke.  We must know that the holy God of Israel speaks to us and because He speaks to us we are no longer defiled.  We hear Him.

Defilement removes us from the presence of the King.  We separate ourselves from Him by our acts of disobedience.  But the Lord misses us.  So He sends heavy burdens, the yoke of correction and chastisement.  We stumble and stagger under the weight.  Our lives are distressed.  So we cry out for deliverance, and, of course, this is the purpose of the heavy yoke.  Back to the Lord.  Teshuvah.  Return to Me.  But we know that we have fallen.  We can’t deliver ourselves.  It will take the strong arm of the Lord to accomplish this rescue.  The obstacle in the way is His holiness.  A defiled thing cannot enter the court of His purity.  So rescue, if it is going to happen, must include restoration and atonement.  That’s why Elohim must make the announcement.  It is His word that purifies.  We may cry out, but He must do the cleaning.

David’s poem involves the entire nation.  The defilement is not simply an individual obstacle.  All of Israel shares in this terrible condition.  All of Israel feels the yoke of the Lord’s chastisement.  And all of Israel is called upon to cry out to the Lord.  The feeling might begin in the life of King David, but it cannot end with him.  The problem is bigger than the man.  It seems as if we share the same fate.  Time and again some portion of our nation cries for deliverance, but the nation itself remains defiled.  Perhaps we have passed the tipping point where it is no longer possible for the entire nation to cry out to God despite the heavy yoke He places upon us.  Or perhaps the yoke isn’t heavy enough.  Doesn’t the Scripture tell us that a house divided against itself cannot stand?  How long do we think our multi-cultural, polytheistic, individual entitlement worldview will survive on a planet that is increasingly interconnected, increasingly under global threat and increasingly in desperate need of restoration?  How much more will be necessary before all the people, beginning with the kings of the earth, cry out to the Lord of the heavens for rescue?  Or have we reached the end where the rest of Isaiah will be read aloud (See Luke 4:19 and Isaiah 61:2).
Topical Index:  Psalm 60:6, Luke 4:19, Isaiah 61:2, elohim dibber beqodsho, holiness
September 2  “Gilead is Mine, and Manasseh is Mine; Ephraim also is the helmet of My head; Judah is My scepter.”  Psalm 60:7  NASB

Free to Choose

Mine – Perhaps one of the most significant and shortest Hebrew words is li, the combination of the preposition le and the pronoun ani.  Literally, “toward I” or “from I,” the result is the expression “mine.”  Short and sweet, but what it implies changes everything.  What does YHVH say belongs to Him?  Why, everything, of course!  In particular, every area of the land that caused Israel difficulties.  In other words, YHVH is free to choose to use any part of His total creation to do whatever He wishes.  He is Lord and Master and He may call into service any or all of His domain, even if it seems as though the parts He calls are opposed to Him.  The King of kings bends the heart of every king as a man bends the course of a stream to fit his needs.

How does this idea change everything?  Ah, it means that there is no part of the world’s disobedience that is not serving the purposes of YHVH.  It means that all those points of opposition and distress, all those “sinners” and atheists, blasphemers and heretics are still serving Him by bringing about His purposes whether they know it or not.  It means that the challenges we face, the stresses we feel, the struggles we have and the battles before us are His!  He brings Nebuchadnezzar to the fore.  He uses the Pharaoh.  He calls Assyria to assist.  He puts Rome in its role.  He enlists Islam to accomplish His objective.  How He does all that is not explained.  That He does it is summarized in the simple word li.

Be comforted.  The Lord, He is good.  The earth might be seem to be in chaos.  The power of this age might seem to be destroying the plan of YHVH.  His children might appear to be in dire need and under cataclysmic threat.  The whole earth might seem to be on the edge of collapse.  But be comforted.  The Lord, He is God and there is none other beside Him.  No competing superpower alternative god.  No equal.  No ultimate threat.  No rival.  What happens works for His plan and purpose and nothing, not one thing, can prevent it.  Delays, yes!  Difficulties, certainly!  Discouragement, probably!  But defeat?  Not a chance.

How do we fit into all this?  Well, that’s a big question.  Our role isn’t clear.  We have the view of a man looking through the keyhole into the studio of a great artist who is painting the wall of the largest cathedral.  We see only in part.  We see only dimly.  But we do see.  We see an occasional brushstroke, a moment of color.  This must be our comfort.  We may die long before the work of the Artist is finished, but we die knowing that His canvas included what we saw it belongs to no one else.

“It’s Mine,” say the Lord of hosts.  “Why are you so concerned what I will do with it?  Why do you fret when it seems as if the forces of evil are prevailing? Don’t you understand the meaning of li?”
Topical Index:  li, mine, Psalm 60:7
September 3  “Moab is My washbowl; over Edom I shall throw My shoe; shout loud, O Philistia, because of Me!”  Psalm 60:8  NASB

Beware of Dog

Because of Me – If you read this verse in ESV, you will find “shout in triumph.”  The Hebrew is hitroai.  The root is rua, spelled Resh-Ayin.  As TWOT notes, “An unusual verb, although it occurs forty-two times throughout the ot, the most frequent usages are in Ps. The root is only developed in Hebrew, with a much later similar term appearing in medieval Judeo-Arabic.”
  The primary meaning, “to make a noise,” is usually associated with an instrument including the shofar, but the idea is exultation.  NASB may capture this in the exclamation point, but it’s difficult to understand the reticence to include some indication of noise.  Perhaps the attempt is to remind us that YHVH shouts His sovereignty over Israel’s enemies.  Whatever the reason, the combination of ESV and NASB tells us something important, and perhaps overlooked, about YHVH’s reign.  Even God feels euphoria over his dominion.  

Perhaps we don’t appreciate God’s euphoria.  We are cognizant of His joy.  We recognize His delight.  But we spiritualize these elements.  They become theological fodder for doctrines concerned with the salvation of sinners or the fulfillment of the Kingdom or the return of the Messiah.  Jubilation, bliss and elation over God’s sheer majesty are suppressed by our inherited concepts of God as the moral authority of the cosmos.  We rarely think of Him shouting for joy, laughing out loud or exclaiming delight about His creativity and power.  In fact, were it any other person, we might consider such “noises” hubris.  Except, of course, that YHVH deserves all possible accolades.  

If David’s record of YHVH’s exclamation offers us any insight into the heart of the Father, the heart of the Creator and Ruler of all, then it should convince us that God is emotionally involved in His Kingdom.  He is not the austere Judge, the detached Policeman, the transcendental Magistrate of our Western universalized God the Holy-Other.  He is right in the mix, embedded in the fray, exuberant about what He has done and what He is doing.  He is the King of this cosmos and it will become what He desires.  Our confusion about His purposes and patterns is our confusion, not His.  In fact, as David suggests, even what we perceive as chaotic or contradictory is not beyond the control of El Shaddai.  The “shout of triumph” is “because of Me!”

Have you ever praised God because He is joyful about who He is?  Have you ever blessed Him because He delights in His power and majesty?  Have you been in the presence of the King when He exults in His sovereignty?  We emphasize our finitude in the face of His magnificence, and rightly so, but perhaps we have failed to notice that YHVH Himself may deservedly boast of His handiwork and remind us of His supremacy.

Topical Index:  hitroai, rua, make noise, triumph, sovereignty, Psalm 60:8
September 4  Who will bring me into the besieged city? Who will lead me to Edom?  Psalm 60:9  NASB

Point Guard

Lead me – If God is sovereign, why am I concerned?  If He truly holds my enemies in His hand, why am I afraid?  Ah, because I don’t know which way to go.  It’s not that I doubt His sovereignty.  It’s that I don’t see the path to take in order to enjoy it.  My perspective is limited to the earthly horizon.  Quite frankly, I can’t see where I am going.  And without a “seer,” the people perish.  So unless YHVH sends a signal, a prophet, a cloud by day or fire by night, I wander.  Now, in all that wandering I might actually end up where He wants me, but the process is not clear to me.  It looks like walking in circles, going over the same ground again and again, struggling with the same age-old enemies.  I don’t see progress because I only see through the glass dimly.  Who will lead me?  Well, unless YHVH leads, I feel lost.

Our verb is naha.  It means “to be led along the right path” or “to be herded to a predetermined destination.”  It describes the action of the shepherd.  As TWOT notes, “The Psalms frequently recall how God led his people along the right path and beseech him to do so again. This request is for far more than guidance. It is that God be before them showing the way of righteousness (Ps 5:8 [H 9]; 23:3). Moreover, the pious are to be led by God’s commandments (Prov 6:22) in conjunction with the integrity of his heart (Prov 11:3).”
  David’s military analogy pleads for more than a general.  David pleads for a general who is also a priest and king.  What David requests is guidance for life, not for the next victory, although that must also be included.  

We might minimize David’s plea because we assume he had the same revelation we do, but that would be a mistake.  Abraham had no Scriptures.  David had no Prophets and certainly no Apostles.  In times when revelation is sparse, any word from YHVH is precious indeed.  And commandments are never rules.  They are paths to righteousness.  Praise YHVH that He has given men such guidance.

How intriguing that naha is the Paleo “Life-Fence-Behold” (Nun-Chet-Hey).  “Look!  What separates Life!”  What determines the difference between living and dying?  What makes it possible to keep going?  What provides the clues for choosing the right path?  What does all this?  Ah, not what, but who!  Who will lead me?  Given the previous verses about the sovereignty of the Lord, there can be only one answer to this most important question.  YHVH must lead me!

And how will He do that?  Not at all if I do not pay attention to what He has already given!  If I am unwilling to accept the least of the commandments, why would He guide me into the greatest?  It’s not direction I need.  It’s character.

Topical Index:  lead, naha, guide, righteousness, Psalm 60:9
September 5  Have not You Yourself, O God, rejected us? And will You not go forth with our armies, O God?  Psalm 60:10  NASB

Phenomenology

Rejected us – David returns to rejection.  This same verb is found in the opening verse (after the prologue).  Zanah means, “to reject, to spurn, to cast off.”  It involves strong dislike and disapproval.  Another word, spelled exactly the same way, demonstrates the tactile sense of this disapproval.  The word, zanah, means “stink” or “stench.”  What does it mean to be rejected by God?  It means to rot!  To emit a foul odor.  To be putrid.  

Just the slightest change in spelling (by breaking the line of the chet to produce a hey) produces a word (zanah) that may extend this revulsion.  Zanah is the verb for “commit fornication, be a whore.”  Of course, in the worldview of Israel, this activity is metaphorically connected to idolatry and idolatry is repulsive to both God and men (or at least it should be).  The connection between sex and idolatry is not accidental in biblical thought.  Perhaps the near-connection between sex-idolatry and stench-rejection isn’t accidental either.

What do we learn from these linguistic relationships?  Among other things, we learn that Hebrew is a phenomenological view of the world.  Hebrew sees the world as it appears to us.  Where Greek attempts to find the underlying “reality” of the lived experience, Hebrew merely reports what it seems like now.  Yes, YHVH made an eternal covenant involving Abraham.  Yes, YHVH will never break His word.  Yes, YHVH is Israel’s provider and protector.  But it sure doesn’t look like that today!  Today it looks like God has abandoned us.  Today we feel His absence. Today it seems as if  we are all on our own.  Today we are afraid, we hurt, we worry.  The theology of transcendental realities doesn’t make any difference today!  While Greek thought produces a systematic theology of universals, Hebrew thought produces a theology of emotions.  And quite frankly, emotions are where we live today.

Has God rejected David?  Of course not!  Does it feel as if He has?  Absolutely!  Does David cry out that God no longer loves Israel?  Never!  Does that mean he doesn’t agonize over God’s absence?  Absolutely no!  Isn’t it the same with us?  We know that God loves us.  We know that His promises are eternal.  We know that He will not abandon His children.  But it doesn't always feel that way!  And when we feel as if we are outside the camp, it’s not a sin to say so.  “Lord, how long will You hide Yourself from me?”  “Lord, will You put me off forever?”  “Lord, don’t You know how much I need reassurance from You now?”  Hebrew is a theology of emotions.  Attempting to restrain, control or even deny what we feel in order to present ourselves as rationally composed is to deny ourselves access to the emotions of YHVH, a God who feels the agony and ecstasy of His people.

Topical Index:  emotion, zanah, stench, zanah, fornication, idolatry, Psalm 60:10
September 6  O give us help against the adversary, for deliverance by man is in vain.  Psalm 60:11  NASB

And the Winner Is

Is in vain – The salvation of men by men.  That is the program of human history.  And the result is always the same.  shaw’.  Emptiness.  Vanity. Falsehood.  To no avail.  By the way, it is the same word used in the third commandment which is not simply about swearing but rather about attaching the name of YHVH to a statement that is not credible, truthful or humanly controlled.  It is to associate the name of the Lord with statements He would not endorse.  “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.’”

So what does David mean by telling us that the deliverance of men is shaw’?  Certainly he cannot mean that men don’t appear to deliver.  History is full of heroes who saved.  From Greek legends to modern day politics, every civilization has its rescuers.  But David isn’t looking at the temporary picture, even if that temporary picture is a thousand years long.  David means that only YHVH truly delivers because the real bondage of men is not to dictators or adversaries or economics or ignorance.  The real bondage is the heart battle of the yetzer ha’ra, the inner fight against submission to the Creator.  “Yes,” it all belongs to Him, and “yes,” no plan of His can be thwarted, but the gap between concept and completion is the heart of the matter, and it is always a matter of the heart.  In the end, God wins.  It’s all the middle pieces that give us so much trouble.

Because we are likely to view life in its short term (human versus cosmological history, for example), we are tempted to look for a deliverer now.  Quite often that’s what we need—now.  But like all of life, deliverance from human sources follows the pattern of attempted human solutions to bigger-than-human problems.  We rally to the cry, achieve some kind of victory and fall back into the plight of living, repeating the same behaviors of our long ago ancestors.  As Qohelet noted, there’s really nothing new under heaven.  To break the mold, we must have deliverance from outside.  For David, this means external help.  If the Lord does not go with us, then we do not go.  We can’t travel toward the purposes of God without God.  It is a travesty to hear one bishop from an African country remark upon his visit to the churches of the United States, “I had no idea you could do so much without God.”  Noble causes do not bring deliverance.  Crusades (contemporary and ancient) do not save.  Programs and promises are profitless.  Unless the Lord builds the house, it is shaw’.  And unless we are working with the same blueprint as the Master, our efforts are shaw’ as well.

Topical Index:  shaw’, vanity, emptiness, Psalm 60:11
September 7  Through God we shall do valiantly, and it is He who will tread down our adversaries.  Psalm 60:12  NASB
Victory Lap  

Tread down – Only alignment with the purposes of the Lord assures the final victory.  We all know this, but far too often it doesn’t actually affect our commonplace decisions.  We forget the eternal and focus on the immediate.  But eternal doesn't mean “not of this world.”  It means “not defined by this world.”  Eternal perspectives do not require heavenly visions.  They require converting God’s view of the cosmos into our view of responsibilities.  Since God is sovereign—the fundamental theme that anchors David’s complaint in the reality of God’s purposes—He will ensure the outcome.  He will “tread down” the enemies of His plan.

The Hebrew bus is a verb about destruction.  Typically used to describe the defeat of enemies, it is often associated with God’s action toward His enemies.  Smashed to smithereens is probably an idiomatic translation.  Here the verb is used in relation to “adversaries” (Hebrew root tsarar).  David’s insight is that Elohim is the One who defeats our adversaries.  David’s clarification of the real source of victory reminds us of the prophet’s later claim, “Not by might nor by power but by My spirit.”  In other words, despite the efforts of human agents, it is God who gives the victory or withholds it.  We may play a part.  In fact, we may play a vital part, but we do not ultimately determine the outcome.  If we forget Who gives the victory, we will lapse into that great seduction of the yetzer ha’ra, the thought that by our will power we can achieve what needs to be accomplished.  In fact, such thinking is ultimately idolatrous even though it is certainly the general assumption of the world’s population.  Far too often, it is the general assumption of believers as well.  Enemies are simply another way for God to remind us of His sovereignty.  

Life is full of worthy causes.  Every worthy cause has obstacles to overcome.  The tension between what should be done and what is presently the case often leads us to think that we must do something about it.  So we come up with a plan.  We marshal forces and resources.  We set goals.  We move forward.  But unless our perspective of the noble cause is a reflection of the heart of God, we work in vain.  That does not mean we won’t accomplish our goal.  It only means that whatever we accomplish is potentially not a victory lap for YHVH.  In order to do “valiantly,” we must first discover His intention.  Hayil (the Hebrew word for “might, strength, power, valor, ability” and “virtue”) is not always decided by our view of things.  Experiencing hayil requires the bus of the Lord.

There is a subtle but crucial difference between making things right and making things righteous.  

Topical Index:  bus, destruction, hayil, might, valiant, Psalm 60:12
September 8  while we look not at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen; for the things which are seen are temporal, but the things which are not seen are eternal. 2 Corinthians 4:18  NASB

Plato and Plotinus

Eternal - The commitment of the West to the Platonic ideal of unity found in the abstracts of the Good, the True and the Beautiful in a world apart from that of ordinary living is, in the words of Jonathan Sacks, “the attempt to impose an artificial unity on divinely created diversity.”
  

The influence of Plato and his school of thought embodied in Plotinus cannot be overemphasized.  Virtually all of our thought categories about spiritual reality show traces of Plato and Plotinus, especially our ideas of heaven and of the incarnation.  Let’s consider just the first of these two.  

What do you think when you imagine heaven?  Do you imagine a place (?) where life is continual comfort, where everyone enjoys a mansion (but who will clean the bathrooms?) and where work is no longer necessary?  Does heaven feel like a continuous vacation?  More importantly, is heaven the residence of Truth, of real Beauty, of the eternal Good?  Is there no tension in heaven, no challenge, no effort expended?  Is heaven the place of final dream fulfillment where all the small details that make life difficult on this earth evaporate in one great hymn to God’s glory?  How much of your concept of heaven is really just the negation of what you don’t like on earth, a projection of what you think “paradise” should be like?  By the way, “paradise” is not the same as the biblical idea of heaven, although it has very ancient roots in pagan empires.  When Paul says that he knew (knows?) a man who went to the third heaven (the NLT cuts to the chase and simply says “I went to the third heaven,” assuming that Paul writes about himself), what does that mean?  Plotinus postulated ten levels of heaven, from the wholly other transcendental abstraction of pure God to the levels of the deme-gods who ultimately brought about the corrupt material world.  Is that what Paul means?  Is biblical heaven a Platonic spiritual realm where all material corruption and decay is banned and its citizens are bodiless spirits that never age?  How much of Plato is in your projection?  How much of your heaven has nothing in common with the creation of the earth in Genesis 1?

Is your heaven an abstract idea removed from all the particulars of what it means to be alive?  Or do you think like John—heaven coming to earth where life is very much about all the details?  Do you have to have a completely “other worldly” fixation in your eternal perspective?  Randy Alcorn writes, “we need to ask God to open our eyes to what’s at stake—to the unseen world and the reality of Heaven, our eternal destination. . . Suddenly we realize this present life is but a brief window of opportunity to invest in what will last for eternity.”
  Alcorn cites Joni Erickson Tada’s statement from Heaven: Your Real Home.  The title alone suggests a view of this life that isn’t shared by Jewish thought.  Alcorn writes, “if we’re not looking forward to [heaven], we must not understand it.”
  I wonder.  If we don’t understand heaven as the escape from this “temporary” world, what are we to make of John’s claim that the new heaven will come to this realm?  How are we to understand life in heaven if it is entirely devoid of any relation to life here and now?  What does it mean to be human if we no longer reside in the only place made for human living—here, the place YHVH made perfectly for those in His image?

Just how much Plato can we take?
Topical Index:  heaven, 2 Corinthians 4:18, aionios, Plato, Plotinus
September 9  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 Jewish Messiah

No one – The Greek is oudeis.  It could hardly be stronger, or clearer.  “Not even one, none, nobody, no one.”  Or could it?  Jonathan Sacks makes an interesting observation about Judaism, without reference to this statement of the Messiah, of course.  Sacks writes, “Judaism has a structural peculiarity so perplexing and profound that though its two daughter monotheisms, Christianity and Islam, took much else from it, they did not adopt this: it is a particularist monotheism.  It believes in one God but not in one exclusive path to salvation.  The god of the Israelites is the God of all mankind, but the demandes [sic] made of the Israelites are not asked of all mankind” (emphasis in the original).

Melchizedek is Sacks example.  YHVH is the God of Melchizedek, but Melchizedek is the king of Salem, not part of the covenantal family but still a priest of the Most High God.  “Biblical monotheism is not the idea that there is one God and therefore one gateway to His presence.  To the contrary, it is the idea that the unity of God is to be found in the diversity of creation” (emphasis in the original).

Just for a moment, pretend that Sacks’ comment is true.  Then ask yourself what Yeshua could have meant if Sacks’ comment is true.  If Yeshua is Jewish, if he espoused the general understanding of Scripture in the same way that the rabbis and the sages did, and if he saw himself as the embodiment of YHVH’s purposes in the Messiah, then what does his claim mean?  How can it be true that no one (oudeis) comes to YHVH except through him?  

Christian theology has interpreted this verse as the claim that a “saving knowledge of Jesus” is required in order to experience a restored relationship with the Father.  In other words, Christian theology views this statement as an exclusive formula for salvation.  It is at the heart of “Jesus is my personal savior” evangelism.  But what if it could be read as a Jewish statement?  Then what would it mean?

Is the coming of the Messiah YHVH’s ultimate plan for the restoration of humanity?  Was this plan always in the mind of the Father as a potential solution to human sin?  Is the Messiah given, from eternity in the strategy of the Father, divine commission and authority to complete the rescue operation?  Does it matter when human beings discover the grand scheme of the Father?  The grand scheme is in place as long as it is the purpose of YHVH.  In that sense, no one comes to the Father except through the manifestation of the Father’s plan in the Messiah, even if the person doesn’t know it.  Personal knowledge of the Messiah (and subsequent acknowledgement of Yeshua as the Messiah) is not a prerequisite for the purposes of the Father to come to fruition.  The role of the Messiah is played out independently of any human being knowing what that role is because the role is the fulfillment of the plan of the Father.  It is the Father’s expression, not a required formula of human salvation.  What the Messiah accomplishes is to be understood in relation to the Father, not necessarily the human beings who are affected by the manifestation of the Father’s will.  Yeshua actually said this when he remarked that he only did what the Father assigned.  

Perhaps Sacks can help us solve a puzzling issue.  How is Abraham saved?  If we read John 14:6 as an evangelical mantra, Abraham falls outside the camp.  He didn’t know Yeshua as Messiah.  He certainly did not know Yeshua as the Way, the Truth and the Life.  So Abraham, who is clearly “saved,” must be saved on the basis of some other means or we must postulate that Yeshua’s forensic clearance is somehow retroactive, reaching back in time to rescue Abraham after Abraham is dead.  Christian theology usually chooses the former, that is, Abraham was “saved” by some operation of “works” not grace (which comes through Jesus Christ).  The solution is then expanded to all those who followed YHVH prior to the arrival of the Messiah.  Jews are saved by “works,” Christians by grace.  Presto chango, the theological Continental Divide.

But what if Sacks is right?  What if the role of the Messiah, as envisioned by the Father “before the foundation of the world,” has always been the Father’s purpose for deliverance?  Wouldn’t that mean that regardless of human perception, all those who seek the Father actually participate in the Father’s Messianic intention?  And Abraham is “saved” in exactly the same way you and I are, and everyone else who ever finds his or her way to the Father.

Topical Index:  saved, no one, oudeis, John 14:6
September 10  “They have healed the brokenness of My people superficially, saying, ‘Peace, peace,’ but there is no peace.”  Jeremiah 6:14  NASB
The First Stage

Saying – The first stage in the collapse of a civilization is the intelligentsia of the culture questioning the values and rituals that established the identity of the civilization.  In this stage, the intellectuals of the society cast doubt on the foundation assumptions that make the culture unique on the world stage.  This stage was evident in ancient Egypt, Greece and Rome.  It is also true of Western Europe five hundred years ago and it seems to be true today.  One of the arguments used by the intelligentsia is that morality and cultural values and traditions are paradigm dependent.  In other words, how we view the world, our responsibility to it and our identity in it depends on our particular point of view, and since all cultures have their own point of view, there is no possibility of finding or articulating one superior viewpoint.  Everyone is a victim of his or her own circumstances.  Therefore, there is no reason to uphold this particular view rather than another.  This idea, of course, leads directly to the proposal of tolerance.  Since no one’s view can be ultimately correct, all views should be tolerated.  But a civilization of tolerance loses its unique identity and heads for collapse.

Lee Harris observes, “But there is a problem here, for such a conclusion would appear to deny the possibility that anyone can ever escape from the ideological box in which he is trapped, and this implies not only ethical or cultural relativism, but the relativism of all forms of knowledge, scientific as well as moral. . . To draw this bleak conclusion, however, is to make a serious error, for it overlooks the fact that we can escape our ideological box, but only if we are willing to admit that we may not be certain about what we claim to know.  Those who believe that they have the truth are condemned to live in an airtight box from which no escape is possible. . . This was the lesson of Socrates.  Wisdom begins with a confession that we are certain about nothing and that every statement we make risks being found to be wrong at a later date and is subject to revision by us in light of this finding.”

Harris’ correction is important, but it must be understood with this caveat.  Certainty is not the same as reliability.  Certainty is a Greek idea, epitomized by Rene Descartes.  It is not a biblical, Hebraic idea.  Trustworthiness does not demand certainty.  In fact, certainty precludes hope.  What I know for certain does not require my active engagement in hope for hope is about what I do not know for certain but nevertheless expect to be true.  Biblical faith is not a faith in certainty.  It is a faith in the hope of the promises of God and the expectation of His reliability.

A society based on faith in the trustworthiness of YHVH is not a society of paradigmatic tolerance.  Where the Lord has spoken, the rules of engagement are clear.  I might not be able to demonstrate their certainty, but they are nevertheless reliable, trustworthy and essential to any society that embraces the word of YHVH.  Tolerance of alternative instructions is not acceptable, although this does not mean that only those within this society have God’s favor.  YHVH is free to engage in a relationship with whomever He chooses in whatever way He chooses.  Torah does not limit His ability to reach into the lives of those outside the camp.  All that Torah does is show those inside the camp what it means to live responsibly in a society that acknowledges YHVH as its King.

The first stage of collapse always begins by questioning the essential values of the society.  From a biblical perspective, nothing is more important to the operation of mercy and justice in a society than the implementation of the instructions given by YHVH about living together.  Undermining these instructions is a sure recipe for destruction.  And it seems to me that we are already far down this road. 

“Without priests, it is difficult to maintain a sense of identity, strong institutions or non-negotiable values.”
  And we have lived without priests for a very long time.  Jeremiah knew it.  The end was coming.  The political prophets proclaimed progress toward utopia, but the truth was very different.  In human history, no society that reaches the next stage has ever recovered.

Topical Index:  Torah, values, certainty, reliability, faith, society, Jeremiah 6:14

September 11  A heart at peace gives life to the body.  Proverbs 14:30 (J. Sacks)

The Real World

At peace – John and Paul said it all.  “Give you all I’ve got for a little peace of mind.”  Without this, life fades to oblivion.  Without this, it’s not worth continuing.  Solomon understood what the boys from Liverpool were looking for.  Shalom is the result of hokmah, wisdom, and wisdom is the special subject of the sayings of Proverbs.  But perhaps there’s one small aspect of Hebraic connections to wisdom we might have overlooked.  Jonathan Sacks hints at it.

“Wisdom is about ‘creation,’ that is, the here-and-now, the real, empirical, everyday world in which most people find themselves most of the time.  Its ideal type is the hakham, the wise man, or better still, the wise woman:  Proverbs 1-9 sees wisdom as a female attribute, and the book ends with the famous hymn of praise to the eshet hayil, the woman of moral strength.  Its approach to morality, while deeply religious, is also prudential, pragmatic, and experience-based.  It is more oriented to virtue than to the rule-based morality we associate with Torah and Halakha. . . . The best way of acquiring a moral sense is to live constantly with yirat Hashem, awe in the conscious presence of God.”

Sacks’ comment reminds us of the role of the ‘ezer kenegdo, the woman of God’s design.  Proverbs 31 is about the character and attitude of the “warrior woman” (not the “woman of virtue” as it is so often mistranslated).  Valor is her aura.  But it is not the result of physical prowess.  It is the result of yirat Hashem, in the fullest sense much more than simply “fear of the Lord,” or even awe.  Ira Stone teaches us that yirat Hashem is more than awe.  It is “the experience of overwhelming trepidation at the infinite nature of our responsibility for the other,” in contrast to “the experience of gratitude for the possibilities of infinite joy available to us in meeting that responsibility.”
  

The special domain of the ‘ezer kenegdo is the innate ability to feel this experience.  It is not a rational conclusion.  It is an emotional awareness.  And it is hard-wired into the design and covenant between YHVH and His ultimate creation—the woman.  The reason Proverbs treats “Wisdom” personified as a woman is because hokmah is not reasoned, logical deduction.  Hokmah is experiencing the presence of God in the everyday world.  Women are uniquely designed to not only feel that experience but convert it into care for others, the ultimate expression of the character of God Himself.  Peace of mind is the pathway that God sets before a woman.  Manifesting that peace in the lives of all she touches is the destiny God designed into her.  Accepting the responsibility of converting the awareness of His peace into tranquility for others is her challenge. 

If men want peace of mind, they must find an eshet hayil who is the ‘ezer kenedgo of life.

Topical Index:  eshet hayil, ‘ezer kenegdo, yirat Hashem, Proverbs 14:30, woman
September 12   Yet if in spite of this you do not obey Me, but act with hostility against Me, then I will act with wrathful hostility against you, and I, even I, will punish you seven times for your sins.  Leviticus 26:27-28  NASB

Purposeful Catastrophe

With hostility – The Hebrew word keri occurs appears seven times in the passages about the curses—and nowhere else in the Tanakh.  This is unusual and important.  “Maimonides understands keri to be related to mikre, meaning ‘chance,’ the way of the world.  To regard something as mikre means to see it as if it had no larger significance.  It just happened.  That, says Maimonides, is not how we as Jews should see our fate.  It is not mere chance.”

Sacks notes that Maimonides views the curses of Deuteronomy and Leviticus not as divine retribution but rather as the result of God withdrawing His protective hand and letting Israel face the world on its own.

“This, for Maimonides, is an application of the principle of measure-for-measure (midda keneged midda).  If Israel believes in divine providence, it will be blessed by divine providence.  If it sees history as mere chance . . . then indeed they will be left to chance.”
  This is the difference between “history as God’s call and history as mere chance.”

We can learn something very important from Maimonides’ insight.  We often think that midda keneged midda is strictly a forensic principle, that is, it governs the assignment of punishment so that it fits the crime.  With this in mind, we imagine “measure-for-measure” as a principle in the world of morality.  But our idea is inadequate.  Maimonides and Sacks remind us that midda keneged midda is a cosmic governing principle, applicable to all facets of life, both personal and communal.  In fact, the English language acknowledges this in two popular idioms:  “People get what they deserve” and “What goes around comes around.”  When you and I truly understand what this means, we will realize that bad things happen to good people for a reason.  There are no accidents in life.  We might not immediately understand why these things happen, but we clearly bear the consequences of our propensity to be seduced into thinking that at least some parts of life are merely accidents.  “If you believe that history is chance, then it will become so.”

How many times have you ignored the presence of divine sovereignty when you experience an “accident”?  How many times have you failed to connect a disturbing occurrence with a lack of acknowledgment of God’s sovereignty?  How often have you shrugged off something because “S**t happens,” and never realized that God is withdrawing in order to gain your attention?  David would rather have been judged by the Lord than left to the hands of men.  He had good reason for thinking this way.  To experience the absence of the hand of the Lord is essentially the equivalent of hardening the heart, as the life of Pharaoh shows us.  

If your world is occupied with chance, then luck is your only ally.  And good luck with that!

Topical Index:  midda keneged midda, measure-for-measure, Leviticus 26:27-28
September 13  For in the way you judge, you will be judged; and by your standard of measure, it will be measured to you.  Matthew 7:2  NASB

Keneged and Kenegdo

Measure – There is no doubt that Yeshua endorsed the Hebrew biblical concept of measure-for-measure.  He used it to express watchfulness with regard to judgment of others and he used it to describe blessings and benefits for obedience (cf. Luke 6:38).  Midda keneged midda works both positively and negatively.  But perhaps there is another subtle connection to this cosmic principle that we would miss in translation.  The preposition in the phrase “measure-for-measure” reminds us of another similar preposition, one that sets the stage for a very important relationship dynamic that also governs.  That is the role of kenegdo in the description of YHVH’s construction of the woman. 

How is the role of the woman like “measure-for-measure”?  Perhaps another English idiom helps us answer this question.  “Happy wife, happy life.”  Of course, happiness must be biblically defined.  Happiness is not the endless ability to acquire whatever I desire.  Happiness is not freedom from stress or anxiety.  Happiness is not big houses, big bank accounts or big vacations.  For the ‘ezer kenegdo, happiness is being found in the presence of the Father.  It is the wonder of knowing Who created me and why.  It is purposeful!  The man who thinks that he must provide his wife with every possible luxury has not understood her divine design.  The woman who thinks that her life will be unsatisfied until she has all the possible luxuries has also misunderstood the divine design.  Measure-for-measure is a relational principle.  It assumes the presence of at least two engaged and responsible parties (one may be God) and it is built on the idea that responsibility is the foundation of cosmic existence.  The connecting preposition, keneged, transfers the obligation on one side to the consequence on the other.  What happens on the left affects what happens on the right.

Precisely the same relational dynamic surrounds the preposition kenegdo in the design of woman.  Her purpose is to transfer the obligation she has to the covenant-maker Creator to the one she is responsible for, her man.  What happens between her and God must find its way into what happens between her and her husband.  Happiness is the measure of that transference.  Done completely, life is wonderful.  What she learns from the Father is passed to her husband who accepts her insight as if it is the Father speaking.  She is acknowledged, validated and affirmed.  Life is good.

And, just like measure-for-measure, when the transfer does not occur, she feels the impact of life without fulfillment.  

Perhaps this obscure connection helps us appreciate the odd double preposition kenegdo used by YHVH to describe the role of the woman.  Perhaps she functions as the “measure-for-measure” reminder in the mutual dynamic of marriage.  The greatest blessing a man can enjoy is a wife who shows him where the boundaries really are.  He discovers that life is not as complicated as he might think because he enjoys the presence of a divine directional signal.  

Topical Index:  keneged, kenegdo, measure-for-measure, ‘ezer, midda keneged midda, Matthew 7:2, Genesis 2:18, Luke 6:38
September 14  For the choir director. A Psalm of David, when Nathan the prophet came to him, after he had gone in to Bathsheba.  Psalm 51:1 [Hebrew Bible numbering – NASB]
Nikiut

After – “The quality of cleanliness consists in being free from evil traits as well as from sin. . .  Only the man who is entirely free from that plague [lust], and who is undefiled by any trace of the evil which lust leaves behind it, will see clearly and judge truly.”

A king must judge truly.  But not only a king.  Each of us is called to discern, to judge between what is right and what is not, to determine the will of the Lord in this day of living.  Luzzatto notices that lust is not only infectious, it is debilitating.  It distorts our sense of justice, provides seductive rationalization and blinds us to cosmic reality.  Lust cripples us—morally and intellectually.  We emerge from its clutches scathed, sick and submissive.  And in that state we can no longer hold claim to the divine title of regent of the Most High.

Confronted by the prophet, David realized that his lust threatened the entire kingdom.  His lack of watchfulness on the rooftop perpetrated a seductive scheme that destroyed a marriage, a man and a reputation.  The king fell—and now the kingdom might fall with him.  David could no longer hide from the prophet (he could never hide from God although the yetzer ha’ra attempted to convince him that he could).  Now the question is whether or not he will hide from his subjects.  He chooses public confession.  Most of us would not, but then, most of us lack David’s humility and courage.

David writes a song.  Obviously songs are to be sung.  Publicly.  Once sung, everyone will know David’s failure.  What king does such a thing?  In human history the peccadillos of the prestigious are kept under wraps.  It is scandalous to discover our lauded officials are ordinary sinners.  Kings conceal—unless, of course, they are motivated by godly desire.  David risks all in this song-of-songs.  From this point on his subjects may regard him as disgraced, unworthy of his title, no longer the role model of kingdom conquerors.  We may not be kings but we face the same crisis of reputation.  Easier to conceal than reveal.  “What will they think of me?” is the heart of the matter.  David no longer exercises that seduction.  “What does YHVH think?” becomes his only concern.  And a king who succumbs to lust impacts the entire kingdom.  Public confession is the only option even if it means losing the kingdom.  So David writes a song; a song that specifically acknowledges his sexual affair.  “After he had gone in to” declares in no uncertain terms that David is an adulterer.  Ka’aser ba, “after he entered.”  Imagine how Bathsheba felt about this!  “My husband just admitted that he had sex with me while I was married to another.”  What happens to her reputation?  Doesn’t such a confession imply circumstances concerning Uriah require investigation?  Two counts of capital offense await David.  No, most of us would rather not write such a song.

Luzzatto must have had this story in mind when he made his remarks about cleanliness.  The Hebrew is nikiut.  It means, “free from blemish,” a state that few of us can find in our daily battles with lust.  And, by the way, lust (in Greek epithumia) is not always, or principally, about sex.  It is about desire—overwhelming desire to possess, to acquire for oneself regardless of cost of others or violation of mitzvot.  Nikiut “describes the state of human consciousness where one not only resists desire or appetite but also recognizes and resists the rationalizations employed by the yetzer ha’ra to justify appetite or desire in the name of necessary self-interest.”

Rationalized self-interest.  That’s the key here.  The idea that what I desire is really what I need.  Financial hardship?  I need money, but my need soon becomes a desire for more money once the actual need is satisfied.  A friend reminded me that money is the weakest form of power.  But it is still one form of power and power is at the root of this desire.  Lonely?  I need companionship but it is a short step from companionship to the desire to possess another (to have control over another).  Hungry?  Hunger is a manifestation of a real need, but how easy it is to enjoy just a bit more—and more—and more.  Power, the power to turn the world into a means for satisfying my desire, knows no end.  It is one of the insatiable human vices, and with it comes the inevitable corruption of control.  All in the name of  “I really need this.”  All in the name of taking care of myself (and isn’t that the first requirement of “love your neighbor”?)
So David does the impossible.  He reveals his selfishness.  He lets the world know how wretched he is.  He publicly declares his private self-interest.  Perhaps this is the first step in true repentance.  If others know, I cannot hide behind a mask of self-protection, and, after all, am I not supposed to protect myself (suggests the yetzer ha’ra)?

Topical Index:  nikiut, cleanliness, blameless, after, ka’aser, lust, epithumia, Psalm 51:1
September 15  Be gracious to me, O God, according to Your lovingkindness;

according to the greatness of Your compassion blot out my transgressions.  Psalm 51:1 NASB
The Code of the Scribe

Blot out – When a scribe writes a Torah scroll, meticulousness is absolutely required.  Not one extra mark or mistake is allowed.  Today the sofer stam follows strict guidelines regarding the size of the letters, the style and layout of each letter and the precise count in each part of the scroll.  Special parchment and ink must be used as well as the instrument for writing the letters.  All of this and more is the result of viewing the writing of a Torah scroll as a holy task.  Because the writing is on parchment made from the skins of kosher animals, it is possible to scratch off mistakes and write over them.  This is not the same as our idea of blotting, an action that implies soaking off the ink.  Obviously, when we scratch off letters from a scroll, abrasion marks are left behind.  The parchment is not new and it is visibly altered.  Even though the letters are now correct, the original mistake has permanently changed the surface.

Et voilà, so with David.  Forgiveness rewrites the life of the sinner, but it does not remove the damage from the repair.  Scratch marks are left behind.  The new life is now  corrected, but the mistake leaves a past blemish.  Only God can “blot” out so as to render the parchment as if it were entirely new.  And even God cannot remove our awareness of the necessity of scratching off.

David is not asking to have the stain removed.  The stain cannot be removed.  Only the results of the stain may be removed by scratching away the original skin.  But always the memory (and whatever visible leftovers there are) remains.  Years after his affair, in fact, centuries afterward, the story of David and Bathsheba remains a blot on his kingship and character.

Can you live with that?  David had to.  In fact, despite forgiveness and a restored relationship with YHVH, the result of David’s blot was the death of a child, the destruction of a family, the eventual idolatry of a nation and a legacy of sin and disobedience.  Forget David’s renewal.  Forget his humility and repentance.  What do you remember about him now?  The affair.  The disaster.  “Character is easier kept than recovered.”

I have scratch marks.  Deep ones.  Perhaps you do too.  And maybe because we both have the signs of our past etched into our present lives we may learn to love each other just that little bit more.  Heaven knows we need it.  It’s worth noting that David does not request renewal on the basis of his repentance.  Even this has no essential merit.  David asks on the basis of the character of YHVH, on YHVH’s hesed and compassion.  Character is easier to keep—and the Lord keeps His forever.
Topical Index:  blot out, character, scratch, maha, wipe, Psalm 51:1
September 16  Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin.  Psalm 51:2 NASB

Clothes Make the Man
Wash – Clean clothes!  Not clean body.  Let’s be sure we appreciate the difference. Kabas is the Hebrew verb for “to wash, to be washed, to perform the work of the fuller,” that is, to launder clothing in cold water until it is clean and soft.  But this is never used about bodily cleaning.  That verb is rahats.  David is not asking to be bathed.  He is asking that his garments be cleansed.  

This seems quite extraordinary.  I am sure David did not need his royal robes cleaned at YHVH’s laundry.  What he needs is a clean heart, a heart washed white as snow.  What he needs is the stain of sin removed.  But sin does not attach itself to one’s clothing (there are Torah exceptions, however).  So why doesn’t David say, “Bathe me”?  Why focus attention on the external rather than the internal?

Perhaps regard to the ancient Near East culture helps us answer.  First, the culture is about public reputation.  Public reputation is the outside, visible evaluation of one’s character.  David’s sin has public consequences.  The entire point of this song is a public confession.  Everyone knows what David attempted to keep secret.  The stain is, in fact, on the royal robes.  What David asks is a restoration of his public persona.  To be cleansed from sin is to be publicly restored.  We misunderstand David’s use of kabas if we read this verse from the perspective of a Greek, inner-man, seat of consciousness point of view.  In the ancient Near East, sin shows.  Forgiveness must deal with sin’s public impact, especially for a king.

Secondly, David may be imagining himself as the conjunction and combination of an inner self manifested as an outward person.  In Hebrew thought, the inside of the cup must be cleansed before the outside can sparkle.  So clean clothes mean nothing on top of dirty skin.  The plea for exterior cleansing implies interior purification.  Washing thoroughly (the Hebrew adverb harbeh is in the primary position) suggests both public and private actions.  The adverb itself, raba, implies magnitude.  This is a great washing, beyond the ordinary daily laundry load.  Extra soap, extra rinse, extra spin.  Spare nothing to get all the dirt out.

David’s parallelism uses the verb taher.  The majority of its occurrences are in relation to the priests who serve the Lord.  The meaning is to render something pure, that is, undefiled so that it may be used in sacrifice.  How was taher determined?  By the absence of exterior spot or blemish.  The outside reflects the inside.  Pure on the outside assumes pure on the inside.  Assessment of external behavior is an appropriate evaluation of internal purity.  What others see is a true measure of who you really are.  Paul says much the same.  And how are you to determine what others see?  Ah, you will have to ask them, won’t you?

Topical Index:  kabas, taher, raba, wash, cleanse, thoroughly, Psalm 51:2
September 17  For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me.  Psalm 51:3  NASB

Certainty

I know – There are very few things we know for certain.  We don’t know what will happen tomorrow.  We don’t know if our relationships will last.  We don’t know the weather.  We don’t know even the apparently unalterable “laws” of nature.  After all, miracles do happen.  We don’t know the certainty of just about everything that really matters, not even if we will die (the “end” might just come before we get to the grave).  But we do know one thing for sure.  We know our transgressions.  Pesa’a—those offenses, crimes, moments of disobedience, violations, breaches of relationship and promise, oh, yes, these we know!  We might wish we could forget them.  We might wish they had never happened.  But the truth is much harsher.  It is absolutely certain that we have offended God and others, and we know it only too well.  David uses the verb yada’ for good reason.  The full scope of our transgressions rarely makes itself manifest to us but when it does, oh, the humiliation of it all, the agony and despair.  “I know my failures and they are many indeed.”  Just recalling them causes me to grieve.  Imagining a world (or a judgment) where all is revealed is more than I can take.

So there we have it.  David exposes his sin to the world.  In a song, no less, meant to be sung out loud.  We might have chosen private poetry or a heart-wrenching entry in a journal.  But this?  Letting the world know that he is wretched, abusive, lecherous, uncaring, conspiratorial and vindictive?  No, most of us could never do that!  We would rather hide the truth and pretend that the real world is the world of our masked exterior.  

But God will not have it—and in the end, neither will we.  Why?  Because our sin is “ever before” us.  It refuses to be swept away.  It haunts us with the specter that someone might discover our treachery.  It continually reminds us that if people really knew the certainty that we know they could never, would never, love us.  We don’t prefer the dark.  We are forced into the cave of pretense because we fear the light.  Humiliation is the greatest ally of the yetzer ha’ra.

So what can we do about this?  Do we opt for David’s solution and sing our failures before our subjects and peers?  Or do we take the Pauline approach and share our burden with another?  One thing again is certain.  “When I kept silent about my sin, my body wasted away through my groaning all day long.  For day and night Your hand was heavy upon me; my vitality was drained away as with the fever heat of summer” (Psalm 32:3-4).  In the end there is no such thing as secret sin.  And now we know why the Hebrew word tzaraat cannot be translated as “leprosy.”  This condition described in Leviticus is the outward manifestation of inner corruption.  It may attach itself to walls, to clothes and finally to skin, but it is always about something wrong on the inside, the inside of a house, a person or a body.  Sin shows itself, and in the ancient world of Hebrew thought, it shows itself in a visible condition.  We know our transgressions, and because we know, something about our external world reveals what we know, observable by those who have eyes to see.  What can we do about this?  The Levitical solution is confession and purification.  Without a priest, life is considerably more difficult today.  But tzaraat will not go away by itself, so we better find a way. “I acknowledged my sin to You, and my iniquity I did not hide; I said, ‘I will confess my transgressions to the Lord’; and You forgave the guilt of my sin” (Psalm 32:5).  
Topical Index: know, yada’, pesa’a tzaraat, Psalm 51:3, Psalm 32:3-5
September 18   Against You, You only, I have sinned and done what is evil in Your sight, so that You are justified when You speak and blameless when You judge.  Psalm 51:4  NASB
Ignoring Leviticus 19:18

You only – Suppose you are at last confronted by your worst sin.  Suddenly it comes to the light.  There is no more denial, pretense or escape.  You are uncovered.  What do you do?  Well, if you’re inclined to deflect even the most revealing faults of character, you just might suggest that the whole thing is really a “spiritual” issue between you and God.  Yes, of course, others are involved, but only indirectly since the real transgression was a breach in your relationship with the Father.  So confession, repentance and forgiveness become a private spiritual matter.  Others may feel the hurt, the betrayal, the damage but that doesn’t really matter, does it?  What really matters is your relationship with God—and who is going to raise an objection about that?

Is that what David is doing?  Is he deflecting the hideous consequences of his affair?  What do we say about Uriah, Bathsheba, Bathsheba’s baby, David’s subjects, God’s holy nation, the example to the Gentiles?  Are they swept away because David addresses God only, leka levadka?  I don’t think so.  Perhaps the reason David focuses on the relationship with YHVH is that he is king.  He is supposed to reflect the royal character of YHVH as YHVH’s anointed.  His sin is far more than a violation of human standards.  It is even more than adultery, conspiracy and murder.  It is blasphemy and idolatry.  David’s actions have smeared the name of the Lord.  In the end all David’s transgressions are infractions against God because they are all violations of YHVH’s commandments.  It is not that the consequences for others aren’t important.  It is rather than they are all subsumed under the sin against God.  There is a royal hierarchy in this confession and the one at the top of the ladder is the one most maligned.  Whatever harmed human subjects is the result of what harmed the divine Creator.  What good is asking forgiveness from others if God is still affronted?

Leviticus 19:18 is the scriptural foundation of loving our neighbors.  Yeshua ties it directly to the commandment to love God.  One does not work without the other.  When David acknowledges his sin before the Lord, he is not excluding or ignoring his sin before men and women.  Sins before God imply violations of human relationships as well and forgiveness of one requires forgiveness of the other.  But David’s song begins with royal restoration because a king without a relationship with YHVH is no king at all.  We can be quite confident that David’s public confession entailed many moments of private humiliation and pleas with Bathsheba, agony over the house of Uriah and considerable distress concerning the lost child.  But this is a song about failing the trust of the King and so it must begin with the King at center stage.  We are not kings, but our sins are nonetheless of royal proportion.  We are His representatives.  The world is watching.  Our sins slander His name.  Our confession must begin with Him as well.

Topical Index:  sin, leka levadka, only, Psalm 51:4, Leviticus 19:18
September 19  Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin my mother conceived me.  Psalm 51:5  NASB

The Natural Man

Conceived – Have you ever felt as though everything in your life was just wrong?  That somehow you got off track and life ended up just being one big mess?  Have you ever felt as if you just made one mistake after another from the very beginning?  When emotional trauma reaches overwhelming proportion, we sometimes slip into summary declarations that ignore the details because the only thing we can think of is the calamity of the moment.  A very bad day becomes a worthless life.  We see it all through the lens of the immediate desperation.  “I’ve struggled with this my whole life,” isn’t usually true, but it surely feels like it.

Of course, Augustine read this verse as a theological statement.  He concluded that David was born sinful, as all men are.  In fact, he believed that Adam’s original sin was passed from one person to another through sexual intercourse and conception.  Isn’t that what this verse says?  “I was conceived in sin,” suggests that the sexual act resulted in a sinful child, a child sinful since conception.  No prior choice.  No deliberate disobedience.  Just being born was enough to make us guilty.  In Adam we all sinned and God’s cosmic economy makes sure that each of us must pay for Adam’s fall.  Except, of course, all those Scriptures that say otherwise.

Judaism does not hold a doctrine of sinful nature.  Jewish thinking prior to the development of a religion called Judaism does not embrace such a doctrine.  The prophets uniformly state that each man is judged for his own actions and that no one dies for another man’s sins.  One of the important distinctions between Greek and Hebrew thought is individual accountability.  The Greeks believed in inherited punishment.  They could not imagine a world where the wicked got away with it by dying before they were punished, so they proposed that the children of the wicked would suffer in order to balance the scale of justice for the fathers who should have suffered but did not.  Hebrew thought rejects this idea.  But that does not mean Hebrew thought ignores the need for justice.  In Hebrew thinking, everyone is raised to face judgment.  The wicked dead do not get away with it because they will face the judgment of God along with everyone else.  The notion that sin is passed to the children is unnecessary and unethical.

So what did David mean?  One suggestion is that in his poetic use of hyperbole he feels as if his whole life has been undone in his affair.  The humiliation is so great that it is as if he had been born to this disgrace.  The poet speaks in striking terms, not theological doctrines.  Another suggestion is that David reflects on his family history.   Perhaps there was some skeleton in the closet.  We will never know.  Robert Alter notes, some early rabbis suggest, “David’s father, Jesse, did not have relations with his wife to fulfill a higher obligation but rather out of sheer lust.  Such a reading may be encouraged by the fact that the verb attached to the mother, yaham, is typically associated with animals in heat.  It may, however, be unwarranted to construct a general theology of sinful nature from this verse.  The speaker of this poem certainly feels permeated with sinfulness.  He may trace it back to the sexual act through which he was conceived, but there is not much here to support the idea that this is the case of every human born.”

Craig Broyles comments, “It would also be putting too much on this single verse to read into it a doctrine of original sin.  The Psalms and the OT in general speak less in terms of ‘being’ (ontology) than in terms of experience and history (existence).  Verse 5 must also be seen as a part of this doxology of judgment.  The point is to contrast God, the just judge (v. 4), and the speaker, who has lived in a world of sin since birth.”
  If we follow Broyles’ suggestion, we too are born into iniquity.  The Hebrew text actually reads hen-beawon, literally, “Behold, in (among, upon, with) iniquity (guilt, punishment, ruin).”  You can see the multiple translation possibilities resident in the Hebrew words.  It is worth noting that this combined word is the first word in the verse, not the verb.

How would you summarize your life in the midst of overpowering emotional trauma, in the presence of irrepressible feelings of guilt?  Would you say that you have been born into a world filled with sin and that you reflect this tragic state of affairs?  Would you cry out that all of your life has been characterized by struggle against the dark and you have fallen once more?  Would you view your very birth as a tragic event that set you on a path toward the destruction you have now perpetrated?  Perhaps David’s non-theological emotional outburst is also ours.

Topical Index:  conceived, yaham, original sin, sinful nature, Psalm 51:5
September 20  Behold, You desire truth in the innermost being, and in the hidden part You will make me know wisdom.  Psalm 51:6  NASB
Hebrew Psychology

Innermost being – It’s a good thing that the NASB and ESV put this English translation in italics.  That indicates that the translators have altered in some way the original text.  In this case, they have added words so that the Hebrew, bat-ṭūḥôt, is changed from “in secret” or “in the dark” to “innermost being” or “inward being.”  In other words, the Hebrew term that is about what happens when something is covered over is converted into a psychological term about the inner state of a man.  Even the TWOT assumes this conversion.  “This noun (found twice in the ot) describes an object covered over, hidden, or concealed. Ps 51:6 [H 8] clearly communicates the sense of ‘inward being’—inner man covered by the body. ṭūḥôt is parallel to sātm, a ‘closed up place,’ and to the seat of the sin nature (v. 5), denoting the residence of truth or faithfulness, referred to elsewhere as ‘heart’ (Ps 15:2; cf. I Sam 12:24).”

But does the word “clearly communicate the sense of ‘inward being’”?  And does this imply the “seat of the sin nature”?  What if David is writing about the much more obvious hidden nature of his act?  What if he is saying, “I covered up my crime.  I tried to keep it in the dark.  But You, Lord, desire truth even in what is hidden”?  Why isn’t that a possible translation?  If we approach this verse (and the previous one) with a doctrine of the sinful nature of Man and we import a Greek psychology of the inward consciousness of being human, then we arrive at a verse about the separation of my inner “soul” from my outward body.  Then the verse is about my spiritual side.  But if David is simply stating the obvious, that he attempted to cover up his sin, then the verse seems much more consistent with the Hebraic idea of full homogenized personality rather than bifurcated body-soul.  

Doesn’t God desire truth in the dark?  Doesn’t He wish us to be as consistently faithful and righteous when there is no one looking, when our actions are in secret?  The primary root is about covering over one thing with another.  Its occurrences are found in physical actions like cleaning a house of infected plaster or repairing a wall.  Metaphorically it describes a false prophet “covering over” the truth of God.  So what prevents us from reading this verse in the same light?  David admits he covered over his adultery and conspiracy.  YHVH wants to bring these to light, to dispel the dark and secret places.  Wisdom will come when the light shines in these recesses.  There is nothing here about a “sin nature.”  This is about secrets and God’s desire to remove their power over us.

The character of a man is revealed when the lights are off.

Topical Index:  innermost being, bat-ṭūḥôt, secret, cover over, sinful nature, Psalm 51:6
September 21  Purify me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; Wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.  Psalm 51:7  NASB
Passed Over

Purify me – The key to correctly translating this word is hyssop.  If we understand the history of hyssop, then we can comprehend David’s request.  Otherwise we are left with a very odd verb, hata; a verb that means, “to miss the mark, to sin, to incur guilt.”  How can David use a verb that describes sinning in a verse about cleansing?  The answer is hyssop.

The Hebrew ‘ezob occurs ten times.  The translation hyssop comes from the Greek, not the Hebrew.  “The importance of hyssop stems from the Exodus. God told Moses to have each Israelite family slay a lamb, dip a bunch of hyssop in the blood in the basin and then smear some of the blood on the sides and top of the doorframe (Ex 12:22). When the Angel of the Lord passed by and saw the blood, he spared the firstborn son in that home. Thus, the hyssop functioned as a brush to apply the blood.”

Hyssop is about avoiding death.  David’s sins required capital punishment.  But David pleads for cleansing with hyssop.  David asks YHVH to pass over him, to recognize the blood on the doorposts and not take his life.  His sin, het’, from the verb hata, must be purified with blood.  He knows it.  Hyssop is the only solution.  So the opening word, tehateeni, “purge me,” is a word formed from the concept of sin but aimed at the goal of purification.  And hyssop is the means by which the demands of justice can be set aside, at least for the moment.  Something must die—eventually.

David’s use of ‘ezob indicates that he knows full well the severity of his sin.  David neither minimizes nor excuses.  He understands the consequences.  This is why he must appeal to the mercy of the Lord, for as far as justice is concerned, he is already judged.  If YHVH does not purify, if YHVH does not wash (and we already know this word from verse 2), then David will remain dirty, inside and out.  He will be judged worthy of extinction.  Hyssop is the means, mercy is the hope.  

I wonder if we ever really consider the enormity of our transgressions.  I wonder if we really come face-to-face with the audacity of our disobedience, the depths of our insult or the depravity of our excuses.  If we did, would we not cry out for hyssop as a remedy for the blood demanded by the scales of justice.  Would we not throw ourselves on His mercy, expecting nothing but annihilation but hoping for remission?  How else can sin be purified?

Topical Index:  hyssop, ‘ezob, sin, hata, blood, death, Psalm 51:7

September 22  Make me to hear joy and gladness, let the bones which You have broken rejoice. Psalm 51:8  NASB

The Daily Grind
You have broken – Broken bones and a broken heart.  David eventually connects the two (as we will see in verse 17), but he starts with the impact of sin before he can reach the reconciliation of forgiveness.  The verb is very rare, used only in the Psalms.  Here daka means, “to be crushed, to be broken.”  In Hebrew phenomenology, David’s experience is as if God is pounding the living daylights out of him, grinding him into powder.  

David’s expression tells us something important about repentance.  We have to be able to feel the horror of our disobedience and the terror of our violation before we will come to the Lord in confession.  Everyone sins, but not everyone feels the weight of sin.  Since everyone sins, we might expect everyone to experience the crushing hand of the Lord, but it isn’t so.  If it were, the entire world would repent.  What usually happens is this:  the yetzer ha’ra immediately goes into defensive mode and provides us with excuses, rationalizations and insulation.  We might even experience (momentarily) regret, but we quickly construct protective walls to keep true humiliation out.  In other words, we learn to live with it.  Instead of allowing the emotional trauma to have its proper effect, we retreat into self-protection.  We fortify our fragile selves and keep the feelings away.  And, as a result, we neither weep nor mourn.  We continue.  We live with our crimes.  We compartmentalize.  We stuff them into the dark recesses and pretend that we can go on without confronting the damage.  We patch instead of demolish.  

Why?  Why do we resist the emotional breakdown that leads to broken bones?  Why are we so intent on patching up the holes rather than demolishing the leaky structure and starting fresh?  The answer is an insight into the inner working of the yetzer ha’ra.  We are afraid.  We are afraid that if we really let these God-given emotions out of the bottle, we will lose control.  We will be humiliated.  We will be shamed.  We will lose that so-carefully-constructed self-image mirage.  We will become lost in a world of emotional breakdown, and if there is one thing that Western thinkers fear more than anything else it is precisely this—to lose control of their emotions.

YHVH’s plan to arrest our behavior and force us to confront our sin is emotionally driven.  Rare indeed is the man who comes to repentance due to intellectual argument.  Most of us arrive because of the loss of control.  We come as damaged goods.  We show up broken.  Until we let go of our desperate measures to keep everything under control, it is almost impossible to experience the call of repentance.  When we stop enlisting distractions, addictions, denial and deflection, when we finally admit our feeling crushed, then there is the possibility of joy.  Until then there is only delay.

Topical Index:  broken, daka, repentance, feelings, Psalm 51:8
September 23  Hide Your face from my sins and blot out all my iniquities.  Psalm 51:9  NASB
What God Knows

Hide – What does God know about you?  Everything.  That means He knows all your faults, all your sins, all your rebellious acts.  Since God knows all these, do you think it possible for Him to stop knowing them?  Can God actually forget what He knows?  No, impossible.  HE is not like us.  What he knows, He knows perfectly and eternally.  Forgetting is not one of God’s characteristics.  

But if this is true, then how can any of us ever stand before Him?  It would be as if we carried a neon sign around our necks detailing everything we ever did wrong.  Could the Judge of all Mankind ignore that list?  Could He overlook it?  A God who knows everything about me certainly knows how unworthy I am.  And that leaves me out in the cold, away from His presence, condemned.

David offers a solution.  It is not a plea for God to forget.  That isn’t going to happen.  It is a plea for God to hide.  When I hide something, I put it in some place where it can’t be seen.  I know where it is, but no one else does.  I can retrieve it if I wish, but no one else can.  Furthermore, once it is hidden, even I can’t look at it without going through the effort to uncover it.  This is what David desperately wants.  He does not ask YHVH to forget his sin.  He asks Him to do something so that it can’t be seen.  In other words, David knows that his sin will not somehow suddenly no longer exist.  The sin and the consequences are part of the record.  Even today we know his sin because it is still present to us.  David wants YHVH to change the point of view so that it no longer stands between David and his God.  

Notice that David does not ask for God to hide the sin.  He asks God to hide His face.  David knows that sin is not going to vanish.  But if God hides His face, then the sin will no longer be visible to the Lord.  Why?  Because the One Who Sees will be looking in another direction.  The idiomatic expression is certainly not a theological statement.  Of course God sees.  He sees it all!  But David is asking for God to act as if He doesn’t see this particular thing.  He is asking for the “eyes” of the Lord to look somewhere else.  

The Hebrew idiom for fellowship and acceptance is connected to the face.  To turn my face toward you is an expression of favor, of acceptance and love.  To turn away, of course, is the opposite.  To hide my face is to turn away, so David employs a Hebrew idea requesting God to “turn away” from his sin.  But not to turn away from the sinner!  David is separating himself from his action and asking God to do the same.  “Don’t see me as this collection of evil acts, Lord.  See me as I am without my sins.  See me as I desire to be—obedient to You.  You have broken me.  I am dust.  Now, Lord, breathe into me and let me start again.”

Topical Index:  sin, face, hide, Psalm 51:9
September 24  Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.  Psalm 51:10  NASB
The Genesis of David

Create – First let’s correct the syntax.  The emphasis of this verse is not “create.”  It is leb tahor, a “heart clean.”  But even this needs a bit of explanation.  The root taher is not about “spiritual” cleanliness.  It is about ceremonial, ritual purity.  Yes, David has already asked to be washed, but here he is not pleading for guilt relief.  He is pleading for the right to enter into YHVH’s presence undefiled.  The opposite of taher is “profane,” something that cannot come into the Temple.  David, the man who wishes only to be able to sit in the entrance of the Temple, knows that his present state will not even allow this, so he asks for a ritually pure heart, a heart that does not defile him in order that he may once again come into the presence of the Lord.  We often read this verse as if it were about the forgiveness of sin, that is, as if it were about atonement.  But that isn’t what David is asking.  He is asking for acceptance within the priestly arena where only the pure may enter.
How is this possible?  The answer is this:  “Only God can bring about the ritual purity that you seek.”  That’s why David uses the verb bara’ rather than yatsar (to make, to fashion, to form).  Only God is the subject of this verb, bara’.  This is not something any man can do.  If YHVH does not accede to David’s request, no ritually clean heart will ever be produced.  This is an amazing statement for it suggests that all those required purification rituals, while absolutely necessary, are not the sufficient cause of ritual purity.  Do men and women still need to follow the priestly requirements of cleanliness?  Yes, of course.  Does following the requirements necessarily result in ritual purity?  No.  YHVH must “create” in conjunction with the actions of human beings in order for true ritual purity to result.  David needs more than a mikvah.  More than a few days outside the camp.  More than a sacrifice.  David needs purification renewal and that does not come by remodeling.  It comes by demolition and rebuilding.

YHVH made Man in His image.  The verse from Genesis 1 uses the verb bara’.  David knows this.  The original constitution of Man required the active (and only) exercise of YHVH.  David needs to be reborn, to have the breath of YHVH animate the dust left over from the grinding process of the previous verse.  Then, and only then, will David be ritually clean, undefiled, able to re-enter the presence of the Lord.  The only appropriate verb for what David needs is bara’ because only YHVH uses the verb bara’.  To put it simply, David needs genesis.

So do I.

Topical Index:  bara’, yatsar, create, make, ritual purity, clean heart, leb tahor, Psalm 51:10
September 25  Do not cast me away from Your presence and do not take Your Holy Spirit from me.  Psalm 51:11  NASB
Egyptian Allusion

Cast me away – What does it mean to say that you have been cast away?  Is it like the Tom Hanks’ movie?  Shipwrecked?  Deserted?  Or is there perhaps a biblical connection to a much older story, a story of an Egyptian thrown out of the presence of her owner?  Perhaps David is thinking of Hagar.  The Hebrew verb, shalak, would provide the connection.  In Genesis 21, Hagar and Ishmael are thrown out into the desert.  Hagar expects them to die.  She “casts” Ishmael under a bush and waits for the inevitable.  But something completely unexpected happens.  She is confronted by the angel of the Lord, given new hope and told to return to the camp of Abraham.  If David knew this story, perhaps he hoped for a similar outcome.  He already felt abandoned.  He was already outside the “camp.”  In his present condition, he might as well have been left to die.  What he needed was an encounter with the Lord that would result in renewal and return.

The prophets use the same verb.  “The sense of ‘abandon’ appears in Ezk 3:1 and 20:7–8, in which God admonishes his people to abandon, renounce their sins, to throw them away entirely, having nothing more to do with them. This is an important spiritual truth as is also the admonition in Ps 55:23 to cast our burdens on the Lord. That is, our cares and burdens are to be thrown away, abandoned into his care, so that we have nothing more to do with them.”
  It seems that shalak has both negative and positive application.  We renounce.  We throw away.  And God responds.  He casts off our sin so that it no longer affects the relationship.  David recognizes that being cast away from the presence of the Lord is the equivalent of death under the bush in the desert.  So he pleads not to be thrown out, and since his plea is accompanied by casting off his sin, he has confidence that YHVH will respond.

David committed some terrible acts.  We think of the first sin in this sequence as adultery, but that probably isn’t the appropriate description.  David is the king.  He has power over the people.  David abuses that power by initiating sex with one of his subjects, a married woman.  The sin is more likely rape than adultery.  Of course, Bathsheba is married so it is technically adultery, but it is hard to imagine that she entered into the relationship willingly.  David took advantage of his position and “sent” for her.  Do we really think she could have refused?  Of course, the litany of sins continues.  Lying.  Conspiracy.  Murder.  More lying.  Eventually the death of an innocent child.  A tragic story in every sense.  But what is the point of including this tale of abuse and humiliation in the Bible?  Is it just an historical account of David’s life, or is it simply a moral lesson?  We might be inclined to offer both explanations, but there is another message, sometimes forgotten but incredibly important.  We are not (hopefully) rapists, adulterers, murders, and abusers of power.  Our sins are of a lesser order (if such a hierarchy exists).  David’s sins are far worse and yet he is forgiven.  That is a message of incredible hope.  If David is restored to the presence of the Lord, if the action of the Spirit is not removed from his life, then you and I can trust that YHVH will look upon us, find us in the desert of dying, and restore us too.  “Lord, do not cast me away,” is our plea and if YHVH can answer David, then He can answer me and answer you.  Yes, we may be sent back to the camp of humiliation.  Yes, we may have to face our accusers.  But YHVH will not abandon His beloved.  David proves it.

Topical Index: cast away, shalak, throw, Genesis 21:15, Ezekiel 3:1, Psalm 55:23, Psalm 51:11
September 26  Restore to me the joy of Your salvation and sustain me with a willing spirit.  Psalm 51:12  NASB

The Big Umbrella

Restore – Life is about direction, not destination.  Of course, motivational speakers, generals and politicians, men and women of influence may attempt to teach you that what you need are goals.  They will point to past successes and extol the exercise of goal setting.  “Imagine what you really want.  Visualize it.  Then make a plan to get it.  Set a goal and push toward it.”  Sounds great, doesn’t it?  The problem is that life gets in the way of our penchant for prediction and control because, in the end, that’s what goal setting assumes.  It assumes that we can predict and control the outcomes of our lives as long as we have determined the end and planned the progress.  This incredibly powerful Greek idea leads to a mythological faith in the ability of Man and a parallel minimization of divine sovereignty.  This idea presupposes that life is controllable and that what will happen can be foreseen and manipulated.  Ah, if it were only true!

The Hebraic world is not like the Greek world.  In biblical thinking only God is really in control.  The world of men is saturated with the unexpected.  Said Robert Burns,  “The best laid schemes o' mice an' men / Gang aft agley,” and his words were never more true than today.  Recall one of your past goals.  Ask yourself if your plan to achieve that goal turned out to be a straight line to success.  Then consider human history.  Straight lines or schemes gone awry?  

Now you know why David makes no attempt at all to suggest that he can restore his missing joy or sustain his willing spirit.  David knows that life interferes, even on the level of spiritual renewal.  If YHVH doesn’t act on our behalf, the vicissitudes of existence will certainly derail us.  But YHVH does act, doesn’t He?  He intervenes in the cosmic breakdown and rescues us.  He promises to do so for those with a willing heart.  The problem is that God’s geometry is not the same as ours.  We think Euclidian.  God thinks otherwise.  Our solution is limited to straight lines on a plane.  God’s solution employs higher geometry where curves and horizons can’t be seen from a flat plane.  Rescue is there but it often looks like more interference for those like Euclid.

We get just a hint of the heavenly geometry in the word David uses for “restore.”  It is shuv, a Hebrew word with a very big umbrella.  The Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament devotes sixty-one pages to the word.  TWOT tells us that the word occurs 1090 times in the Tanakh, the twelfth most frequent of all Hebrew words.  The range of translations is phenomenal.  

Taking all stems into consideration, Holladay (p. 117) concludes that there are a total of 164 uses of šûb in a covenantal context. The majority of them, as one might expect, are to be found in the classical/literary prophets 113 times, with Jeremiah leading the way (forty-eight times). By way of contrast with Jeremiah, the covenantal usage of šûb is found only six times in the first thirty-nine chapters of Isaiah (maybe only five if we read 30:15 not, “in returning (to God) and rest shall you be saved,” but “in sitting still yāšab, i.e. abstention from foreign alliances, resting shall you be saved”). In the remaining twenty-seven chapters it is found only four times: 44:22; 55:7; 57:17; 59:20. Thus, we encounter the interesting phenomenon of two prophets back to back in the canon, the first virtually silent on the subject and the second quite vocal. Perhaps the paucity of references in Isaiah is the prophet’s way of saying the die has already been cast. Quite poignantly God says to Isaiah, “Make the heart of this people fat … lest they be converted (šûb) and healed.” A point of no return has been reached. God has foreseen the stubbornness of his people and has incorporated it into his plan. The prophet, therefore, is not to be frustrated (Mt 13:13ff.).

No wonder the geometry isn’t straightforward!  The Psalms uses shuv seventy-one times and you can be certain that those seventy-one occurrences cannot all be translated the same way.  This is a word that defies straight lines.  As such it should remind us that His ways are not our ways, but they are still His ways.  How He provides rescue is entirely up to Him.  It is often not any way we would have imagined.  We, the people of Flatland, simply cannot think in heavenly geometry.  We must be content to wait until at last, in the ‘olam ha’ba, YHVH reveals the true geometry of the cosmos and we see that all those pinholes of our lives were really avenues of His restoration.

Topical Index:  shuv, restore, Psalm 51:12
September 27  Then I will teach transgressors Your ways, and sinners will be converted to You.  Psalm 51:13  NASB

David’s Twelve-Step Group
I will teach – Are you saved?  Have you been restored to relationship with the Most High?  Then you are obligated!  Your rescue did not come without a personal price tag.  You didn’t pay for the action that returned you to His company, but the very fact that you have been returned means that you owe.  “Make disciples of all nations,” said Yeshua (or something like that).  It isn’t optional.  David says the same thing.  “I will teach” is the Hebrew ‘alam-meda’ from the verb lamad.  By the way, there is no “Then” in the Hebrew text.  Furthermore, the verb is imperfect.  That means it is an incomplete act, i.e., it continues.  No retirement here.  TWOT notes that this word includes training as well as educating.  It is not simply passing on information.  Hebrew teaching involves dirty-hands work.  “Watch how I do this.  Now copy me.”  No lecturing from the podium, detached from the audience.  This is digging the ditch alongside others.  

With that in mind, David’s declaration is quite amazing.  The king is going to get to work alongside his subjects.  The throne will be empty because the king is where he is supposed to be (and not where he was on that fateful day when he strolled along the rooftop).  But that’s not the end of his commitment.  He will teach transgressors.  The king will spend time with the rebellious ones, with those who have broken relationships, with those who have gone beyond the limits set by the Lord.  He will share his life with those who are just like him.  “I have to go to a meeting,” says David as he exits the throne room.  

David does not say that he will convert sinners.  He knows enough about the workings of the Lord not to make that mistake.  All he will do is share his experience.  “Hello, my name is David and I am an addict.  Power and desire led me to violate everything I held as valuable in my life.  But YHVH rescued me, and He can do that same for you.”  By the way, the translation “will be converted” is once again the Hebrew verb shuv.  “Converted” is the NASB’s evangelical rendering of a verb that means “to return, to turn around.”  David is not sharing his story so that others will be “converted.”  That implies they change from one religion to another.  No, all these people are just like him.  They need to return to the ways of the Lord, not become new believers.

And what are the ways that David will teach?  What else?  The holiness code of Moses.  There is nothing else for David to teach or to live as a teaching example.  Shuv is not a word connected to transition from one religious system to another.  Jews do not convert.  Pagans convert.  Jews return.  

Psalm 51 is often used devotionally to help us experience the power of forgiveness and the need for a broken heart.  But what is usually overlooked is the implication that the result of this experience is not conversion but rather a renewed commitment to the revelation given to Moses.  The NASB’s translation obscures this fact, a fact that is vital to understanding that David is not a Christian, and neither is anyone else who follows his pathway.  David’s faith is grounded in Moses and nowhere else.  Rescue brings return and return brings the obligation to instruct others along the same trajectory.

So, have you been rescued?  Good.  Now what are you going to do about it?  Where is that next meeting of rebels that you will attend?

Topical Index:  teach, lamad, conversion, shuv, Psalm 51:13
September 28  Deliver me from bloodguiltiness, O God, the God of my salvation; Then my tongue will joyfully sing of Your righteousness.  Psalm 51:14  NASB

The Problem with Blood

Bloodguiltiness – Unfortunately this text doesn’t actually say “bloodguiltiness.”  That is an interpolation of the actual word, dam.  The text literally says, “Rescue me from blood.”   It could also be read, “Deliver me” or “Secure me” or “Save me.”  The translators’ use of “bloodguiltiness” shifts the physical implications of the text to spiritual realms.  It is quite possible that David is appealing to YHVH not to execute him.  Why would we suggest that this statement is about dying rather than guilt?  Because of the use of blood (dam) in the Tanakh.  The problem with blood is nicely summarized by Hamilton in TWOT:

The theological debate today centers around the significance of what is symbolized by the biblical word, “blood” in a context of sacrifice.  Briefly, two suggestions have been made. One is that blood symbolizes life. The blood of the victim is the life that has passed through death. Thus, to say that one is saved by “the blood of Christ” means that we are saved by Christ’s life, by participating in his life. Much emphasis is placed here on several OT verses which all say substantially the same thing: “The life of the flesh is in the blood” (Gen 9:4; Lev 17:11,14; Deut 12:23). 

The second interpretation and the one adhered to in this article, emphasizes that blood in the OT denotes not life, but death, or more accurately, life that is offered up in death. Having said this, it should be pointed out that there is absolutely nothing in the ot akin to the morbid preoccupation with the sinister deities of the netherworld such as one finds in the blood rituals of Israel’s neighbors where the emphasis is also on “blood-death.”

The three passages quoted above should present no problem. Rather than saying that blood is life they simply say that blood is the source of life, the means by which life is perpetuated. To remove the blood is to terminate life. 

Hamilton’s analysis significantly alters the typical evangelical claim.  If he is correct, the cross is not about life.  It is about death (something that I argue in Cross Word Puzzles).  Hamilton’s analysis also helps us remove the idea that David is speaking about guilt.  When David uses the Hebrew dam, he is also writing about death, not spiritual guilt.  David’s sins are worthy of death.  That is the prescribed penalty for what he did.  David is not asking for his spiritual guilt to be removed.  He is asking God not to kill him!  In the face of certain justice, he is pleading for mercy.  We might translate this as, “Spare my life, O God, the Elohim of my salvation.”  Of course, this means that “salvation” must also be corrected.  The evangelical cultural content must be removed.  The word, teshuati (teshu’ah from yasha’) is about creating freedom and removing distress.  It is primarily a word of deliverance from enemies and catastrophes, not forensic judgments.  The peshat of this text recalls Leviticus 20:10, not John 3:16.
Topical Index:  dam, blood, yasha’, deliver, salvation, guilt, death, Psalm 51:14

September 29  O Lord, open my lips, that my mouth may declare Your praise.  Psalm 51:15  NASB

Just a Small Change

That – So what is David really saying?  Is he saying that he is unable to praise YHVH because YHVH has not opened his lips?  Or is he saying that if YHVH opens his lips, then he will praise Him?  It all depends on how you translate the vav.  

First we should note that this verse is not a separate verse in the Tanakh.  It is a continuous thought of the previous verse.  That means it is directly connected to the idea of rescue from “blood.”  We noticed that rescue from blood is literally deliverance from death, not the guilt of sin.  In verse 15 David declares that upon rescue he will sing aloud the righteousness of YHVH.  Verse 16 is Hebrew parallelism, that is, a continuation of the same thought expressed differently.  With this in mind, “open my lips” is the equivalent of “let me continue to live.”  As the aphorism demonstrates, dead men tell no tales.  David cannot praise the Lord if he is executed for his crimes.  

Now we come to the critical vav.  The Hebrew text is:
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The fourth word (from the right) is upi, the combination of a vav and the word pe plus the possessive pronoun ani (contracted).  Typically the vav is translated “and, together with, that is, or,” or “then.”  By far the majority of the translations are “and,” although context can determine the other uses.  But what about “that”?  Because the vav has such a wide umbrella, it is sometimes translated “so that.”  This is what the translators of the NASB assume.  They ignore the usual “and” and choose “so that.”  What is the difference?

If we retain the NASB translation, the implication is this:  David asks God to open his lips so that he might declare God’s praise.  In other words, until God opens David’s lips, praise will not be uttered.  It takes a divine act for David to have the ability to declare praise.  God acts first; David is then able to act.

But if the vav is treated in the usual way (as “and”), then the verse says something else.  First, it parallels the previous verse, a verse where David states that deliverance from blood results in a tongue joyfully singing praises (the “then” in the NASB is added).  What action of YHVH is needed to bring about David’s joyful song?  Nothing more than a stay of execution.  If this verse is a parallelism with the previous thought, David is not asking God to somehow release his mouth so that he might offer praises.  He is saying that if he is still breathing, he will praise God.  “Open my lips,” that is, “keep me alive” and “I will praise You.”

The NASB translation suggests the necessity of God opening the means of speech before praises can be uttered.  But the vav suggests that praise is the automatic result of YHVH’s mercy.  Praise does not require David’s mouth to be opened.  Praise is what David will do of his own initiative if he is still alive after all this.  “Spare me, Lord, and I will praise You.”

Let’s demythologize the text.  Let’s remove the spiritualization that puts the meaning of this text in heavenly courts.  David wants to live.  The Torah says, “You must die.”  David pleads for mercy and says, “If you grant my life, I will praise You.”  Are we any different?  Perhaps the first thing we must do to think like a Hebrew is realize that “life” is not a spiritual phenomenon relegated to the world to come.  Life is here, now.  And every breath we take is a sign that God shows mercy.  Praise Him!

Topical Index:  vav, life, mercy, Psalm 51:15
September 30  For You do not delight in sacrifice, otherwise I would give it; You are not pleased with burnt offering.  Psalm 51:16  NASB

The End of Sacrifices

Do not delight – Does David declare the end of sacrifices?  Does he state that God is not interested in slaughtered animals on altars?  If we read this verse as it is translated, we might think so.  But a few corrections are in order.

First, the verb, “to take delight in” (haphets) is in Qal imperfect.  The ESV translates this as “you will not take delight” rather than “you do not take delight.”  What’s the difference?  If we translate as the NASB it appears that God never took delight in the sacrifices.  Men were simply confused, believing that sacrifices pleased God, but now David corrects that mistake.  God does not take delight in sacrifices.  The ESV, however, suggests something else.  It suggests that from David’s perspective, God will not take delight in any sacrifice David might bring.  Past sacrifices done according to the commands of Torah were a delight to YHVH, but now, in these circumstances, YHVH will not look favorably on a sacrifice that David might bring.  The ESV translation does not overturn the sacrificial system.  It simply suggests that the sacrificial system will not help David in this case.  

The difference is important.  David uses the strong negative, lo, in conjunction with this verb.  If David meant that God never delighted in sacrifice, then his strong statement would overturn virtually all of Leviticus.  The NASB caters to this replacement of the sacrifices but choosing to translate the verb as an absolute statement rather than a conditional and contextual one.  The ESV regards David’s statement as a declaration of David’s personal circumstances, not an absolute theological fact.  God will not delight in David’s sacrifice but He will delight in sacrifices brought by others.  The problem is not sacrifice.  The problem is David.

The translation of this verse depends on the context of the next verse and on the author’s personal situation.  David is not writing theology.  He is composing a poem of personal confession.  If we ever lose sight of this, we will draw many mistaken conclusions, just as we could have drawn from that infamous statement, “In sin did my mother conceive me.”  Context, context, context:  the most important exegetical tool is the situation of the author.  In this case, David deserves death.  And dead men’s sacrifices don’t mean a thing.  A sacrifice is intended to remove guilt, to atone, but atonement for adultery and murder requires the death of the perpetrator.  There is no sacrifice for such crimes.  Leviticus is of no avail.  David knows this.  No burnt offering will do the job now.  He has been found guilty and the sentence has been passed.  It is too late for a sacrifice for unintentional sin!  Nothing David says terminates the sacrifices.  To think so is to violate all of the history of God and Israel.  What David says is that the sacrifices won’t work for him.  Something else is needed, as we shall see.

Topical Index:  sacrifice, delight, replacement, haphets, Psalm 51:16
October 1  The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and a contrite heart, O God, You will not despise.  Psalm 51:17  NASB

But What about the Cross?

Sacrifices of God – Poetry, my friend.  Poetry.  David is not writing a systematic theology.  He is writing the words of a song, a poem set to music.  His words are personal confession, insights drawn from the experience of disobedience, guilt and conviction.  The context makes a difference.

In the previous verse, David informs his listeners that for him sacrifices will not make any difference.  His sins were intentional. Leviticus does not apply.  That does not mean sacrifices have no place in God’s economy.  They just have no efficacy when it comes to sins like David’s.  The only thing that David can do is beg for mercy and change his heart.  If David were to offer sacrifices, the audience would suppose that David didn’t know what he was doing was wrong when he did it.  That is quite obviously not the case.  David knew and he sinned anyway.  That is his confession.  The result is the death sentence.  The only thing that stands between David and stoning is the mercy of YHVH and the only thing that can be offered to enlist that mercy is ruach nishbarah, a smashed and broken heart.  Under no circumstances is David suggesting that the sacrifices are replaced with a contrite and broken heart.  David is reporting that his only hope is ruach nishbarah.

Some Christian theologians are apt to use this verse as a proof text for the claim that all God wants is a change of heart.  The implication is that the sacrifices have been done away with because Jesus replaces them all with his death on the cross.  What we need now is not an altar, a priest and a kosher animal but rather, and exclusively, a heart of remorse and repentance.  While it is certainly true that God desires a broken spirit, it is certainly not true that a broken spirit is all that God desires.  In the absence of the Temple and the temporary abeyance of the sacrifices, acts of charity, prayer and meditation are substitutes for sacrifices, but they are not permanent replacements any more than Yeshua’s death on the cross replaces any of the Torah commandments.  When the prophecy concerning the Third Temple is fulfilled, sacrifices will begin again.

David’s perspective is psychological and personal.  Under these circumstances, there is nothing David can do within the Levitical system.  He must appeal to the compassion of YHVH for those who cast themselves upon the Most High God.  And since rahum is the fundamental characteristic of YHVH, David has hope.  Merciful.  Compassionate.  Knowing our frame, that we are but dust.  These are the sources of David’s hope.  These are the characteristics of YHVH and of the men He created that offer David an opening to plead his case.  When we reach the point of absolute brokenness, when we finally admit we are completely destroyed, then there is but one thing left—God’s mercy.  Sacrifices will be effective again—for the living.  And if God grants life, then we will go back to the Temple and honor Him with our sacrifices.  But first we must live.

Topical Index:  sacrifice, broken spirit, ruach nishbarah, Psalm 51:17
October 2  The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and a contrite heart, O God, You will not despise.  Psalm 51:17  NASB

The Judgment

Broken and contrite – How would you recognize a broken and contrite heart?  Is this just some kind of inner psychological state, a feeling you experience?  Is it spiritual depression or humility?  The Hebrew verbs help us identify what is happening here.  The first (broken) is shabar, a verb that often describes God’s judgments.  It is also used when God “breaks the yoke” of bondage or when He breaks pagan idols.  Perhaps we can think of this verb in relation to God’s actions against anything unholy.  If you are experiencing a broken heart, you are probably feeling the punishment of the Lord.  It’s not a very pleasant thing even if the final result is a restored relationship.

The second verb is daka.  TWOT notes, “The verb appears only in laments and is consistently used of one who is physically and emotionally crushed because of sin or the onslaught of an enemy.”
  Here we note that the verb describes more than a mental state of distress.  The experience involves both emotional and physical reactions.  Perhaps we capture it best in the words “sick about sin.”

David uses two extremely powerful verbs of adversity in order to describe something God will not despise.  The Hebrew suggests that the Lord will not undervalue or count as worthless this sort of agony.  The opposite of despise is honor and David’s poem informs us that God honors our distress about sin.  Doesn’t that strike you as odd?  The Lord is the one who brings about this distress.  His judgment precipitates our brokenness.  Yet this is what He honors.  He causes the very discomfort that He values highly.  Are we just the victims of His actions or do we have some role to play in this cosmic drama?

Might we suggest the following:  Certainly YHVH abhors sin in our lives.  As a corrective Father, He responsibly engineers circumstances so that we are confronted with our disobedience.  He pushes us toward repentance by making life very uncomfortable.  We feel His judgment.  So far He is the actor.  But then things change.  We choose.  We choose to let this judgment propel us toward reconciliation or we choose to ignore His prodding and either battle or accommodate.  If we choose to repent, we choose to feel the entire weight of our discomfort.  We do not ignore the signs.  We agonize.  We hurt.  We suffer—and in that suffering we find a God who honors our willingness to recognize and admit our unworthiness.  As a result, we are restored to fellowship.  The odd part of this little play is that until we suffer we cannot be renewed.  But when we accept our suffering, God steps in on our behalf.  The judgment of the Lord is counterintuitive.  We are renewed by stepping into our grief, not by attempting to remove it.  Do you want to know if you have a broken and contrite heart?  Ask yourself if you agonize over sin.
Topical Index:  broken, shabar, contrite, daka, sin, despise, Psalm 51:17

October 3  By Your favor do good to Zion; build the walls of Jerusalem.  Psalm 51:18  NASB

Change of Venue

Do good – What is this verse doing in this poem?  For the last seventeen verses, David has been dealing with personal confession and the agony of his own sin.  Suddenly, without warning, the text shifts to a statement about showing favor to Zion and Jerusalem.  This seems completely out of context.  It is as if David could no longer handle the depth of his distress and decided to change the subject.  Or did he?  Maybe there is something else happening in this apparently disjointed addition.

Robert Alter comments, “The poem until this moment at the end has been entirely concerned with the remorseful confession of an individual, so this prayer for the rebuilding of Jerusalem looks suspiciously like the conclusion added by an editor.”
  Yes, it does look like an addition by someone else—unless we investigate further.  

Who is Zion?  Not “What is Zion?”  We know what Zion is.  It is the city of Jerusalem.  But who is Zion?  Isn’t Zion personified in the king?  Isn’t the king of Israel who sits on the throne in Jerusalem the representative of YHVH, the figurehead of the Zion of Elohim?  In the previous verse David declares that YHVH will not despise a broken and contrite heart.  But how will we know?  What is the sign that YHVH has accepted our pleas and restored us to fellowship?  If you are the king of Israel, how will you know that you have been forgiven?  The answer is this:  Zion and Jerusalem will prosper.  The kingdom will not suffer violence for the sins of its king.  There is an objective, physical indicator that Elohim has heard the plea for mercy.  The kingdom will continue.

In the ancient Near East, the sins of the king are revealed in the judgment on the kingdom.  The seat of power falls.  The kingdom is overrun by enemies.  The walls come tumbling down.  If these things do not happen, then forgiveness has been granted.  So David prays for the prosperity and continuance of Jerusalem because if this prayer is answered then it follows that his confession has also been heard and answered.  What seems like the addition of an editor is actually the signpost David will use to determine God’s verdict.  It might appear to be disjointed from the personal confession, but it isn’t if we think in terms of communal responsibility and recompense.

What do we learn from David’s change of venue?  Confession and forgiveness require a sign, an unmistakable sign.  It is not just an inner feeling of peace or calm.  YHVH demonstrates His acceptance in tangible ways, observable events and clear signals.  Your broken heart and personal grief are resolved in an outward display of grace.  Look for it!

Topical Index:  sign, forgiveness, Zion, Psalm 51:18
October 4  Then You will delight in righteous sacrifices, in burnt offering and whole burnt offering; then young bulls will be offered on Your altar.  Psalm 51:19  NASB

Then the End

Then – Return of normal.  That’s the result of confession, grief, suffering and forgiveness.  How does David know that he will not die, that God’s mercy will prevail over the judgment he deserves?  “Then” sacrifices will be a delight.  After all of this is over, things will return to normal.

The Hebrew word ‘az (“then”) is very flexible.  It can refer to the past, present or future.  What is particularly important about this word is that it is emphatic.  It’s the temporal exclamation point.  Something importantly distinct is in view.  For David, this is a significant transition.  Just a few verses earlier David proclaimed that offering sacrifices was worthless.  His circumstances would not allow a sacrifice to have its desired effect.  But now, now that deliberate and intentional sin has been forgiven, now the daily sacrifices can continue as before.  Now the sacrifices are righteous.  

Actually, the Hebrew is zevhe-tsedeq, “correct sacrifices,” “sacrifices that are the right and accurate thing to do.”  Any previous sacrifice conducted while the king remained unrepentant and involved in sin were fruitless, pointless and without merit.  They were pretense and posturing, stripped of their spiritual efficacy because of the heart condition of the one sacrificing.  But now things are different.  After this entire affair has been publicly aired, admitted and confessed; after the king has been restored to fellowship with God, then the delight of the Lord will once again shine upon the rituals of worship.  Then whole burnt offerings will have their proper meaning.  
There were many different sacrifices.  Each one had a specific purpose.  David’s selection of the whole burnt offering is important because this was an atonement sacrifice.  David concludes that the ritual process of atonement can now have its full effect, for him and for the people of God, because the king has been restored.  

Unfortunately, many Christian commentators confuse the Levitical atonement sacrifice with the death of Yeshua on the cross.  John Rittenbaugh offers a typical Christian interpretation.  “This is commonly called the burnt offering, but sometimes the whole burnt offering. The reason ‘whole’ is added is because other offerings are burned on the altar but not the whole animal. This offering represents Christ, or in parallel, us, being completely, wholeheartedly devoted to God.”
  Another Christian answer includes the mistaken theological idea of sinful nature.  “A person could give a burnt offering at any time. It was a sacrifice of general atonement—an acknowledgement of the sin nature and a request for renewed relationship with God.”
 
It is simply impossible that David or the Levitical priests thought of the whole burnt offering in this way.  Impossible because the offering was not for intentional sin and impossible because Yeshua’s death on the cross was not atonement for sin.  We are better off not using concepts from Reformation theology in order to understand David’s world.  The whole burnt offering was atonement—for individuals and for the people at large.  But it was not for sins like David’s and until David’s sin is reconciled, his role as king jeopardizes the entire kingdom.  No more proof of this is necessary than the subsequent history of the kings of Israel.  

Then (‘az) is a very important word at the conclusion of David’s personal confession.  It signifies that life will return to the proper and normal interplay between sacred and profane.  The Levites will continue to follow God’s instructions.  The people will be delivered from the communal judgment on the king.  God is good and the sacrifices, properly done, prove it.

Topical Index:  righteous sacrifice, zevhe-tsedeq, then, ‘az, Psalm 51:19

October 5  Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind regard one another as more important than yourselves; do not merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of others. Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus,   Philippians 2:3-5  NASB
An Explanation of Leviticus (1)

Do nothing – Is it a command, an opinion or a description?  Is Paul telling the Philippians that this is binding halachah or is he giving friendly advice?  Is he using the imperative or is he simply describing what true community looks like?  And what about us?  Is this (whatever he is actually saying) for us as well as the Philippians?

Let’s start by noticing that the imperative “do” has been added to the text.  The Greek is meden kat’ epithean (“nothing from selfish ambition”).  The imperative verb might be implied but it isn’t actually in the text.  So Paul may be simply describing the character of those who have the mind of the Messiah rather than delivering halachah.  The result is pretty much the same, however.  Clearly this is a characteristic we must demonstrate no matter how it happens to be developed.  Paul’s statement is forceful.  meden is the English equivalent of “not even one.”  There is not a single case where selfish ambition is justified.  Paul couldn’t be clearer.

Except, of course, when we try to apply this.  Then all kinds of subtle rationalizations and justifications enter the picture.  What happens when the yetzer ha’ra confronts meden?  meden is death to the yetzer ha’ra and when something is threatened by extinction, it fights back.  Under the banner of self-protection, we convert selfishness into necessity.  We become victims of our personal emotional theology.  We have “needs,” emotional vacuums that suck up the world around us, converting it into a servant of our desires.  Luzzatto’s insight here is telling.  A need can be satisfied.  It allows fulfillment.  When I am hungry, I eat and the need for food is satisfied.  The hunger goes away.  But a desire is insatiable.  No matter how much I feed it, it begs for more.  It is never ultimately satisfied and as a result, it never goes away.  Needs have ends.  Desires do not.  

List your needs.  You will find that everything on the list is temporally conditioned.  It is a need now, but in a few hours, days or weeks, that need will be satisfied, and a new one will take its place.  Thirsty?  Drink!  The need is satisfied.  Impoverished?  Work!  Money in the pocket fulfills the need.  Lonely?  Feeling a need for companionship?  Visit your neighbor, call a friend!  The need disappears.

But desire?  When does desire evaporate?  Power?  When is the desire for power finished, satisfied?  Wealth?  How much does a millionaire “need”?  Status, prestige, recognition?  Pleasure?  How much sexual stimulation is enough?  Where is the end of happiness?  What is the limit of importance?  When do the dreams of a world tailor-made for you stop?

Doing nothing from selfishness is not so easy, is it?  Perhaps the first step is to recognize the crucial difference between “needs” and “desires.”  Of course, the yetzer ha’ra is particularly adept at converting desires into needs, so the process of distinguishing the difference is often quite foggy.  That’s why we must rely on the voice from outside.  YHVH provides such a voice, a voice uncorrupted by our emotional context.  It’s a process, isn’t it?  We progress from one confrontation with our subtle manipulations to another.  Some we see.  Some we can deal with.  Some take a long, long time.  But God is good—and patient.  It is direction, not destination.

Except—meden kat’epithean.  Not a single thing.  

“Love you neighbor as yourself” does not begin with loving yourself.  It begins with apply what you would have done for yourself to your neighbor, not with applying first to yourself and then extracting something for the neighbor.  

Paul may be exhorting his readers to read Leviticus in depth but he is certainly describing the attributes of a citizen of God’s kingdom.  The real question is for us:  Are we exhibiting meden kat’epithean?  Are we real citizens?
Topical Index:  meden, nothing, selfishness, Philippians 2:3-5
October 6  Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind regard one another as more important than yourselves; do not merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of others. Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus,   Philippians 2:3-5  NASB
An Explanation of Leviticus (2)

Selfishness – Ah, it seems so clear, at least in writing.  But even the word here is, ah, not quite what we thought.  In spite of the fact that there are no examples in classical Greek, this very rare word apparently originally was tied to the day worker.  It describes the “attitude or disposition of the day-labourer.”
  In the writings of the philosophers, this word becomes a description of those who work for their own interests, that is, like the day-laborer they are preoccupied with their own ambitions.  The epithos in a person is concerned with personal gain and willing to do whatever it takes to bring it about.  As Büchsel notes, the word “had no more than the general sense of baseness, self-interest, ambition, contention, etc.”

Now we may amplify Paul’s statement.  “Not a single time direct your action and attitude from the desire for self-interest.”  Or as Luzzatto might explain, “Nothing must find its origin in the drive of the yetzer ha’ra for self-protection or gain.”  It’s not the outward action, the observable behavior, that’s in focus here.  It’s the motivation.  Suddenly the examination that must accompany worship of the Father is applied to interactions with others.  It is no longer sufficient to fulfill the outward requirement.  Now that fulfillment must arise from a heart empty of selfish desire.  

“We do best to see a reference to the despicable nature of those who do not strive after glory, honour and immortality by perseverance in good works,”
 not determined by the frame of our human existence but by the values of the Kingdom.  
There is nothing easy here.  How many of our noble efforts, our supposed actions on behalf of others are still tinged with a calculation of what gain it will bring or how it will serve to protect our fragile egos?  How many times have we caught ourselves thinking of the results for us rather than a pure intention to help another?  And when it comes to our emotions, how often have those deeper “needs” really been the things that propel our acts?  So much of what we do seems to be driven by our desires, even when the outward acts appear to be primarily of benefit to our neighbor or spouse or child.  Purity of heart is rare indeed, and for that reason, all the more important.  To have the mind of the Master is much more than to fulfill the outward requirements of the Torah.  It is to act like God because we think and feel like God.

May the Spirit help us.

Topical Index:  selfishness, epithos, day-laborer, motivation, emotions, Philippians 2:3-5
October 7  “But immediately after the tribulation of those days the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light, and the stars will fall from the sky, and the powers of the heavens will be shaken.  And then the sign of the Son of Man will appear in the sky, and then all the tribes of the earth will mourn, and they will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of the sky with power and great glory.   Matthew 24:29-30  NASB

The Great Causality

Sign – In a fascinating psychological study, Richard Nisbett tested the differences in the ways Westerners and Easterners think.  One of his conclusions is as follows:
Westerners’ success in science and their tendency to make certain mistakes in causal analysis derive from the same source.  Freedom to pursue individual goals prompts people to model the situation so as to achieve those goals, which in turn encourages modeling events by working backward from effects to possible causes.  When there is systematic testing of the model, as in science, the model can be corrected.  But Westerners’ models tend to be limited too sharply to the goal object and its properties, slighting the possible role of context.  When it is everyday life—all too often a buzzing confusion—that is being modeled, recognition of error is more difficult.  A mistaken model will be difficult to correct.  So despite their history of scientific-mindedness, Westerners are particularly susceptible to the Fundamental Attribution Error [attributing behavior to a presumed disposition of the person rather than to an important situational factor] and to overestimating the predictability of human behavior.
  

Nisbett is primarily interested in the implications for business and social engagements, but we should look deeper—into theological assumptions.  There are significant reasons why the Semites never developed systematic theologies while the Western Greek world is overflowing with such works.  One of the differences is the significant divergence between East and West concerning the complexity of the universe.  Another is what Nisbett notices above.  Westerners are victims of “backward causality,” that is, they think that there is a discoverable causal chain of simple explanations behind every event, and that if this causal chain is articulated (or discovered), then the inevitability of the event is (1) rationally understandable and (2) predictable.  As a result, theological backward causality asserts that if we know the signs, that is, the prior causal connections in the chain, then we can predict the inevitable outcome.  Et voila, end-times theology is born!

But all of it depends on reading what is essentially an Eastern document (the Hebraic Scriptures) from the perspective of a Western paradigm.  And the errors compound!  Western exegesis of this passage assumes that Yeshua is describing a chain of causality, but the Eastern view is far more complex.  What if he is speaking about only one aspect of a dynamically changing set of circumstances?  What if this is not prediction, but rather description from one point of view, subject to all kinds of alterations in the complexities of the universe?  What if those things Westerners take to be physically observable signs (the moon, the sun and the stars) are metaphorical indicators of interpreted calamity, subject to the perceptions of the audience of Eastern thinkers?  Then “Blood Moons” mania is exactly that—mania, the application of causal thinking to statements that are essentially dynamic, changing and interpretative.  

It is extremely difficult to see the world from the paradigm of another culture, especially when we think that all the evidence points to the supremacy of our point of view.  But the Hebraic world is not Western and wherever we allow our Western presuppositions to interfere with exegesis, especially without noticing that interference, we do damage to the text.  

My, oh my, we have such a long way to go!

Topical Index:  Nisbett, sign, paradigm, causality, Matthew 24:29-30
October 8  Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind regard one another as more important than yourselves; do not merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of others. Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus,   Philippians 2:3-5  NASB
What Greeks Hate

Humility of mind – Even this translation indicates how much we as Westerners hate the idea of tapeinos.  The Greek text does not include “of mind.”  That has been added by the translators.  One must ask why.  What is the difference between tapeinos as “humility” and tapeinos as “humility of mind”?  Obviously, the second does not require outward physical demonstration.  All I have to do is think of myself as less than another.  I am not required to actually demonstrate subservience.  This tiny change is perhaps the result of a very long Western hatred of self-abasement, as we shall see.

The Greeks used tapeinos in usually negative fashion.  For them it meant weakness, poverty of character, insignificance.  The Greeks prized personal liberty.  Tapeinos was exactly the opposite, a word that described someone who was servile, hindered in becoming truly free and virtuous, someone who was oppressed and humiliated.  These conditions were intolerable to the Greeks and so tapeinos was never a state they would deliberately seek.

The LXX, however, uses tapeinos is a very different way.  While it translated several Hebrew terms, tapeinos generally describes the action, not the state, of humbling oneself before a superior or before God.  It is not about denigrating character.  It is a decision to show respect, to bow down, to demonstrate a humble attitude of heart.  In Hebrew thought, tapeinos is something I do, not something I am.  In fact, showing humility is a positive expression of character.  Of course, this is not just a cognitive event.  It has real physical consequences.  In Greek I might be humble in mind, but in Hebrew I will have to bend my knee.

In the end it comes down to ego.  In a Greek world, ego reduction is considered a sign of weakness.  “Stand up and fight for yourself” is the Greek idea of character building.  Deliberately placing yourself in a subservient position only means you are a coward, a weakling, unworthy.  No self-respecting person would even allow someone else to walk all over him and anyone who does is considered undeserving of honor.  In the Greek world, ego reigns supreme.  Of course, Christians have been taught that humility is a good thing.  We inherited the Hebrew way of viewing this word.  But Christian teaching doesn’t always result in transformed lives, especially when we live in a culture that prizes ego boasting and debases weakness.  We find it difficult, uncomfortable and perhaps demeaning to lower ourselves in front of others.  Our egos rebel.  We want to be recognized as important, not as weaklings.  The Greek world that surrounds us often overcomes our religious education.  People rarely win ego battles.  When Paul used tapeinos, he basically insulted every Greek reader.  I wonder if we feel the same barb.

Topical Index:  tapeinos, humility, ego, Philippians 2:3-5
October 9  Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind regard one another as more important than yourselves; do not merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of others. Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus,   Philippians 2:3-5  NASB
What Matters Most

Personal interests – Paul is much more direct than this translation implies.  In addition, Paul is concerned with a much wider range than just “personal” interests.  In fact, the Greek text is so general that all kinds of glosses are added to make it understandable to modern English readers.  But in the process, the force of Paul’s thought seems blunted.

The Greek actually reads, “not the self each look.”  Notice how the NASB supplies added words.  Where does “merely” come from, or “personal”?  Paul’s text drives home a much more powerful point.  “Self” must be set aside.  But in the NASB we only have to worry about those personal interests that conflict.  We are excused from any self-concern that is not selfish.  Paul seems to disagree.  There is no “merely” caveat here.  If self is involved, it needs to be reigned in.  Any hint of ego is an invitation to employ humility.
Given the forcefulness of Paul’s direction, we must notice that the text involves more than the “interests of others.”  Just as we must set aside our self, so we must build up the self of the other.  This is much more than “interests.”  This is enhancing whatever is required in order for the other to become all that God intended.  Of course there are personal interests involved, but what God intends goes far beyond personal interest.  God intends each one of us to play a part in the restoration of the Kingdom, in the grand purposes of the ‘olam ha’ba and in an eternal glorification of the Creator.  Personal interests end with me.  God does not stop there.  When I consider the “self” of the other, I must factor in God’s point-of-view and that means I must treat the other with eternal gloves.  What matters most is not my interests or even the interests of the other.  What matters most is what God is doing in my life and the lives of all the others I affect and unless I see them through God’s eyes I will never fulfill Paul’s command.

In order to accomplish what Paul commands I must practice seeing others as God sees them.  This takes work!  We have a natural desire to survive and survival training usually leads us to consider ourselves first.  This motivation, this power, is the domain of the yetzer ha’ra.  Now Paul desires us to redirect this natural and necessary energy so that it serves the other person.  This is nothing more (or less) than fulfilling the commandment to love our neighbor.  But it isn’t easy and it isn’t the usual first priority.  That means we need plenty of deliberately chosen acts of kindness toward others if we are going to reroute this natural propensity.  We must choose to be sensitive to the opportunity to serve.  We must practice a heightened awareness of the fragile consciousness of the other.  We must think, speak and act toward others in ways that demonstrate godly concern.  And we must willingly repent of all those missteps when the yetzer ha’ra got the best of us.  What matters most is worshipping the Father by loving His children.
Topical Index:  personal interests, self, other, Philippians 2:3-5
October 10   So Rachel said, “With mighty wrestlings I have wrestled with my sister, and I have indeed prevailed.” And she named him Naphtali.  Genesis 30:8  NASB

Altered States

Mighty – What a tangled verse!  Avraham Weiss translates Rachel’s statement as “I wrestled with God and prevailed.”  But you won’t find that in English.  Instead, English translators interpret elohim as “mighty.”  The Hebrew is naphtule elohim niphtalti.  Onkelos, the Aramaic translator, considers prayer a form of wrestling, that is, “complete entanglement of one’s whole self with another – with the Other.”
  Jewish translators view Rachel’s real struggle as wrestling with God, not with her sister.  So elohim is translated as we find it in most of its occurrences.  The NASB only makes a marginal note about this, and leaves the translation with a lot less impact.  Weiss notes that tefilla (prayer) is an “anagram of petila, meaning twisting or wrestling.”
  He notices that real prayer is being bound, twisted around, by the presence of God.  The purpose of prayer is to feel God’s presence—and that often requires enormous struggle and exhausting effort.  Perhaps that’s why we avoid it.

Let’s pause for a moment and think about prayer.  The quick definition is grossly inadequate.  Yes, prayer is conversation with God, but that hardly captures what actually occurs when prayer becomes real.  Perfunctory prayer maintains the nice border between control and chaos.  It keeps God in heaven and allows us to take charge of the earth.  But perfunctory prayer is infinitely unsatisfying because we do not experience what we most desire—the presence of the Creator.  We say our prayers while resisting ego destruction.  We maintain our crafted identities by rejecting the pressure of the Spirit to wrestle with God.  Our prayers are nice, proper spiritual etiquette.  They are a long, long way from the agony of sweating drops of blood in struggle with the Father.  And as a result, they are a long, long way from face-down encounter.  We desperately want the presence of God while we desperately cling to control.  We know the person at the brook Jabbok will overcome us so we stay away from the water’s edge.  And we feel lost.

What if we did enter the fight?  What if we decided to expose our real emptiness to God?  What if we stopped trying to control things and released all those emotions into the night?  Would we die?  Would we be any worse than we are now—pretenders?  Would it be so terrible to have God’s hand cripple us?  Then, at least we would know we met Him.  How can we expect to have our names changed if we bow our heads and fold our hands instead of battling, fighting, grunting, scraping and losing!  Would it really be so bad to lose a fight with God?  Do you think He will touch us without wrestling?

Prayer is the great obstacle to faith.  As we imagine it, faith should be clear, neatly organized, doctrinally correct, capable of rational articulation and, more than anything else, emotionally controlled.  But that isn’t biblical faith.  That is faith in our own reasonable conclusions about God examined from a distance.  When we get close, it all falls apart and then we realize that faith is encounter—encounter with someone who is not subject to our rules of engagement, who is not civil or polite.  Faith is devastation at the hands of the Creator.  It is unraveling.

No wonder we keep prayer in a box.

Topical Index:  prayer, wrestling, Genesis 30:8, tefilla, petila, Avraham Weiss
October 11 God made the beasts of the earth after their kind, and the cattle after their kind, and everything that creeps on the ground after its kind; and God saw that it was good.  Genesis 1:25  NASB

Missing 

It was good – Sometimes the most important thing is what’s missing.  Of course, we wouldn’t notice what’s missing unless we are paying close attention to the differences.  The pronouncement that the creation is good occurs in five places.  Each new development in God’s creative activity is proclaimed good—except one, the last one, the creation of Man.  Each time God finishes a cycle the text adds ki tov, except when He creates Man in His own image.  That time there is no such declaration.  That missing phrase raises a very important question.  Why is everything else considered good from the beginning but Man is not?

Avraham Weiss offers the following:  “This is because whether a human being is good or not depends on his or her deeds.  Ki tov – ‘it was good’ – is a more appropriate refrain after the human being has lived a wholesome life, after having made the proper choices.”
  This little bit of missing information has enormous consequences.  First, it assumes that Man is created with the capacity for both right and wrong choices.  It is not the case that Man is created good and at the Fall becomes evil.  Rather, Man is created innocent and must choose between good and evil.  The liberal idea that all men are essentially good is just as mistaken as the Christian idea that all men since Adam are essentially evil.  To be in God’s image is to choose and choice requires that both directions are possible.

Second, this statement about the creation of Man sets aside any subsequent theology that opposes law and grace.  If the final determination about my life is the result of how I choose, then grace does not wipe away responsibility nor does it guarantee eternal reward.  Grace provides the means for reconciliation.  How I choose after I have been redeemed is the basis for ki tov.  I could do nothing to rescue myself, but I must do everything to maintain the relationship with the One who rescued me.  Luther’s idea that law was overcome by grace is a mistaken view of creation, a mistaken view that has affected centuries of Christian theology.  There is no opposition between grace and law.  Both are essential because neither one can function without the other.

Finally, Torah becomes vitally important.  How am I to determine which choices will lead to ki tov unless I have God’s instructions?  I simply cannot make it up as I go along because the final verdict is not mine to determine.  God must decide if I will qualify for His pronouncement and that means I must know what He expects.  The Genesis account establishes the utter necessity of Torah.  To pretend otherwise is to put life in peril.

Ki tov are the words we seek.  At the end of the day, they are the only words that matter.

Topical Index:  ki tov, it was good, Genesis 1:25, Man, Torah, grace
October 12 Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin my mother conceived me.  Psalm 51:5  NASB

Anxiety Attack

In iniquity – In Hebrew, hen-be-awwon comes first in the sentence.  “Behold-in-iniquity” is the opening cry.  English translations regularly transpose this forlorn sound of desperation by placing the verb before it, as if David is concerned with his origin rather than his present state of being.  Previous examination (19 September 2015) of this famous verse suggests that David is not referring to his actual conception or birth but rather to his current distress.  He is reflecting on what it feels like now to see his entire world dismantled because of sin.  He feels as if he has been hopelessly mired in a world filled with disobedience, that it has overtaken him and for all intents and purposes, his life has been nothing but rebellion.  By the way, every addict knows exactly what David is feeling.  Every battle seems like one more fight in a lifetime of war.  Every defeat seems like the bell tolling for the walking dead.  Every temptation reminds one of endless struggle.

This is in alignment with Rabbi Kook’s comment about David’s deepest need, teshuva.  According to Rabbi Kook, “teshuva does not deal with a specific wrong.  Rather, it has to do with a general feeling of despondency and estrangement from God.  Teshuva means a return to the self, to the godliness inherent in every human being. . . Teshuva . . . means to remember that tzelem E-lohim makes us who we are.”
 “A person does not conjure up the memory of a past sin or sins, but in a general way he feels terribly depressed.  He feels himself pervaded by sin; that the divine light does not shine on him; that there is nothing noble in him; that his heart is unfeeling.”
  David to a tee!  And me!  And every addict who has ever let the crushing weight of defeated attempts to change press itself upon his shoulders.  We are “born in iniquity” because for as long as we can remember we have been in this fight with no signs of relief, rescue or redemption.  Life is the hell of desiring to be righteous and discovering we are not—over and over again.

With the insights of Rabbi Kook, it seems impossible to imagine that David is issuing a theological proclamation about the effects of original sin.  David is just like you and me, perhaps even more so since he is almost completely in touch with his emotions.  David feels the absence of the Lord, the despondency about living apart, the anguish in realizing that his entire life and all of his past choices have brought him to this place of agony.  David knows what it is like to despair of living.  It isn’t Bathsheba or Uriah that are the issue here.  It is the whole package, the total summary of all those small things that led him to the precipice.  That is why David can proclaim, “Against You and You only.”  All along it has been a battle of inches with the God of the cosmos.

Teshuva means return, not repentance for some particular sin, but return to the way God made us—to be in fellowship with Him.  Those of us who know what it means to be “born in iniquity” cry out with David, hoping against hope that we have not been abandoned to ourselves.  Teshuva is the only solution to the emptiness within.  It is return to something we once knew long, long ago—a distant memory of peacefulness.

Topical Index:  teshuva, iniquity, awon, Psalm 51:5
October 13  “For after I turned back, I repented; and after I was instructed, I smote on my thigh; I was ashamed and also humiliated because I bore the reproach of my youth.”  Jeremiah 31:19  NASB

Talmudic Wisdom

Turned back – Shuv.  To turn back.  To return.  To turn around.  Shuv assumes prior defeat.  One does not turn back from victory.  One turns back from failure.  Perhaps this says it best:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=45mMioJ5szc
Teshuva, the noun of repentance, assumes that we have failed.  There is no restoration unless there is collapse.  But the Talmud offers a unique and crucial insight into our condition.  “Every time the Talmud records an individual who speaks of doing something wrong, the third person singular is used—hahu gavra, ‘that person’—as if the individual had been overtaken by an outer evil force.  When the individual recalls having acted righteously, however, the first person singular—ana—is used, as righteousness is one’s true self.”
  

Consider for a moment the importance of this tiny change.  Brought up in the world after Luther, we have been taught that there is nothing good within us, that we are sinners from birth and our only hope of restoration is completely outside of ourselves.  We believe that unless God acts upon us, we are irreconcilably lost.  We have no motivation to seek any answers deep within because we expect to find only more dross.  But the Hebraic view does not treat Luther as the authority on Scripture.  Consequently, it does not share the idea that human beings are essentially flawed.  Of course YHVH must be involved in the restoration, but the process requires more than an outside agent’s magical transformation.  It requires a return to the original design, a design that YHVH Himself constructed.  That design, however marred by disobedience, is still latently present, waiting to be resurrected within.  The deep work of deliverance requires, as Paul noted, our active participation with fear and trembling alongside the work of the Father.  In the Hebraic world there is very good reason for looking within because that’s where we will ultimately find ourselves.  Avraham Weiss notes that the Sefer Emet interprets the verse concerning Abel’s sacrifice as follows:  “Abel brought himself [his inner I] with the sacrifice, and therefore it was accepted before the Lord, Blessed Be He.”
  

Perhaps prayer is obstructed by the inheritance of Reformation thinking.  If we believe that nothing good lies within, why would we ever attempt to present our deepest concerns, hopes and dreams to the Father?  Instead, we would be motivated to hide from Him those abominable inner longings, and as a result, our prayers remain on the surface. We feel the desperate need to pray but by the time the words reach our lips they have been reduced to polite, acceptable banter—as unsatisfying as elevator music.  We read David’s prayers and discover an intensity that we long to experience but have been trained to avoid.  And so we opt out.  We just don’t pray because the whole experience makes us feel so uncomfortable.  Perhaps we must begin with a workshop in crying.

Topical Index:  prayer, teshuva, Jeremiah 31:19
October 14  He said to me, “Son of man, can these bones live?” And I answered, “O Lord God, You know.”  Ezekiel 37:3  NASB

Skeletons in the Closet

Bones live – How is it possible for skeletons to live?  Maybe you thought this was just a question about the end times?  Maybe you read Ezekiel’s vision as if it were some sort of Messianic prophecy or something.  Then ask again, “How is it possible for your dry bones to live?”  How is it possible for those ossified remains of your attempts to survive to have new life?  How do you deal with all the skeletons in your closet?  What will happen so that you restore the loss you experienced when you stripped away the good you wanted to do and settled for the pleasure you could get?  

In one sense, we are all dried bones.  We have all hungered and thirsted our lives away by choosing what we thought we needed at the moment instead of what we ultimately wanted at the end.  What we needed was life—real righteousness, real peace, real fellowship with God and men.  But in the midst of our struggle to survive we chose to fill that need with whatever could provide relief now!  We were exhausted from the battle.  We were discouraged from countless defeats.  We didn’t see any actual path out of our depression.  And we were familiar with the terrain of our less-than-whole existence.  So we chose to stay captive.  Some days overcoming once more just seemed to be more than we were capable of doing.  Dry bones filled our unspectacular lives, convincing us that were we as good as dead anyway.

That’s why Ezekiel’s vision cannot be about some far off eschatological miracle day of final resurrection.  Frankly, we can’t wait that long.  If there is going to be any life for us, it must come sooner than some day after tomorrow.  
Perhaps it helps a bit to know that the Hebrew word ‘atsemot (bones) is derived from the verb ‘atsom, a word that means, “to be strong, mighty, great.”  So bones are not signs of failure or desiccation or dereliction.  The fact that there are any bones at all is a portend to power, to something that can become strong again as it once was and as it was intended to be.  Dry bones are hope, not defeat.  The skeleton needs only the Spirit to live again.  Ezekiel’s vision doesn’t look toward Genesis.  God is not starting over.  God is restoring what has been made dry and lifeless.  You thought those skeletons in the closet were worthless weights of shame.  God sees them as the foundation of renewed life, the basis for rebuilding.  God made you.  He is not going to throw you away in order to make someone else.  Perhaps the first step in making bones alive is to recognize that they are my bones.  My past belongs to me and even if it is far from what God wanted, it is mine to give to Him for restoration.  As long as I keep the skeletons in my closet, denying them even a place in the house I occupy, God cannot give me new life.  They just keep my house chained to a gravesite.

Topical Index:  bones, ‘atsemot, renewal, Ezekiel 37:3
October 15  He said to me, “Son of man, can these bones live?” And I answered, “O Lord God, You know.”  Ezekiel 37:3  NASB

Can We Be Saved?

You know – yadaetta.  “You know.”  Implication?  I don’t know!  In fact, no one except You, Lord, knows.  No point in speculating.  No guessimating.  No wishful thinking.  No theological pontificating either.  “Only You know, Lord.”  Can we be revived from the desiccated bones we have become due to our own neglect, our selfish choices, our willful disobedience?  Only God knows.  

Do you find that comforting or terrifying?  The answer depends on your confidence in your current relationship with the Father.  If it is good, intimate and deep, you will probably find the answer comforting.  It’s wonderful to know that YHVH cares so much for you.  It’s marvelous to see Him bring you back to life day by day.  But if your relationship with the Father is strained, tempestuous, perhaps even absent, then the answer will be terrifying.  Clearly you don’t know how this is going to turn out, and if He isn’t telling you, everything is at risk.

That might even propel you to become more withdrawn.  You might feel as if you need more protective cover.  But that would only exacerbate the problem.  Faith is counterintuitive.  When we find ourselves threatened by the possibility that we cannot stand before Him, our natural reaction is to run, to protect ourselves with more barriers, excuses and addictive tranquilizers of our fears.  We become like Adam who tried to hide his lack of transparency with “leaves” over his privacy.  But the distance grows, the absence intensifies, the fears increase.  What is needed is just the opposite of our inclination.  What is needed is pain—the pain of standing still in the light.  We cannot know if God will revive us while we are fleeing His refining fire.  But we can know if we stand still and get burned.  In order to live we must first be charred—a sacrifice consumed on the altar as a sweet savor to the Lord.  What lives must first die.  So step forward and become what you are—dry bones—so that He can breathe upon you.

The Genesis story of the Fall is very old.  It contains many, many levels of meaning.  It is a tribal account that pushes us to see ourselves in the characters in the story.  When Adam sins, he realizes that he is no longer innocent.  He now has an inner, hidden consciousness much like the duplicitous serpent.  There is something about him that he does not want others to see.  So he constructs a covering.  The Hebrew is aleh te’enah, quite unusual since the root is ala, “to go up, to climb, to ascend.”  It is a word commonly associated with the ascent of the smoke from the burnt sacrifice.  Te’enah may be “fig,” but we can hardly imagine the Adam waited for a fig to climb up over him.  Davidson suggests that the term is borrowed from another language and is properly connected to the idea of a belt of pride, a display of military prowess.  This means Adam attempted to cover himself with his pride.  The suggestion is telling.  How many times have we also attempted to dismiss guilt by enlisting pride?  Whatever may be the origin, it is clear that Adam wished to hide something.  And that raises a complicated question.  What is it that Adam wishes to hide?

Our Christian history directs us to think that Adam and Eve attempted to hide their genitals.  But this doesn’t make any sense.  YHVH query, “Who told you that you were naked?” implies that covering the genitals had no prior significance.  Why should sexual organs suddenly become the focus of sinful disobedience?  No other creature in the entire creation attempts to cover the means of sexual reproduction.  It seems quite unlikely that this is any part of Adam’s sudden realization of the loss of innocence.  What happens to Adam is an internal awareness, not an abrupt consciousness of sexuality.  What Adam attempts to cover is a change in his heart, not his genitals.  The typical paintings of Adam and Eve with fig leaves completely misinterprets the story, and as a result, perpetuates a puritan sexuality as if modesty were the sin in the Garden.  But as we all know, fully dressed does not mean righteous, nor does naked mean sinful.

Let’s abolish this cultural interpretation once and for all.  If Genesis 2:25 is correct, they were both naked but not ashamed.  The Fall is not about clothing.  It is also not about sex.  It is about the deceit of a heart turned away from the Creator.  What Adam desperately wishes to hide is his fragmented self.  The idea of fig leaves is cultural, not theological.

Ezekiel answers, “You know, Lord.”  Restoration is in the hands of the Creator.  We can absolutely know our depravity.  That is the gift of the serpent.  We know without a shadow of doubt that we have something to hide.  But whether or not we will be restored is not something we are privileged to know on our own.  For that we must rely on the Creator.  He knows that outcome, just as He anticipated our inadequate “fig leaf” answer.

Topical Index: yadaetta, you know, fig leaves, aleh te’enah, pride, Fall, sex, Genesis 1:25, Ezekiel 37:3
October 16  Then the Lord passed by in front of him and proclaimed, “The Lord, the Lord God, compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in lovingkindness and truth;  Exodus 34:6  NASB
The Last 24

Compassionate – Consider the last twenty-four hours.  Oh, not the ones that have just gone by, although after the coming investigation you might want to reflect on those as well.  No, I’m talking about the last 24, those 24 hours you will have just before you die.  Of course, most of us don’t know that those hours are actually the last 24.  That’s why the rabbis exhort us to repent the day before we die.  But, just for a moment, imagine that you do know that these are your last 24.  What would you do if you had only 24 hours left?  Ah, and now you see why you might want to think about the last 24 hours you just had because I’m guessing that during those last 24 you did a lot of things that you would have changed if you knew they were your last 24.

So make a plan for your last 24.  What would you include?  What would you leave out?  One thing I know is that I would want to see my children.  But as soon as I say that I realize that it would take nearly all of the 24 hours just to do that since they live very far from me.  Just the travel time would eat up most of the 24 and leave me with very few minutes to actually talk with them.  A tragedy of the modern world.  We live disconnected from each other these days, both in time and space.  And if we had only 24 hours left, we might find it nearly impossible to actually have any time at all with the ones we love the most.  

What else?  Would I make a concerted effort to pray?  If my past 24 are any indication of my ability to accomplish that in the last 24, the answer is probably something like, “Yes, I would try,” but the result would probably be the same.  A mind filled with distracting thoughts, an inability to concentrate and, frankly, no real agenda, no sense of purpose other than duty, no intimate and compelling drive.  That’s probably because my last 24 did not include any real effort to make prayer a priority.  I am not in the habit and I realize that habits take a long time to develop.  It’s unlikely that I will make much progress with only 24 hours left.  In this case, good intentions don’t mean much.

Would I read the Scriptures?  Yes, and here I know I would have some success since I have been studying them for many years.  But if I had only 24 hours left, I think the pressure to accomplish, to fill my life with the things that I didn’t yet complete, would probably crowd out any lengthy study time.  After all, when I die I will have as much time as I need to study His word.  If I have only 24 left on this earth, then I would be inclined to crowd in as much of this earth as I could.  Heaven can wait.

And that makes me realize that if I had only 24 left, perhaps the greatest thing I could do is to offer my last 24 to someone in need.  Perhaps the fact that YHVH describes Himself first as rahum (compassionate) is the clue I need to step into eternity prepared.  Perhaps compassion is the link between this world and the next, and the one thing that would bring my life to its fulfillment in my last 24.  And that makes me think, “Well, was I compassionate in the last 24?  Did I exhibit God’s character during the 24 hours I just borrowed from Him?”  

Were my past 24 a representation of my last 24?

Topical Index:  rahum, compassionate, Exodus 34:6, death
October 17  How blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked,

Nor stand in the path of sinners, Nor sit in the seat of scoffers!  Psalm 1:1 NASB
What You Do While Waiting

How blessed – What should we do now while we are waiting for the return or an exit?  Do we just continue with the routine punctuated by moments of insight and recommitments to improve?  Do we enlist ourselves in causes worthy of the character of God?  Do we do our best to sort out the trivial but necessary from the important but voluntary?  Or do we just hope for someone to tell us how to live in the midst of all this confusion?  David makes it quite clear that blessing comes from avoiding actions associated with the wicked, but what does that mean for positive choices?

“In kabbalistic thought, the goal of humankind is to achieve an all-encompassing sense of tikkun.  According to Lurianic Kabbala, the world is in a state of shevirat hekelim, broken vessels.  In this state of brokenness, the human being is under stress, often feeling disconnected from all that surrounds him or her.  The purpose of Torah, according to this perspective, is tikkun, which literally means ‘fixing’ but figuratively refers to ‘repairing’ or ‘uniting’ the world on all levels.  The concept of tikkun calls on us to unite with our planet in the spirit of ecological peace, to unite with each other in warm camaraderie, and to unite with God in absolute harmony.”
  Kabbala might be suspect at the philosophical level, but in terms of practical application, these objectives seem to offer a great summary of the biblical idea of peace on earth.  This means that we who wait are asked to take steps to achieve tikkun—and that every step we take in this direction is a fulfillment of our purpose in the delay before the end.  We are lovers in search of our beloved, just as the woman in the Song finds herself searching the city.  That emptiness, that feeling of being out of place, that tinge of despair known to those who love deeply and yearn for the confirming touch, is part of the waiting and is therefore the reason why we must be involved in tikkun.  We are the fixers on the wall, the menders at home, the craftsmen of comforting, the directors of the desperate.  Peace on earth is our responsibility and also our reward during the time between the birth and consummation of our love.

So what to do now?  Well, choose something!  Choose something that repairs the world.  Something that enlists your passion, that brings integrity and wholeness to wherever you are.  And do it with the intensity of love for the One who seems absent at the moment.  Do it as though it is a gift that will woo the Lover back to your side.  Engage yourself to enthrall.  

The truth is that God never left.  He is just hidden.  And He is hidden so that we have the opportunity to do something that reveals.  If He were constantly visible, radiantly present in every moment, why would we strive to produce tikkun.  There would be no need.  But because He is disguised in His world, concealed in the sunset, the storm, the eyes of another, the glow of goodness, because He is camouflaged in distress, clouded in confusion, cloaked in concern, we are set free to disclose His every facet.  No overpowering awe, burning us with blinding power.  Just the tiny glimpses of a lover among the shadows.  In tikkun we peel back the edges of the universe so that our Lover can slip into life unnoticed by anyone but His treasured ones.
Tikkun.  Where does that drive you today?

Topical Index:  tikkun, repair, restore, fix, blessed, ashre, Psalm 1:1, Avraham Weiss
October 18  And he said, “Who are You, Lord?” And He said, “I am Jesus whom you are persecuting,  Acts 9:5 NASB
Changing the Subject

Who are you? – Good question, wrong subject.  Sha’ul asks the right question but of the wrong person.  The question should have been, “Who am I?”  Of course, Sha’ul recognized immediately that the person he encountered was a divine figure.  The text uses the Greek kyrios, a title of honor, respect and power associated in the first century with rulers, kings and gods.  For Sha’ul, a man who believed in only one supreme being, the use of the title does not imply equality with YHVH.  It implies a person who is to be regarded as divine in the first century use of the term.  But let’s leave all that cultural background aside and pay attention to the question.

Christian commentaries typically suggest that this verse is associated with Saul’s conversion.  They imply that this is the point where Saul realizes that Jesus is God and subsequently becomes a Christian.  All that theology is anachronistic, of course.  Sha’ul doesn’t covert.  He doesn’t suddenly become a Trinitarian.  He never stops being Jewish.  So we can set that diversion aside and ask, “Why would Sha’ul ask this question?”  The answer is that he encounters something totally unexpected, but not unimaginable.  That is to say, he asks the identity of the person he is encountering.  He does not ask about the legitimacy of his current beliefs nor of the encounter itself.   The experience is real.  His commitment to monotheism is real.  The issue is simply who is this person revealed in the vision.  The answer given is that this person is the Messiah Yeshua.

But the real question should have been, “Who am I in this encounter with you?”  You see, as a result of the answer, Sha’ul did change—radically.  He realized that his current direction was wrongheaded.  He realized that Yeshua was the Messiah.  He realized that Yeshua should be his lord.  So after three years of contemplation, he changed the entire direction of his life.  He took a different road but he did not become someone divested of his past.  All that he was simply became focused in another way.  In other words, as a result of his encounter with the Messiah, Sha’ul became the person YHVH had intended him to be from the beginning.  The Damascus road was simply the vehicle that allowed Sha’ul the opportunity to decide where to go.  The question he asked needed a change of subject before it could be fully answered.

It is the same with us.  We encounter the Messiah.  We suddenly realize that he is lord (capital L, if you like).  That is to say, we recognize that he has authority over our lives and that we owe him our allegiance.  The question is not about who he is.  He knows, and we know, who he is.  The question is about who we are.  Are we going to be the people he desires?  Are we going to become the servants and friends he sees us becoming?  Are we going to pick up the assignment given by YHVH to each of us and do all we can to become what YHVH intended?  It’s not, “Who are you?”  It’s “Who am I—now that I know who you are?”

Topical Index:  who, tis, Acts 9:5, conversion
October 19  If I ascend to heaven, You are there; If I make my bed in Sheol, behold, You are there.  Psalm 139:8  NASB

Nightmares

In Sheol – This verse is often used as a proof text for the omnipresence of God, but I don’t think David had any theological doctrine in mind when he wrote it.  It seems unimaginable to me that David, a boy who lived under the stars and a king who listened to the Spirit, had any problems at all with the breadth of God’s kingdom.  Besides, this poem is about intimacy with God, not theological arguments.  Basically David is saying that no matter what we do, God knows us, cares for us, examines us and watches over us.  With this emotional ethos in mind, David’s statement about Sheol is far less concerned with the scope of omnipresence than it is about something far more relevant.  Frankly, it’s about where God is when we make life hell on earth.

There is a big difference between feeling the absence of God and ignoring His presence.  The emotional result might seem to be the same, that is, abandonment, but the reasons for the result are radically different.  I feel the absence of God when my life takes twists and turns I didn’t expect or prepare for and I am aware of my helplessness.  It’s like finding that the tub overflowed from the apartment above, the ceiling is about to collapse and the landlord in nowhere to be found.  Absence does not make the heart grow fonder.  Absence makes the heart afraid.  When we feel as if life is careening out of control but God is nowhere to be found, we experience absence.  It’s not always bad, by the way, since our cognitive theology tells us that God really hasn’t left.  We just feel as if He has, and this presents us with the opportunity to affirm our trust in Him even in the midst of impending panic.  We learn.  Absence is a teacher of faith.

But sometimes we make our beds in Sheol.  Sometimes we know full well that God should be present but we choose to ignore Him because Sheol is delicious at the moment.  Ah, it soon becomes a nightmare (or later).  Then we may realize that God was there all the time even if we pretended He wasn’t.  This is not experiencing absence.  This is experiencing the denial of His presence.

Now let’s try this verse again.  First David writes that if he should ascend to heaven, that is, go to the obvious place of God’s residence, he will discover (not surprisingly) that God is on His throne.  Things in heaven are just as they should be.  The Creator is in residence.  But, writes David, suppose “I make my bed” in Sheol.  This is not accidental.  This is a deliberate act to encamp in the dark recesses of the world, to take up abode in those delicious nightmares.  Suppose, writes David, that I deliberately chose a place where I don’t acknowledge God’s presence, where I think that He might not visit because the place is so unrighteous.  My guess is that we all know such places, not because they are figments of our imaginations but because we have spent a few nights in these corners of the globe.  What do we find?  David exclaims, “My goodness.  God was in this place and I didn’t know it!” (compare Jacob).  But of course he knew it.  He just didn’t want to know it while he was there.  There isn’t anyplace where we can escape from God.  Not even the nightmare places will keep Him out.  And that’s the important point here.  

The point is not that God is everywhere.  The point is that God is everywhere I choose to go.  There is no hole I can crawl into where God is really absent.  That means there is no place that I can construct where God doesn’t show up even if I choose to ignore His presence.  And that means that God knows all my nightmare, escapist, pretend-you-aren’t-here places.  And He knows when I choose to visit them.  So since He is there before I arrive, why do I feel alone when I check in?  Simple.  Because there is a difference between feeling God’s absence and ignoring His presence.

The next time you make a reservation at Nightmare Hotel, ask yourself which of these two is driving you.

Topical Index:  Sheol, absence, presence, Psalm 139:8

October 20  nevertheless knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the Law but through faith in Christ Jesus, even we have believed in Christ Jesus, so that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by the works of the Law; since by the works of the Law no flesh will be justified.  Galatians 2:16  NASB
Dwight Pryor on Sinful Nature

In – What a difference it makes to change even a single preposition!  Galatians 2:16 uses the Greek genitive case for the nouns Iesous and Christos.  This means the words should be translated “of” not “in.”  It is the faith of Yeshua that produces justification, not our belief in Yeshua.  Catholic scholar Felix Just makes some significant remarks about this mistranslation, noting that ideas like faith, salvation and justification are not states of being but rather relational processes (see http://catholic-resources.org/Bible/Paul-Justification.htm, although I disagree with his conclusions about Torah).  

In his excellent lecture series on Paul, Dwight Pryor clearly demonstrated that changes like this resulted from the Church adopting a Platonic-Augustinian view of human nature not warranted by the Scriptures.  Here are summary remarks from Pryor’s lectures:

1. According to Christian doctrine, Adam and Eve were created perfect and their souls were immortal.  But the Torah teaches that they were created innocent, not perfect, with the potential for immortality.  The separation of body and soul is an imported idea not found in the Genesis text.

2.  In the Christian view, God created death as punishment for sin.  But if Genesis 3 is descriptive, not prescriptive, then it describes the inevitable consequence of disobedience, namely, mortality.  It is not about God punishing human beings with death but rather about what it means to be separated from the God of life.

3.  In his influential work, The City of God, Augustine adopted a Platonic view of Man and defined our true destiny as residence in heaven as immortal souls.  Augustine’s view followed Plato by considering the material (body) essentially corrupt and therefore not capable of immortality.  This created the dualism that still infects Christian thought, a dualism not found in the Hebraic world.

4.  By the 4th Century, Christianity organized itself around the Apostle’s Creed and the sacraments.  Righteousness became an imputed action – a “legal” fiction – as conceived by Luther.  The focus turned toward the individual, not humanity.  Faith, as a state of being, was now personal and the objective of salvation was to get to heaven.   The Reformers added a penal theory of atonement, not found among the Apostles or the early Church fathers.  The Apostles provided no theory of atonement.  They just used imagery from Jewish thought, such as victory, ransom, reconciliation, sacrifice, suffering, and adoption.  There are many different views in the parables but the Western mind wants the answer.  Once again we see that Hebraic teaching is directed toward practical and relational actions where Christian theology is directed toward fixed states of being.

5.  Categories of Roman law became the central idea of justification but justification is only mentioned two times by Paul.  Many other Jewish ideas are more dominant.  Consequently, Christians tend to read the Jewish texts as if it were Roman law, that is, as if they were about punishment and reward, not guidance for a community.  The texts become descriptions of God as the great Policeman in the Sky rather than relational instructions about how to walk in the world for individual and unique communities.  Paul’s rabbinic approach is ignored.

6.  The Geneva Bible of 1599  completely misunderstood Romans 5:12  (“even so death went over all men in whom all men have sinned”).   This is a mistranslation of the Greek into Latin.  In Latin the phrase is “en quo” – in whom – but in Greek it is “because.”  Luther, Calvin, Piper and Sproul all follow Augustine in this.  This mistaken translation fuels the idea that all men were represented in Adam and that all men deserve death due to Adam’s sin.  The doctrine of original sin is generated from this translation.  The foundation of original sin is that we inherit guilt from Adam and therefore we die, but the texts suggest that we inherit death, not guilt, because each one of us sins.  The issue for Paul is mortality, not legal status.
7.  In Jewish law the idea of original sin is blasphemy against God.  After all, God’s image is in Man.  If Man is essentially sinful, what does that imply about God’s image?  According the Jewish thinking, “choice” is the crucial term.  If Augustine is correct, then God is cruel and capricious, consigning men to eternal death as a result of being born.

8.  There is an important distinction between propitiation and expiation.  Propitiation is  always about the person while expiation is always about the object.  To expiate death is to deflect death so the consequence no longer applies.  It is to be set free to the domain of the Messiah.  Expiation is about the problem of the consequence of sin. 

I highly recommend these lectures.  They are clear and concise.

Topical Index:  Dwight Pryor, sinful nature, death, atonement, Augustine, Galatians 2:16

October 21 “It shall come about, if you listen obediently to my commandments which I am commanding you today, to love the Lord your God and to serve Him with all your heart and all your soul,  Deuteronomy 11:13  NASB

Serving the Lord

To serve Him with all your heart – Maimonides points out that the Hebrew expression, le’ovdo bekol levavkem, has more than one meaning.  As Avraham Weiss notes:  “Le is the prefix ‘to.’  Ovdo is associated with avoda, work.  And while le’ovdo is commonly viewed as a compound of la’avod Oto, ‘to serve Him,’ it can also mean la’avod Ito, ‘to work with Him.’”
  Weiss suggests that prayer is, in fact, a cooperative venture with God, a time when we engage our best efforts on His behalf and He empowers us to accomplish His will.  In other words, prayer is the process by which the world is restored.  It is not limited to communicating concerns, praise or requests.  Prayer can actually be the actions I take when I am involved in tikkun, “repairing.”  As Heschel once remarked, “I am praying with my feet.”

Weiss’ footnote about the interpretation of Soloveitchik’s view of Maimonides is instructive:

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik understands Maimonidean prayer as reflecting the ever present feeling of human inadequacy and inner struggle.  In his words: “[Maimonides regarded] daily life itself as being existentially in straits, inducing in the sensitive person feelings of despair, a brooding sense of life’s meaninglessness, absurdity, lack of fulfillment.  It is a persistent tzara, which exists bekol yom, daily.  The word tzara connotes more than external trouble; it suggests and emotional and intellectual condition in which man sees himself as hopelessly trapped in a vast, impersonal universe, desolate, without hope.”

The need to pray, according to Maimonides, comes from the petitioner as an expression of constant angst when God is not near.

To view prayer as cooperative effort is to welcome God back into the daily struggle and to lean upon His promise in spite of the feeling of His absence.  Taking action under these circumstances is in essence to say, “Lord, I am going to repair this world in ways that I am able, and You, Lord, who have called me to this task, I invite to join me so that I may accomplish what You desire and in the process discover that You are here with me.”
If your prayers seem to bounce off a lead ceiling, perhaps it is time to pray with your feet.

Topical Index:  prayer, with, serve, le’ovdo, la’avod Ito, work, Deuteronomy 11:13
October 22  But the tax collector, standing some distance away, was even unwilling to lift up his eyes to heaven, but was beating his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, the sinner!’  Luke 18:13  NASB

I’m Tore Down

Beating – In the words of Eric Clapton, [CLICK HERE]  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SgOX1qrN1O4.  Rabbi Hirsch gives us the Hebraic version:

Hitpallel, from which ‘tefilla’ is derived, originally meant to deliver an opinion about oneself, to judge oneself—or an inner attempt at so doing, such as the hitpa’el form of the Hebrew verb frequently denotes.  In other words, an attempt to gain a true judgment of oneself.  Thus it denotes to step out of active life in order to attempt to gain a true judgment about oneself, that is, about one’s ego, about one’s relationship to God and the world, and of God and the world to oneself.  It strives to infuse mind and heart with the power of such judgment as will direct both anew to active life—purified, sublimated, strengthened.  The procedure of arousing such self-judgment is called ‘tefilla’ . . .

Accordingly, you should at times tear yourself loose from this existence which endangers your true life, and strive in tefilla to renew your strength for life and regain your right and your will for truth, righteousness and love, as well as the power and the courage for victorious battle.

In other words, tear yourself down!  In the world of spirituality, we might call this a “retreat,” but just getting away is not the goal.  The goal is serious self-evaluation, sequestered from life’s dangers (like cooking, cleaning, going to the job, arguing with the children, mowing the lawn, etc.).  They don’t look like dangers because they are so ubiquitous, but reflection demonstrates that each of these tiny trivial but necessary activities pulls us toward unconscious routine, and that is deadly to awareness of God.  So, tear yourself down!  Step away from all of it.  Meditate in a quiet place.  Or, as the tax collector chose, beat your breast in abject acknowledgment that all that stands between you and judgment is the mercy of the Lord.

The Lucan text uses the Greek verb typto, to strike.  It’s not a gentle reminder.  The word can mean “to strike dead” or “to smite an enemy.”  Here it is about physical blows expressing deep emotional distress.  It is the same verb used of the scourging of the Messiah.  The tax collector forces himself to step out of his comfortable routine and anonymity before God by squarely dealing with his true spiritual state.  What he finds is frightening.  His spontaneous reaction is self-inflicted punishment.  Perhaps stepping away from our numbing routines would lead us to the same conclusion.  But we will never know as long as there is no hitpallel in tefilla.
Topical Index: hitpallel, judgment, tefilla, prayer, beat, typto, Luke 18:13
October 23  Turn away my eyes from looking at vanity, and revive me in Your ways.  Psalm 119:37  NASB

Dismissed!

Looking at vanity – The NIV renders the verse, “Turn my eyes away from worthless things; preserve my life according to your word.”  A footnote explains that two manuscripts of the Masoretic text and the Dead Sea scrolls justify this reading, but most Masoretic texts read, “preserve my life in your way.”  We should not be surprised that these two different readings exist.  After all, “in Your way” can only mean “according to Your word” in Hebraic thought.  Torah is always the basis of instruction for living.  This fact helps us understand the larger meaning of the complete sentence.  The Psalmist asks God to turn his eyes from shaw, but we have to know what qualifies as “vanity” or “worthless things” before we can understand his request.  “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).”
  What is shaw?  It must be what Torah defines as worthless, either materially or morally.  It doesn’t matter what the culture or our traditions or our inclinations say.  If Torah declares something shaw, then by definition, it is something to be avoided, in fact, it is not even to be considered.

The verb employed here is ra’a.  It means much more than looking at something.  It includes the actions of regarding, perceiving, feeling, learning, enjoying and revealing.  The Psalmist asks YHVH to cause him to pass over, do away with, take away or alienate him from anything defined as shaw.  Now that we see the scope of this request, it’s time to make a list of shaw in our own lives.
What are the things in your life that are outside the boundaries of Torah; the things that you consider, regard, feel, enjoy or decide to learn about?  Don’t limit the list to either material or moral categories.  Put them all on the table.  And don’t evaluate.  Just write down what comes to mind as quickly as you can before your yetzer ha’ra has a chance to edit.  Then step back.  Ask God to turn your eyes away from whatever was on that list.  Ask Him to replace those desires, tendencies and enjoyments with His own according to His word.  Ask Him to give you specific guidance from Torah so that there will be no debate or confusion about the items on your list.  You don’t want leftover inherited morality or cultural expressions.  You want the truth!  

When you have your list, and you have asked for His analysis of your list, then you will know the meaning of watchfulness, that spiritual discipline that we must learn as we dismiss any and all distractions that interfere with Torah life.  None of this will be easy.  What’s on your list are those things that really draw you, not the trivial ones you can quickly ignore.  What’s on your list are the battlefronts of your character, where denial of desire is a real struggle and feels like defeat rather than victory.  But these are the things that burn our eyes, and we must learn to turn away with the help of the Lord.  We must be willing to say, “Dismissed!” to all shaw, and let true life fill the gaps.

Take that list and burn it.

Topical Index: looking at, ra’a, worthless, shaw, Psalm 119:37
October 24   “Allow both to grow together until the harvest; and in the time of the harvest I will say to the reapers, “First gather up the tares and bind them in bundles to burn them up; but gather the wheat into my barn.”  Matthew 13:30  NASB

The Art of Distinguishing

Allow both – The point of the parable is that while things are developing you can’t be certain what is a stalk of wheat and what is a tare.  They look very much alike.  Only when everything is finally ripe will you be absolutely clear about the difference.  So be careful not to rip out some wheat in your effort to clear away the tare.

Easier said than done, right?  In fact, given the subtle seductive power of the yetzer ha’ra, it is quite possible that you will live among the tares and think you are growing a harvest of wheat.  Or worse, you might know that something is a tare and yet you don’t remove it on the grounds that you might disturb the wheat.  You compromise and accommodate, and all along the yetzer ha’ra provides you with religious justification.  When Yeshua gave this parable about the Kingdom, do you think he meant us to “allow both” to grow together if we know that one is a weed and the other is healthy grain?

The parable leads us to consider once more Moses Luzzatto’s idea of watchfulness.  “Generally stated, it is the study of Torah that will instill in a man the habit of watchfulness.”
  Luzzatto does not mean the study of Torah legislation.  He means the study of Torah, its commandments, stories, poem, narrative, history and reflections.  All of it.  Neglect of Scripture diminishes our ability to determine the difference between wheat and tares.  Pretty soon good causes, individual rights and freedom begin to look like righteousness and spiritual commissions.  But they are not always so.  What matters is the end since the true fruit will show itself only at the conclusion of growth.  That means we must be able to think our way to the end if we are going to make the right choices in the growing season.  Watchfulness is a gift, an art and a discipline.

Watchfulness, the ability to recognize every opportunity to demonstrate hesed, is a gift.  The Master gives it to those who enter into covenant agreement with Him.  It is the gift of “seeing.”  YHVH must open our eyes before we are aware of our infinite obligation to others.  “These things are spiritually discerned,” said Paul, and he was right.  It is abundantly clear that men can walk through life without seeing.  Unless the Spirit draws men to the Father, they will simply drift with the human tide of tradition and personal addition.  But since the Spirit does draw men, watchfulness is possible.  It begins with the Creator’s love spread abroad.  And when it falls upon us, we awaken.

A gift, however, is of little value unless it is used.  Suppose someone gave you a brand new car.  You came home one day and there it was in your garage, with a red bow tied across the hood.  So you thought to yourself, “Oh, my.  This is so wonderful.  So beautiful.  I’ll just leave it exactly as it is so that every time someone comes to visit, I can take them to my garage and show them what a wonderful gift I received.”  The gift becomes a trophy.  Yes, your intention might be to honor the giver by praising his generosity, but unless you use what is given, you actually insult the giver.  Watchfulness was given so that it might be used, but just like driving a car, use requires both an art and a skill.  Anyone can make a car move.  Learning the skills required to accelerate and brake are not demanding.  But driving is also an art and those who do it best are able to turn a piece of machinery into an extension of the body.  So it is with Torah (all of Torah).  There are basic skills to learn.  Exegesis, language, cultural background.  But learning these does not make you a spiritual artist.  You must employ your flare, your passion, your enthusiasm, your personality in order to change Torah from text to life.  The gift, an instruction manual for living, is useless unless you convert it into your way of life.  A Bible on the shelf is an insult to the Author.  The gift is intended to be used, thoroughly, constantly, completely, and it takes an artist to draw everything out of a gift.  Watchfulness depends on Torah awareness but it doesn’t end with Torah awareness.  Watchfulness is the artistic application of Torah to every opportunity in the journey.

Finally, watchfulness is discipline.  “He’s gifted,” we say, as if that means the expertise he shows is simply the result of natural ability.  Never!  The gift must be trained!

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9zSVu76AX3I
According to Luzzatto, watchfulness grows from fear—that is, the fear of God.  This is not simply awe and reverence.  This is palpable dread of failure before the King.  The discipline of watchfulness results from the constant awareness that He is watching, that His reputation is at stake, that there are no excuses.  Accepting the gift means obligation to train.  “People with fullness of understanding will not allow themselves to be deterred from infinitely increasing their opportunities to do [deeds of goodness].”
  But this is not paralyzing trepidation because it is not fear of what God will do.  It is fear of what might happen to another if we do not do what God wants us to do.  It is fear for the life of the other because you and I know what it means to live.  The discipline of watchfulness is the constant adjustment and tuning necessary to communicate life to another.
The goal of spirituality is transparency, a return to the original relationship in the Garden.  The yetzer ha’ra wishes us to hide, from God, from others and from ourselves, especially so in the cloisters of religious dogma.  The yetzer ha’ra would convince us that we are wheat when we act like tares.  For this reason we must constantly demand transparency of ourselves and never become our own mirrors.  We must take the gift of seeing, turn it into the art of living, train it to reach toward others and let them determine how clearly our lives express the Giver.

Topical Index:  watchfulness, tare, wheat, Matthew 13:30
October 25  Do not love the world nor the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the boastful pride of life, is not from the Father, but is from the world. The world is passing away, and also its lusts; but the one who does the will of God lives forever.  1 John 2:15-17  NASB
Mass Hallucination

Love – Love and lust.  John distinguishes the two, but perhaps we aren’t so careful.  After all, John was Jewish.  His culture and history provided him with a rich sense of the difference.  Our culture and history don’t give us the same advantage.  We are a mixed bag of Greek, Roman, pagan and Hebrew ideas.  In order to understand just what it means to “not love the world,” maybe we ought to start with the Hebrew idea of love.

“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.”
  Quell helps us realize that our Puritan idea of agape isn’t quite right.  Love isn’t duty stripped from emotion nor is it religious conviction divorced from passion and pleasure.  In fact, in Hebrew thought love desires!  This is why lust can so easily disguise itself as love.  Lust also desires, but what it desires is the possession and control of the object.  Lust wants the world my way rather than being impelled to make the world into God’s way.  Both verbs are about explosive energy.  Both are about passionate extension.  There is a razor’s edge between yetzer ha’ra and yetzer ha’tov and sometimes you must be cut to know which is which.

John exhorts us not to love the kosmon or the kosmo.  What is the difference?  Certainly we reject (at least in principle) the values of the world.  Power, greed, money for its own sake, sexual license, abuse of the weak, injustice, pride—you can add to the list.  One of the most disturbing aspects of today’s culture is the deterioration of classical values such as respect, dignity, fair treatment, honor and restraint.  For most of us, our cultural heritage makes it fairly clear when these values are threatened.  In principle, at least.  But that isn’t quite the same as the personal application, is it?  How many times have we let something slide because, even though we knew it implied deterioration of the values we wanted to uphold, there was some small loophole of advantage in the mix?  Death of the culture by a thousand excuses.  If Torah is the guide, then Torah is the guide and it really doesn’t matter how you feel about capital punishment or homosexuality or religious tolerance.  It’s just much easier said than done.  But at least we can agree—in principle.

But what about that additional phrase, ta en to kosmo, “the things of the world”?  Now we aren’t talking about values.  We’re talking about everyday choices concerning acquisition, engagement, effort, verbalization and judgment.  The things of the world pass constantly through our hands and our heads.  How many advertisements will you see today?  How many suggestions to prosper yourself, advance, gain advantage or discover a “secret” will flood your world in the next twenty-four hours?  We may easily dismiss the theory of loving the world, but it’s not so easy to dismiss the details.  In fact, most of our sins are the trivial kind, the excusable ones, the tiny missteps that no one (?) will really notice.  

Why don’t we see our sin for what it really is?  The explanation, and exhortation, is complicated, but you can find an analysis here:  [http://skipmoen.com/2015/10/25/why-dont-we-see-sin-for-what-it-is-2/]

Topical Index:  world, love, things, agape, 1 John 2:15-17
October 26  It is to be a sabbath of solemn rest for you, that you may humble your souls; it is a permanent statute. Leviticus 16:31  NASB
Day of Atonement
Humble - This study was written by Roi Ziv, an Israeli Messianic follower who lives in the Galilee.  We have been privileged to by with Roi and his sister on the last two trips to Israel.  I recorded his last talk with the group in October and it will soon be available on the web site.  Here's what Roi contributed.  The original message to me was aligned to the RIGHT rather than the left, since Roi is thinking in Hebrew.  Roi as 23 years old and was a tank commander in the IDF.

What is required of us in this day?
Besides the detailed instruction for the high priest concerning the special sacrifices of this day, we find the command to "afflict our souls"[1] . An odd expression understood in Israel, probably since Isaiah's time or earlier, to mean self suffering and torture. Thus Israel to this day is fasting on that day[2].
But there's more to this day. The Day of Atonement, and the ten days leading to it are a special time of repentance, of asking forgiveness from God and man, and of self-examination.
What if there's an additional meaning to "afflict your soul"? What light will a different reading of this command shed on this special day?
To do that we must go to the Hebrew text:
The verb used is "ana"[3]. While it is correct to understand it as "afflict/torture" it can also mean "to answer". What if the commandment is to "answer our soul"? To talk to ourselves on this day, reminding ourselves of Yahweh's truths, of our weakness and sinfulness compared with his greatness and compassion.
David and others would speak to their souls regularly[4]. Let's look at David's words in Psalm 103 (Reading the whole psalm is recommended, I put here the verses that are related in content to the Day of Atonement):
A psalm of David
Bless the Lord, O my soul, and all that is within me, bless his holy name...
Who pardons all your iniquities, who heals all your diseases…
He made known his ways to Moses, his acts to the sons of Israel...
He has not dealt with us according to our sins, nor rewarded us according to our iniquities…
As far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us…
For he himself knows our frame; He is mindful that we are but dust…
Bless the Lord, O my soul!
Is it not David answering his soul?
As far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us.
The goat shall bear on itself all their iniquities to a solitary land; and he shall release the goat in the wilderness. Leviticus 16:22.
Could David have been meditating on that when he wrote Psalm 103? Could it be that this psalm is his observation of the Day of Atonement?
This perspective puts this most holy day in a different light, a more joyous one.

Yes, we are sinners and we should grieve our sinfulness and our shortcomings, but this day is about Yahweh atoning and covering those sins, about him forgiving them! If that's not a reason for joy, what is?
And who said that joy and thanksgiving can't go hand in hand with sorrow and repentance? Greeks, that's who!

[1] Leviticus 16:31, 23:27, 29, 32 NKJV, some other translations: "Humble your souls", "deny yourselves".

[2] Isaiah 58:5 makes the connection of the same expression to fasting.

[3] ע.נ.ה
[4] See also Psalms 42-43, 62, 104, 116, 146
Topical Index:  Roi Ziv, Leviticus 16:31, ana, day of atonement
October 27  Oh, give me the kisses of your mouth for your love is more delightful than wine.  Song of Songs 1:2  JPS
Finding What You Look For

Kisses – It’s almost commonplace among critical scholars to point out the misuse of the text when the Song of Songs is treated as a theological description of Christ and the Bride-Church.  Various passages in the Song become fodder for incredibly creative reinterpretation in order to force them to fit this overall paradigm.  For example, we might find it hilarious to read that Cyril of Alexandria (376-444 CE) took the verse, “My beloved is to me a sachet of myrrh resting between my breasts” as an allegory that Christ rested between the Old Testament and the New.  But before we dismiss the dozens of Christian commentators, both ancient and modern, who treat the Song as anything but sexual poetry, we should not overlook the long and illustrious Jewish history that treats the Song exactly the same way, now, of course, as an allegory about YHVH and Israel.  In other words, on both sides of the theological divide, religious men have done their best to strip the Song of its sexuality and convert it into topics much more conducive to their religious sensitivities.

Thus, nearly every Jewish commentator who embraced the “God and Israel” interpretive scheme starts with a reinterpretation of this, the opening verse.  Michael Fishbane comments:

Based on this allegorical approach, the “kisses” desired by the maiden could signify the words of God given to Israel at Mount Sinai; and the gazelle that “leaped” over the mountain could signify God Himself, who “skipped” over the centuries and shortened the time of servitude forecast in olden times.  Similarly, the beloved whose name was like “decanted aromatic oil” was interpreted as father Abraham, who diffused knowledge of God to the nations; and the person who asked the beloved, “How will you rest your flock at noontime?” was taken to be Moses addressing God, . . .

The Jewish allegorical approach to the Song has a very long history, including some of Judaism’s greatest rabbis.  It is little wonder that Christian exegetes followed suit.  But this raises a very interesting and important question.  Why did these illustrious men find it so necessary to “discover” a hidden code?   Perhaps the answer is that the plain meaning of the text, even with its double entendre and innuendo, is just too sexual for biblical ears.  It’s just too embarrassing to be “religious.”  Of course, the fact that it parallels Babylonian erotic poetry doesn’t help.  After all, these are supposed to be words of God!

We don’t need to belabor the point that allegorical interpretation avoids sexual connotation.  What we need to realize is that both sides employ allegory and that allegory is an artificial scheme placed on to the text.  In fact, unless the author tells us that his or her text is an allegory, any attempt to interpret the text as allegory will inevitably be the construction of the interpreter.  The paradigm the interpreter brings to the text will lead him to find exactly the evidence needed to support his allegory.  

There is a very old rule in Jewish exegesis: the meaning derived from the text must never contravene or undermine the plain meaning of the text.  That is to say, derash, remez or sod cannot invalidate peshat.  But this rule seems not to apply to Song of Songs.  There are volumes written on the allegorical meaning of the Song.  Not one of them demonstrates that the text is first and foremost erotic love poetry.  

What do we learn from this historical review?  Two things.  First, our paradigms drastically affect how we read the text, and second, our paradigms are quite often the product of our culture whose mores and values predetermine the meaning we assign to the text.  If this is true for the Song of Songs (where we can clearly see the influence), what makes us imagine that it is not true for all the other biblical texts?  Exegesis cannot begin with the words of the Bible.  It must begin with the thought forms we bring to the words of the Bible and in order to recognize those prior thought forms we will need someone or something to confront and challenge our usual way of thinking.

Topical Index:  Song of Songs 1:2, kisses, allegory, paradigms, Fishbane
October 28  For the Lord your God is the God of gods and the Lord of lords, the great, the mighty, and the awesome God who does not show partiality nor take a bribe.  Deuteronomy 10:17  NASB

Appeasement

Nor take a bribe – When did you last try to bargain with God?  When did you say (or think to yourself), “Lord, if you just do this, then I will do what you want”?  Jacob tried it.  “If God will be with me and will keep me on this journey that I take, and will give me food to eat and garments to wear, and I return to my father’s house in safety, then YHVH will be my Elohim” (Genesis 28:20-21).  Why would Jacob say such a thing?  Didn’t he know that there was no god except YHVH?  And didn’t he know that you can’t negotiate a relationship with the Holy One?  Actually, maybe he didn’t.  You see, the world of the ancient Near East wasn’t like our contemporary religious environment.

“The world against which Judaism is a protest is one that saw the universe as an arena of conflicting powers, seen as gods.  They fought among themselves and were at best indifferent, at worst actively hostile, to human beings.  The universe of idolatry and myth is one in which chaos and destruction are constant threats, and the human order vulnerable and always at risk.  Sacrifice in pagan society is the way humans placate the gods.  It is how they seek to neutralize the vast forces of nature that seem constantly to threaten the security and stability of human life.  They are expressions of fear.”

But, as Nahum Sarna points out, Genesis is the strangest book in the Bible, filled with events and characters, both human and divine, that never appear again.  Genesis is a book of beginnings, even the beginning of the awareness that YHVH is not like all the other gods that populated the civilizations of the ancient world.  This realization takes time to develop.  Jacob is a man on a journey toward faith.  Perhaps we are too.

Lo yiqqah shohad, “not takes a bribe,” is a crucial step toward the absolute sovereignty of monotheism.  It suggests that YHVH is not moved by inducements, gifts or promises.  He is not like all those others who demanded subservience before they would act favorably.  We are not required to bring our offerings of food or talent or tithes in order to appease the anger or hostility of the Lord of heaven and earth.  In fact, to do so insults Him for it treats Him as if He were one of the many divinities in competition with the others.  When Moses delivered this commandment to the people, he radically altered their consciousness of the relationship between men and divine beings.  He revealed that God is in search of Man.  He does not need to be appeased because He is not angry.  He loves His creative handiwork and desires fellowship.  Therefore, negotiations are unnecessary and inappropriate.  

Don’t bring your tithes, your offerings, your pledges, your promises!  Don’t bring anything if your purpose is to placate or pacify.  Your supplications will have just the opposite effect.  Wake up (as did Jacob) and realize that He welcomes you—as you are.  Nothing added.  Nothing subtracted.  Stop trying to make God your friend.  Let Him be your Father.

Topical Index:  bribe, appease, Deuteronomy 10:17. shohad
October 29  When the sound of the trumpet grew louder and louder, Moses spoke and God answered with thunder.  Exodus 19:19  NASB
Talk about Not Talking

With thunder – Months ago we looked at the difficulties with the translation of this verse (http://skipmoen.com/2015/02/27/zeus-or-yhvh/).  Perhaps you might be inclined to read that analysis again.  Today we will investigate a second, but equally important implication of the Hebrew use of qol (translated here as “thunder”).  In a nutshell, this verse raises the question, “How does God speak?”  The NASB’s choice of “thunder” implies that God speaks with overwhelming power, with sounds so loud and fearful that we cower before Him.  The NASB’s translation makes us afraid.

But Elijah’s experience is radically different.  Yes, the storm was fierce.  Yes, the earthquake was terrifying.  Yes, the fire would have incinerated us.  

And behold, the Lord was passing by! And a great and strong wind was rending the mountains and breaking in pieces the rocks before the Lord; but the Lord was not in the wind. And after the wind an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake.  After the earthquake a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire; and after the fire a sound of a gentle blowing.  When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his mantle and went out and stood in the entrance of the cave. And behold, a voice came to him and said, “What are you doing here, Elijah?”  (1 Kings 19:11-13)

It’s important to realize that the word used here is not “gentle blowing.”  It is “murmur.”  It isn’t even articulate.  The question comes next in the use of qol.  When Elijah first hears the Lord, he hears something that isn’t language.  He hears the sound of something not human.  The sound of the Lord is so soft, so gentle, so quiet that unless we pay very close attention, we will not hear it at all.  We will be caught up in the display and succumb to our fears instead of hearing the sound of the Father.  We will expect thunder and never hear the murmur.  We will desire the God of thunder, the God who scares us, the God of our making, fashioned like those tales of pagan deities that hint at our superiority.  We won’t be ready for the less than noticeable approach of the Most High God.
The rabbis went to great lengths to reorder this verse in Deuteronomy so that Moses’ status did not appear to be elevated above YHVH.  But perhaps that was unnecessary.  Perhaps the qol of YHVH is heard when we stop talking.  Perhaps we drown out the sound of YHVH because we do not know how to be silent.  Certainly silence is uncomfortable.  How else do you explain the constant din of “elevator music” in our lives?  We surround ourselves with “thunder” so that we will not hear the agony of our emptiness.  Thunder from the gods may scare us but it does not unravel us.  That is the role of silence.  As Nouwen suggests, silence is the furnace of purification of the soul.
  Try it, if you dare.  Try shutting off everything else so that the demama of YHVH emerges.  Oh, by the way, demama, the word translated “whisper” in the Elijah story, the word for “murmur,” is from the root that means, “to be silent.”  Perhaps God “speaks” without a sound.

Topical Index:  thunder, qol, silent, whisper, demama, Exodus 19:19, 1 Kings 19:12
October 30  After the earthquake a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire; and after the fire a sound of a gentle blowing.  1 Kings 19:12  NASB

The Sixth Sense

Not – Where is YHVH?  Perhaps the better question is:  Where is YHVH when everything seems like it is falling apart?  We know where He is when things are good.  He is on His throne in the heavens, exercising His authority over the cosmos.  But where is He when children are murdered in the streets of Jerusalem?  Where is He when the government permits, even endorses, apostasy and immorality?  Where is He when my wife is dying from cancer, when my house is in foreclosure, when my neighborhood is bombed by some terrorist animal?  Where is God when it counts?

Elijah discovered that YHVH is not in the storm, the earthquake or the fire.  We might wish that He were.  Then He could direct all that energy toward our enemies and we would see them perish in the blast, fall the in quake or be burned to ash.  Then we would be vindicated.  But like Elijah we must learn where He is not before we can discover where He is.  Like Elijah, we prefer the God of power to the God of silence.  But apparently YHVH doesn’t.  

Lo baesh reads the Hebrew text.  “Not in the fire.”  The negative is quite strong.  It isn’t the conditional negative, ‘al, that depends on circumstances.  This one, lo, is the absolute.  Elijah is never going to find YHVH in the fire no matter how hard he looks.  God is not there!  In fact, YHVH isn’t in the “gentle blowing” either.  The NASB (and many other translations) still suggest that the voice of the Lord is in some audible mechanism.  But the text reads kol demama daka—the sound of thin silence.  Where is YHVH?  He is in between the words.  He is in the spaces that separate.  If you want to hear Him, you must employ your sixth sense, your ability to hear silence.

Over and over people ask, “What is God’s will for me?”  They expect an answer, that is, they expect communication in the customary form, the way that they communicate.  But Elijah’s experience should teach us that God is not in the customary or the spectacular.  “Not by might or by power, but by My spirit.”  Do we really understand what that means?  Don’t we still want might or power, just turned down a bit so it doesn’t kill us?  What if “by My spirit” means the spaces in between words?  Are we prepared to hear what isn’t said?

You can’t ride a bicycle by thinking about it.  You can’t bake a cake by reading a recipe.  Neither can you “hear” the voice of thin silence by listening to words.  You will have to tune into emptiness.  You will have to practice going where there is nothing said.  You will be tempted to escape into subdued power, restrained displays of force, controlled chaos.  Resist!  Draw close to emptiness and listen to silence.

Topical Index:  1 Kings 19:12, lo, not, silence, demama 
October 31  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 – If you grew up with King James, you remember this verse as “Study to show yourself approved.”  The Greek verb is spoudazo, in this case an aorist imperative.  That means it is effectively a command—a command that is a completed action.  This is something Paul expected his followers to already be doing and continue to do.

So what is spoudazo?  The Greek verb covers “to make haste, to be zealous, to hurry on to something, to treat seriously, to be conscientious.”  Obviously, it is anything but delay.  This is the “get going now and keep going” verb.  While the King James thought it helpful to translate the verb in the cognitive sense (“study”), the umbrella of meanings belies this limited application.  “Be diligent” is a lot more than cracking open the books.  Abraham Heschel clarifies:

“The categories of the Bible are not principles to be comprehended but events to be continued. . .  Faith is not something that we acquire once and for all.  Faith is an insight that must be acquired at every single moment.”
  
Paul does not intend his readers to retreat to the study hall.  Of course, that will be part of their diligence, but only a part.  What Paul intends is full participation in the history and community of the faithful.  Studying, praying, singing, dancing, eating, praising, walking, talking and everything else.  “To believe is to remember,” said the twentieth century sage, and in this case remembering is participating in the events that tie us to the God of Israel and the history of His people.  Remembering is no more a mental act than loving my wife is a thought I hold dear.  
Life is what happens while you plan other things.  Faithfulness is a function of living.  In the Hebraic world, relying on God is a gardener’s privilege.  We must become diligent about dirt.  

Plant something today.  And make haste to do so.

Topical Index:  study, be diligent, spoudazo, zeal, hurry, 2 Timothy 2:15
November 1 But our God is in the heavens; He does whatever He pleases.  Psalm 115:3  NASB

A Different Wordview

Whatever – Richard Nisbett’s book, The Geography of Thought, is a contemporary study of ancient differences in worldviews.  Contrasting the Western Greek view with that of the Chinese, Nisbett’s analysis demonstrates that our “world” is hardly uniform in conception or observation.  It is simply not the case that all human beings understand the world in the same way.  Ancient thought patterns continue to alter perception and unless we recognize this we will often be stunned, perplexed and perhaps shocked when we discover that the “other” person can’t even fathom what we are talking about.

Nisbett’s contemporary analysis, although dealing with Asian thought patterns, is an enormously helpful tool for anyone who wishes to enter into the ancient Semitic world of the Bible.  How the Chinese think is much closer to Hebrew patterns than to the Western world.  There may be many cultural, linguistic and historical reasons for this, but no matter why this is the case, the revelations from Nisbett’s study illuminate just how different the biblical worldview is from the way Christian Western thinking has developed.  

David’s verse from Psalm 115 opens the door for this deeper investigation.  David literally says that all YHVH takes delight in He does (kol asher-hafetz asa).   We might also read this as “YHVH delights in whatever He does.”  If you think about this, it contains a paradox.  How can YHVH delight in the extermination of the Amalekites?  Or how can His chastisement of Israel be a delight?  The language cries out for logical correction.  But that wouldn’t be Hebraic.

I have extracted dozens of citations from Nisbett’s work that may help us come to terms (I did not say “explain”) statements like this verse.  You can access all of these extracts here.  Nisbett speaks about Chinese but in nearly every case you can substitute Hebrews.  For those who don’t have interest in the lengthy version, I leave you with this:

“Greeks were independent and engaged in verbal contention and debate in an effort to discover what people took to be the truth.  They thought of themselves as individuals with distinctive properties, as units separate from others within the society, and in control of their own destinies.  Similarly, Greek philosophy started from the individual object—the person, the atom, the house—as the unit of analysis and it dealt with properties of the object.  The world as in principle simple and knowable:  All one had to do was to understand what an object’s distinctive attributes were so as to identify its relevant categories and then apply the pertinent rule to the categories.

Chinese social life was interdependent and it was not liberty but harmony that was the watchword—the harmony of humans and nature for the Taoists and the harmony of humans with other humans for the Confucians.  Similarly, the Way, and not the discovery of truth, was the goal of philosophy.  Thought that gave no guidance to action was fruitless.  The world was complicated, events were interrelated, and objects (and people) were connects ‘not as pieces of pie, but as ropes in a net.’”

Can you imagine that David’s statement is not a piece of theology but rather a way of acting in the world?

Oh, yes.  Just this one addition.

“Christianity is the only religion that finds it necessary to have a theology specifying essential aspects of God and that this insistence on categorization and abstraction is traceable to the Greeks.”

Topical Index:  Nisbett, delight, paradox, Psalm 115:3, hafetz
November 2  While the king was on his couch, my nard gave forth its fragrance.  Song of Songs 1:12 JPS
Delicious Allegory

Was on his couch – Is exegesis art or science?  Or maybe both?  The historical-critical method of exegetical analysis will inform you that this verse employs a Hebrew term (meisev) that describes a couch used for reclining at meals.  However, the term also implies sexual involvement (like specially-built couches for the French kings).  Nard, of course, is often associated with erotic scents.  So this exegetical process places the verse in the genre of Semitic erotic poetry.  Comparable poetry is found in Babylon.  It appears as if nothing else is happening here except the intimacy of innuendo.

But Rabbi Meir didn’t agree.  In his exegesis, a midrash, he claims that this verse speaks about the relationship between God and Israel.  “Even while God was still resting upon Mt. Sinai to commune with Moses, the people gave off the odor (reiah) of sin, due to their worship of the golden calf.”
  Now the verse isn’t about the etymology of the words or the genre of the literature.  Now it’s about historical Israel and YHVH.  In his allegorical explanation, each element of the original verse is really a code for some event in the life of Israel.  The king is God.  The couch is Sinai.  The nard is sin.  Exegesis has become art.

With our Western analytical orientation, you and I probably find this not only fanciful but absurd.  Are we to treat every occurrence of the word melek (king) as a cipher for YHVH, or every instance of nirdi (my nard) as a code for sin?  Certainly not!  Then why should we read these words as allegorical in this verse?  The answer has much more to do with cultural expectations than theological facts.  When the rabbis confronted the sexuality of Song of Songs, they did not live in the world of ancient erotic poetry.  They lived in the world of regulated decorum, gender restrictions and high moral standards.  It was simply unthinkable that the biblical text would model Babylonian suggestiveness.  Consequently, the meaning of the text had to be altered to fit the morals of the culture.  The history of Israel was read into the text to make it palatable.  Problem solved.

Except, of course, that the words didn’t change.  The text is the text.  The meaning I derive from the text is the interpretation of the words according to the paradigm I employ.  You and I can easily agree that the word is melek, but you think it means “king” and I think it means “God.”  The argument is not about the text.  It is about the interpretive scheme I used to understand the text.  You think the word “cross” means “punishment for sin.”  I think it means “Roman execution device.”  You think “law” means restriction.  I think “law” means freedom.  You think “faith” means creed.  I think it means walk.  And as long as we do not engage in debate about the interpretive scheme, we will get nowhere talking to each other.  Can we stop talking about the text and start talking about what we mean?

Topical Index:  couch, meisev, interpretive scheme, Song of Songs 1:12
November 3  if the anointed priest sins so as to bring guilt on the people, then let him offer to the LORD a bull without defect as a sin offering for the sin he has committed.  Leviticus 4:3  NASB

Did You Notice?

Lord – Of course, the Hebrew doesn’t say “to the Lord.”  We all recognize the circumlocution in this text, substituting LORD for the divine name, YHVH.  But perhaps you were distracted by the small capitals and the avoidance of God’s name so that you didn’t notice something far more important.

“Sacrifice in the Torah is always expressive of an I-Thou relationship between creature and creator.  That is why, whenever the Torah speaks about sacrifice, it always uses the Tetragrammaton, the four-letter name of God, Hashem, and never the term Elohim, which expresses the impersonal idea of ‘the force of forces,’ God as creator, or God as justice.”

This is just one reason why the misrepresentation in Christianity of Hebrew sacrifice as legal requirement is grossly incorrect.  For example, by treating the “law” as if it were forensic rather than relational, Luther and others put in place an understanding of sacrifice that stands in opposition to grace, something never found in the Tanakh.  This leads to statements that the death of Christ on the cross “put an end to the Old Testament sacrificial system”
 (see the full article on the death of Christ as the fulfillment of the Old Testament sacrifices on the web site Quodlibet Journal).  Such thinking attempts to justify the claim that “Christianity is not a new religion but a historical manifestation of an eternal purpose, which was ordained in heaven.”
  Unfortunately, neither history nor the biblical text supports such a conclusion.  Christianity is a new religion.  It isn’t new to us now that we have had 2000 years of indoctrination, but it was absolutely new in the second century when the Gentile intelligentsia of the assembly began to incorporate Greek paradigms into theological alterations of Hebraic concepts.  Lloyd Gaston puts the nail in the coffin of Christian appropriation when he says, “It may be that the Church will survive if we fail to deal adequately with that question [the question of the church’s anti-Semitic perspective], but more serious is the question whether the Church should survive.  A Christian Church with an antisemitic New Testament is abominable, but a Christian Church without a New Testament is inconceivable.”

What do we learn from the insight of Sacks?  We learn that sacrifice never ceased.  It is essential for a relationship with the Father, YHVH.  In Hebraic thought sacrifice is the glue of engagement.  It is as far from legislation as a marriage certificate is from the relationship of marriage.  Christianity might claim something else, but to do so means ignoring all the clues (and the direct statements) in order to justify a religion without ancient foundations.

If sacrifice is always personal, if it always employs the personal name of the Holy One, then it is time we learned to enter into that relationship by drawing near to the lover of our souls in the way He asks.  Franz Rosenzweig noted that, “law is always impersonal, whereas command is personal.  We obey law because of reason and interest.  We obey command because of our relation to the One who commands.”
  

Now you get to ask yourself, “Is sacrifice personal for me?  Does it draw me closer to the One I love?  Do I obey because I cherish the engagement?  Or am I still in Luther’s camp, treating sacrifice as if it is a law governed by cost/benefit analysis?”

Topical Index: sacrifice, YHVH, law, fulfillment, Leviticus 4:3
November 4  “I love You, O Lord, my strength.”  Psalm 18:1 (English version) NASB

The Wrong Word?
Love – You would never notice in English, but in Hebrew, this certainly appears to be the wrong word.  We would expect ‘ahav, used in Deuteronomy 6:5 and throughout the Tanakh in both commands and descriptions.  In fact, ‘ahav is used in all the verbal forms for all kinds of “love,” including the love between human beings, the love of concrete and abstract things (loving good food and loving Israel), the love of salvation, and even the love of evil.  With this wide range, we anticipate that David will use ‘ahav in his expression of love for YHVH.  But he doesn’t!

The word David chooses is raham.  This is very odd indeed.  In fact, this is the only verse in the Tanakh where this verb is used in the Qal.  That means the action is taken by the subject (in this case “I”, that is, David himself) and it is a simple expression directly executed by the subject.  It is neither reflexive nor causal.  This is remarkable.  David initiates a simple declaration of his intense feelings toward YHVH.  His feelings are not caused by anything or anyone else.  They are simply what he experiences at this moment.  As for the verb itself, it “refers to deep love (usually of a ‘superior’ for an ‘inferior’) rooted in some ‘natural’ bond.”
  That makes sense when the verb expresses the love of a parent for a child or a woman for her unborn fetus.  But does it make sense when David expresses his love for YHVH?  Who is the “superior” in that relationship?  David?  Hardly!  Nothing about the choice of this verb seems to be correct, but there it is, conveniently disguised by the English translation.

What does David mean by choosing such an unusual verb?  Perhaps we can gain some appreciation for David’s choice if we elucidate the components of this verb.  First, it suggests some kind of natural bond.  For David this means that YHVH belongs to him.  David is not expressing a connection to “God.”  That would be far too nominal.  David’s expression is intensely personal.  David is speaking about a god who is His God, not just some cosmic deity above the stars.  The verb makes the strongest possible personal connection (note the verbal use for the connection between a mother and the fetus).  This is much more than the love of ice cream or a good book or even Torah.  This is a love that envelopes all of the subject, a sense of belonging together that makes separation impossible.  

Secondly, this verb expresses unconditional bonding.  A pregnant woman cannot divorce herself from her unborn child.  Abortion is no exception.  It is only denial.  For David, this verb expresses the deepest possible emotional tie.  He cannot imagine himself apart from YHVH, just as a pregnant woman experiences life within no matter what she tells herself to justify some other outcome.  David experiences YHVH within.  He knows what it is to carry His God inside him.  Furthermore, the verb is closely associated with mercy and forgiveness.  And since David expresses this song after deliverance from Saul, he has every reason to use raham rather than ‘avah.  David has been born anew from the God that belongs to him.  
What a travesty that English translations are hamstrung with the single word “love.”  All the intimacy, bonding, deliverance, rebirth and emotion of David’s choice disappears in this unfortunate translation.  But now you know, and now you can ask yourself, “Is my relationship characterized by raham or ‘ahav?”  There is a world of difference, isn’t there?

Topical Index:  Psalm 18:1, raham, ‘ahav, love
November 5  “I love You, O Lord, my strength.”  Psalm 18:1 (English version) NASB

An Army of One

Strength – The Hebrew word, hezqa, means “strength.”  There is no argument about this nor is it unusual.  But David often does something with words that make them different, and in this verse, he uses the root hezeq, the only place in Scripture where the noun appears in the masculine form.  That makes sense, of course, because David is speaking  about YHVH.  But in the four other occurrences it is in the feminine form.  Hebrew speakers would have noticed.  We don’t.

David’s alteration is deliberate.  But it raises an interesting question.  Why is the usual form of this noun feminine?  Could it be that “strength” in the Hebraic worldview is first an attribute of a woman, and secondarily that of a man?  Could it be that the worldview that begins with the ‘ezer kenegdo and her unique covenantal relationship to YHVH
 is the primary understanding of what it means to be strong?  Could it be that compassion and mercy, the first two attributes declared by YHVH Himself in the encounter with Moses,
 are the real characteristics of strength?  Is it possible that all of our masculine emphasis on power is aimed in the wrong direction?

David’s alteration in the usual gender of the word arrests our reading.  Once again we are forced to consider something unusual.  First he uses the wrong verb for “love.”  Now he prods us to reconsider our ideas about strength.  Of course, YHVH is treated as masculine so the gender change fits the sentence.  But the Hebrew reader would notice this difference and raise the question.  What is real power?

I have often claimed that the theme of the ‘ezer kenegdo is found throughout Scripture.  YHVH’s deliberate action demonstrated in the formation of the woman as the last of His creative efforts, with intentional connections to covenant, guidance, protection and intuitive spirituality, are fundamental to understanding the necessity of shared experience in the relationship between a husband and wife.  Since Genesis 2 provides the very bottom line for transparency in human relationships, power in the human arena must be defined in terms of this story, not the story of Genesis 1.  Genesis 1 is the story of a different kind of power, the power of hezeq, the masculine power of YHVH, a power that does not find expression in Genesis 2.  We make a serious mistake to assume that the masculine power of Genesis 1 can be used by human beings.  Our vision of power must come from the story of the ‘ezer kenegdo.  Perhaps David is subtly reminding us that we aren’t God or even gods.  We are creatures whose power depends entirely on cooperation, not decree.

Does David’s novelty help you adjust your assumptions?

Topical Index: power, strength, hezeq, hezqa, Psalm 18:1, Genesis 2:18-23, Exodus 34:6
November 6  The Lord is my rock and my fortress and my deliverer, My God, my rock, in whom I take refuge; My shield and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold.  Psalm 18:2  NASB

Not Gibraltar

Rock – If you’re like most English readers, you will think that this is the translation of the Hebrew tsur, the usual word meaning “massive rock” or “mountain.”  In other words, you will think of Jebel Tariq, the Arabic for “Jebel’s mountain,” later corrupted into the English “Gibraltar.”  You will think David is comparing YHVH to the massive stone of places like Gibraltar.  Therefore, it might surprise you to realize that David does not use tsur in his comparison.  He uses the Hebrew sela’, a word that actually means a fissure in the rock, a cleft, a place of refuge within the mountain.  David’s choice reminds us of Moses’ experience of the glory of the Lord.  Moses was secured in an opening in the rock.  He was protected from death in this fissure.  Likewise, David considers YHVH not as a mountain of stone but rather as a place of safety, an opening in the massive threat of the world of stone-faced enemies.  God is not Gibraltar.  At least, not if you want to be rescued.

In the previous verse, David reminded us that strength is essentially feminine.  It is only exceptionally masculine when attributed to YHVH.  Now we see that David’s metaphor about the mountain is also a reminder that our conceptions of power are not God’s ideas of power.  David’s God is a fissure, a place of safety, not a massive, foreboding presence.  When God descends on Sinai, we encounter the God of power, but that God is dangerous and terrifying.  David’s God is the God of raham, intimate love and connection, a God who protects and delivers us from the danger, even if that danger is found in Himself.

How often have we confused these two, wishing for a God of overwhelming power so that we might employ His strength as if He were our personal genie?  How often have we read this verse and thought of granite edifices rather than clefts of safety?  Do you suppose that our own desire for superhuman strength interferes with the reality of the Hebrew words?  Do you think that maybe we are the ones who want the stone hammer of Thor in our hands rather than the tender caress of the mother for her unborn?
Do you really need a God of massive, stone-faced power?  Do you need a God whose very presence threatens human life?  Do you want a God whose holiness means your demise?  Or are you hiding with David in the cleft of the rock, experiencing security as an unborn child surrounded by the womb?
Topical Index: rock, tsur, fissure, sela’, power, Psalm 18:2
November 7  The Lord is my rock and my fortress and my deliverer, My God, my rock, in whom I take refuge; My shield and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold.  Psalm 18:2  NASB

Think Again

Rock – First, David establishes the idea of security.  “The Lord [YHVH] is my rock,” uses the word sela’.  YHVH is my fissure, my place of safety, my hiding spot.  But just a few words later, David makes us think of something else, unfortunately translated with the same English word.  In English, the verse appears to say the same thing.  A rock is a rock is a rock.  But not in Hebrew.  First, sela’, then tsur.  A rock is not always a rock.  Hartley’s entry in the TWOT helps us see the significant difference:

Yahweh himself is many times called a Rock; I Sam 2:2 says, “There is no rock like our God.” Yahweh is a Rock, not in being represented as an idol carved from stone, but in that he is totally reliable. He is a sure source of strength and he endures throughout every generation. There is no unrighteousness found in him; he is completely upright (Deut 32:4; Ps 92:15 [H 16]). God is a Rock of salvation (Deut 32:15; Ps 89:26 [H 27]). He is a strong refuge in which his people may take shelter from any difficulty (cf. Ps 94:22). In distress the psalmists cry out to Yahweh so that they may experience the security of his steadfast endurance (Ps 27:5; 28:1). ṣûr thus appears in theophoric names: Zuriel (Num 3:35, “my Rock is El”); Zurishaddai (Num 1:6, “my Rock is Shaddai”). The man who relies on God as his Rock will not be greatly moved (Ps 62:2, 6, 7 [H 3, 7, 8]). When Israel strays, Isaiah exhorts them to “look to the Rock from which you were hewn” (Isa 51:1). 

So why didn’t David use tsur in the first instance in this verse?  Certainly tsur is critically important.  God is the paradigm case of reliability.  He is the absolutely sure foundation of all that is.  He endures.  His steadfastness never fails.  Why not use these associated ideas at the beginning of the description?  Why does sela’ come before tsur?

Maybe the answer is more about us than about God.  Maybe we are the ones who gravitate toward the imagery of power before we recognize the necessity of compassion.  We want the God of the Exodus plagues to destroy our enemies and set the world right—as long as we are on the winning side, of course.  But that isn’t God’s approach.  He begins with compassion and mercy, with slow to anger forbearance, with hesed multiplied.  Should He begin with the mountain of strength we would all be lost.  Yes, we must have His reliability and refuge, but too often we crave a god who will do our bidding with displays of dominance.  David corrects us.  First compassion, then reliability.
Topical Index:  tsur, rock, reliability, Psalm 18:2

November 8  The Lord is my rock and my fortress and my deliverer, My God, my rock, in whom I take refuge; My shield and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold.  Psalm 18:2  NASB

Spoke and Wheel

Take refuge – In the Semitic world, metaphors are often linked to tangible entities, especially geographical locations.  Sometimes a word that has some application in the physical world is more often at home in the metaphorical world.  Such seems to be the case with this word, hasa.  Consider the analysis in TWOT:

While it is used literally of taking shelter from a rainstorm (Isa 4:6; 25:4; Job 24;8) or from any danger in the high hills (Ps 104:18), it is more often used figuratively of seeking refuge and thus putting confident trust whether in any god (Deut 32:37) or in the “shadow” (protection) of any major power such as Egypt (Isa 30:2; cf. the plant in the parable of Jud 9:15).

This idea of taking refuge may well derive from the common experience of fugitives or of men at war, for whom the adjacent hills provided a ready “safe height” or “strong rock” to which the often helpless defender could hurry for protection. In this way the noun maḥseh “place of refuge” is used as a synonym of māʿôz “stronghold,” miśgāb “secure height,” or mānôs “place of escape.”

As is the case with the parallel terms, the “rock” (ṣûr, Ps 62:7), “rock of my refuge” (ṣûr maḥsî Ps 94:22), “the shield, cover” (māgēn, Ps 144:2; Prov 30:5), or the “wings” denoting protection (Ruth 2:12; Ps 17:8; 36:7 [H 8]), the “Refuge” is used as an epithet for God. He above all is the Refuge (maḥseh, Ps 14:6; 46:1 [H 2]; 62:8; 91:9), the Shelter (Ps 61:3 [H 4], KJV), the “strong Refuge” (Ps 71:7), and Fortress (Ps 91:2). God is ever the sole refuge of his people. Trust in him (godliness) protects the individual by its solidarity (Prov 14:26; Jn 4:10). The Qal stem of ḥāsâ is primarily used of man putting trust in God as his Rock (II Sam 22:3), Strength (Ps 18:2 [H 3]), and Stronghold (neb “sure refuge,” Nah 1:7). It is always better to trust in God rather than to trust (bāṭaḥ) in princes (Ps 118:8–9). He acts as the shield or cover (māgēn) of all who take refuge in him (II Sam 22:31; Ps 18:30 [H 31]).

David’s verb choice recalls all of these connections.  Trust, strength, covering, protection and safety are all tied to hasa.  hasa is the center of a wheel, every spoke a nuance that expands the idea.  Do you take refuge in YHVH?  Don’t be too quick to answer.  Give it some thought.  Do you really look to Him for your safety or are you keeping one eye on the bank account?  Do you really trust Him or are you holding back an ace to play if things get tough?  Do you really feel secure in His care or are you enlisting your own safety net?  How much refuge in YHVH really shows in your life?
Topical Index:  refuge, hasa, Psalm 18:2

November 9  “Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our God, the Lord is one!”  Deuteronomy 6:4  NASB

Mother Tongue

Hear – Most scholars shy away from any discussion of Paleo-Hebrew.  Everyone knows that Paleo or Proto Hebrew was the written language of Israel prior to the Babylonia captivity.  There are some significant examples confirming this in archeological discoveries (you can see them in the Israel museum).  But because the language is pictographic (and variations of such), and because we have no extant biblical texts in Proto-Hebrew, and because pictographic languages do not display a singular correspondence with ideas (a single pictograph can have multiple meanings), scholars of the post-Babylonia block script, found in the oldest extant documents, are loath to attempt to reconstruct the Paleo text.  Nevertheless, it is without doubt that Moses wrote in an alphabet derived from the Phoenicians, not in the kind of script we find in the Masoretic text today.

This raises an interesting path of inquiry.  Given the cautions that must be in place when backward translating the Masoretic text into Proto-Hebrew, would we find any useful enhancement to our understanding if we pretended that we received the text as Moses wrote it?  In other words, if we supposed that we were in the original audience and read the original characters, what would we find?  This doesn’t mean we will replace what we know from post-Babylonia script.  After all, the text of the Tanakh has been canonized in its post-Babylonia form.  It is the standard.  But the fact that the original written Torah was transmitted with a different alphabet is tantalizing.  Just suppose we could investigate it.  What would we find?

Let’s look at only this one verse, the foundation of all Jewish monotheism, the single most important distinction between Judaism and every other religion, including Christianity.  In Paleo-Hebrew it looks like this:
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If we disassemble the words into consonants and represent the consonants as pictures, we may get something like this:

Shema – (teeth-water (chaos)-eye) – a series of pictures that contain the ideas of consuming or destroying, chaos and experience.  Perhaps we could understand this as “experiencing the consumption of chaos,” or, “eating” chaos.  Something along the lines of destroying chaos by consuming its threat.  This might suggest that listening to YHVH, the one true God, paying attention to Him and obeying Him is an activity that removes chaos from our lives.  We know that shema means both “hear” and “obey,” but we might be surprised to discover that these ideas are connected to overcoming chaos.  Overcoming chaos would be important to the original audience since Egyptian mythology placed great emphasis on the primal sea, the realm of chaos, as a constant threat to life.  The picture represented by shema that includes the idea that obedience destroys chaos, is a powerful one, and one that would resonate with the ex-slaves coming out of Egypt.  Without the Proto-Hebrew, we wouldn’t see this connection.
Israel – (work-consume-person-strength-authority) – Israel is described as the combination of these pictures.  This might suggest ideas like “Israel is the collective person (“my son”) whose task is to act with the strength of authority.”  Or perhaps we should follow up on the previous idea of destroying the threat of chaos and read these pictographs as “Israel’s work of destroying chaos is found in its strength as authority.”  No matter how the translation of these images is ultimately represented in a sentence, it seems clear that Israel is expected to act in a way that demonstrates its authority by overcoming chaos.  Its work is to exhibit as a chosen people what God is capable of doing.  Once again, this makes sense in the context of Israel’s exodus.  YHVH calls His people to be His royal priesthood, to act with such obedience that the nations see YHVH’s hand in the lives of these people and are attracted to YHVH.  Israel’s job is to be the vanguard of those who overcome the chaos of the world, and as such, to be the guiding light for all the nations of the earth.  Kushner’s comment contains these images: “The name Yisrael is a combination  of a verb that means “to rule” in the future tense—yisrah—and el, a noun that means ‘God’.”
 
YHVH – Now we encounter a most difficult Hebrew word precisely because of the tradition of reverence associated with this, the personal name of God.  In alphabetic script it is the Tetragrammaton, the four letters Yod-Hey-Vav-Hey, not pronounced by religious Jews for more than two millennia.  No one knows what vowels should be connected to these consonants.  But the pictograph is clear:  “The hand, the work, the deed reveals what is secured as revealed.”  Seekins suggests the following:  “The Maker of all that is, In His hand is all that exists or The Self-Existent” treating the Hey as a sign of existence rather than “to reveal.”
  Seekins may be correct; but it seems that his treatment introduces philosophical concepts commensurate with Greek thinking about existence rather than ideas fashioned in the cultural milieu of Egypt.  Furthermore, Egyptian religious thinking did not deal with concepts of self-existence.  It dealt with ideas about creation, power and death.  A pictograph representing God’s personal name would have to speak to these cultural assumptions if it were to have immediate relevance to the children of Israel.  What God’s personal name suggests is that His deeds guarantee (secure) what He reveals about Himself.  We might read the symbols in this word as, “Deeds reveal, security revealed,” or “The deeds reveal the certainty of what we behold.”

This is perfectly compatible with God’s response to Moses when Moses asks, “Who am I, that I should go to Pharaoh?”  God responds to Moses question with a declaration of fulfillment of the prophetic assignment.  That fulfillment is a bit baffling for God says that Moses will know that he has been chosen for this task when he brings the people to this mountain to worship God.  In other words, after Moses has accomplished the task God gives him, then he will know that God has sent him.  The deed is the guarantee of the promise.  God’s personal name contains His deeds and is therefore the guarantee of His promises.  In an Egyptian culture, what matters is not the claim of self-existence or first cause or maker of all that is.  What matters is what the god does!  The culture that surrounded the children of Israel was a culture of powerful displays of the authority of the gods.  That’s the entire purpose of the plagues—battles between rival claims of divinity.  Now, as YHVH sets forth His expectations for worship, the relevant background is the authority demonstrated by His acts.  The guarantee of His status as the only true God is the exodus itself.  He is the one who accomplishes the liberation.  He is the one who establishes a new nation.  He is suzerain and as such his rule is unquestioned.  His acts prove His claim over the people and His right to rule in the place of Pharaoh.  “I am YHVH” is more than an identification of the divine name.  In Paleo-Hebrew we see that the pictograph points us directly to the acts of YHVH as the guarantee of His status and power.

‘elohenu - The common Hebrew class noun for “gods” is elohim.  Here the word is modified so that it incorporates the pronoun “our” in the term elohenu.  The consonants are Aleph-Lamed-Hey-Nun-Vav.  The pictograph is “Strength/Leader/First + Control/Authority + Behold/ to Reveal + Life/Activity + ‘And’/to Add/to Secure.”  
According to Seekins, the singular el carries the picture “strong controller.”  But here we have the more common plural (elohim) modified as a genitive.  The picture of the strong controller becomes the revelation (“behold”) of His character as the One who secures life. He is known as our God because He guarantees life for His people.  He is specifically Israel’s God, extending His open hand toward Israel and guaranteeing His covenant commitment to Israel.  The word is not simply elohim, the stronger controller revealed in his deeds over chaos, but rather elohenu, the strong controller in whom we find life.  When the children of Israel are freed from Pharaoh, they are not freed to independence.  They are freed from one sovereign in order to come under the reign of another, but this new suzerain guarantees them life when the past suzerain was a tyrant of death.
‘ehad – Christian theology attempts to redefine this word as “unity,” rather than singularity.  That slight-of-hand opens the door for the further declaration of a tri-une God, something no Jewish monotheist could ever have imagined.  ‘ehad does not mean a single unit.  It means one, single, first, each, once – what is uniquely individual.  The idea that ‘ehad means “unity” is often derived from Genesis 2:24 (“one flesh”), but the context makes it clear that Adam and Havvah do not become a single individual.  The pictograph of Aleph-Chet-Daleth is the combination of strength/leader + to separate/fence + pathway/door/to enter.  We might read this picture as “the pathway of the separated strength” or “the strength of a separate way.”  Clearly ‘ehad refers to the singular status of YHVH and His way as separate from all other paths.  As the children of Israel escape Egypt, they must also leave behind all the competing gods, all the other ways, all the alternatives.  They must not only see YHVH as the guarantor of life but as the exclusive and only means of living.

Perhaps we have learned something in the pictures after all.

Topical Index:  Shema,  Deuteronomy 6:4, Paleo-Hebrew

November 10  Within it there were figures resembling four living beings. And this was their appearance: they had human form.  Ezekiel 1:5  NASB
What You Don’t Read

Figures – Ezekiel’s vision is fodder for all kinds of eschatological grist mills.  The history of interpretation of these verses demonstrates how paradigm pre-suppositions affect religious belief.  But this penchant to read the text within the reader’s context is only part of the problem with this passage and with all of the Hebrew Bible.  Aviya Kushner’s observation is crucial:

Hebrew is probably more flexible than English, especially biblical Hebrew: a sentence can begin with a subject, a verb, or an object.  In the Hebrew Bible, a verb often appears before a noun; the common biblical phrase, “and God said” is actually, “and said God” in Hebrew, a construction not used in modern Hebrew.  For translators, this one seemingly small difference in sentence structure can create big problems, because once the order of a sentence is altered, the meaning can be up for grabs too.  

Besides this difference in sentence structure, there is the additional complicated issue of word structure.  Hebrew is a Semitic language, and therefore its words come from trilateral—that is, three-letter—roots.  These roots can have multiple manifestations—as verbs, nouns, and occasionally even adjectives.  These related words share a kernel of meaning, but it takes a somewhat knowledgeable reader to understand how a word functions grammatically in a particular passage.  And that’s not all.  This root issue is exacerbated by the fact that the ancient text was not vocalized, or written with vowels, until the eighth century.  Furthermore, since, according to many scholars, the Bible was originally an oral composition, which was then copied and recopied by hand, human error—the tiniest slip of the hand—is certainly a possibility.

What does this mean for contemporary readers of translated biblical texts?  It means that when we rely on the translation for our understanding, we are committing what we believe into the hands of someone who decides what the word order is, what form of the roots will be used, and what vowels will be placed with the words.  These considerations occur before you read a single sentence in the Bible.  And you didn’t make the decisions.  Therefore, what you read is not what God said.  It is what the translator determined God said according to his decisions.  Just word order alone sometimes alters the impact of the text.  We find this often is the case in the Psalms.  Just adding the copula (“is”) where it does not exist in Hebrew can change the meaning for us.  And reading the text as if it contains the logic of the Western world when it expresses the logic of Semitic thought has significant influence on what we think God’s word really says.  

In this passage from Ezekiel, the words “there were” is an addition.  The word translated “figures” is really demut, a word that means “comparison, likeness” or “appearance.”  But these are only the tip of the iceberg.  Consider how rich even this simple word is in the context of Ezekiel’s vision:

Although this substantive is used only twenty-six times in the ot, it is a very important word. It appears in the theophanic section of Ezekiel (1:5, 10, 13, 16, 22, 26, 28; 10:1, 10:21, 10:22, and quite often in juxtaposition with kĕmarê “like the appearance of.” Ezekiel is very careful never to say that he saw God, ʾĕlōhîm (as did Isaiah in his prophecy, Isa 6: I, the object or content of Isaiah’s vision is ʾădōnāy), but only that he saw the likeness of God or the likeness of the entourage that surrounds God. In such practice he is comparable to Daniel (Dan 10:16) and John in the Apocalypse (Rev 1:13), and perhaps Heb 7:3 (the introduction of Melchizedek). All of the above references in Ezekiel refer to visual similarities, but Isa 13:4 shows that dĕmût can be used also for audible similarities, and structural similarities in the sense of being a pattern or model (II Kgs 16:10, parallel with tabnît).

A Hebrew reader of the Bible would recognize these connections, and furthermore (and perhaps even more significantly), this reader would also realize that there is a special “relationship between ṣelem (“image,” q.v.) and dĕmût (“likeness”) in Gen. Nowhere else in the ot do these two nouns appear in parallelism or in connection with each other.”

The bottom line?  The Bible in Hebrew is far more complicated than we would like to imagine.  Translation is far more difficult than we think.  That means there is much more room for different interpretations of the text and much more flexibility in theological constructs.  If you think you have the answer, you’re probably wrong.

But then, in the Hebrew way of life, faith never depended on having the right answer, did it?

Topical Index:  Hebrew, Semitic languages, translation, demut, Ezekiel 1:5
November 11  and God saw that it was good.  Genesis 1:12  ESV (and others)

Oh, My!  What Now?

That it was – Familiarity is the enemy of investigation.  How many times have you read this phrase?  How many times have you recalled the Genesis story and considered the goodness of God’s actions?  And how many of those times have you noticed that the words “that it was” were added to the text?

There’s a problem in Paradise.  The Hebrew actually reads vayahr elohim ki tov, literally “and saw God ki good.”  We have not translated the particle ki because it is a good deal more complex than the rendering “that it was.”  First, ki is not a verb.  BDB suggests that there are times when ki cannot be represented in English.  TWOT suggests “kî is used in four ways: to introduce an objective clause especially after verbs of seeing, saying, etc. and translated ‘that’; to introduce a temporal clause and translated ‘when.’”
  But Kushner would object.  “But ki feels different from ‘that’—it’s both more complex and more elegant.”
  Kushner points out that ki is used sometimes simply for emphasis (and typically never translated as such).  It’s like an exclamation point.  “And saw God – Good!”  “That” tends to truncate the thought, as if the subsequent idea (good) is the logical result of God’s seeing.  Translating ki as “that” makes the sentence a matter-of-fact statement rather than an exclamation of delight.

Ah, but that’s not the only problem here.  We notice that “it was good” is a Western interpolation of the Hebrew ki-tov.  There is no verb here, particularly no “was.”  The two Hebrew words are run together to make one expression, not two distinct thought like “it” and “good.”  Now the emphatic use of ki is even more significant.  The little exclamation point behind the word “good” changes things.  No verb needed.

And we also have to comment on the only real verb in this phrase, that is, “saw.”  This verb has some unusual characteristics too.  Not in English, of course.  In English it is merely a past tense of “to see.”  But in Hebrew the verb yireh is a future tense with an added vav, converting the future tense into a past tense.  What this means is that “the resulting verb, vayahr, lives in a special time zone of biblical time, a past tense that lies on the foundation of a verb in the future tense.”
  What does it mean for God to see “Good!”?  Perhaps it is much more than just a news report of some already-completed event.  Perhaps what God sees is what has been done in terms of what will be done.  Try translating that into English.  

We have a lot to learn, don’t we?  Kushner comments:

“ . . . to see what other verses and ideas lie just beyond the boundaries of that particular page.  The reader’s task is not to be lulled by the promise of the familiar, not to simply accept a refrain as seemingly clear as the cheerful “and God saw that it was good.”  The reader’s task ti to ask what is going on.  No matter how many readers have read before him, the reader must ask again, must investigate, must lift the veil to seek the face of the text, over and over again.”

Topical Index:  Genesis 1:12, ki, that, vayahr, saw, tov, good

November 12 “Speak to the sons of Israel and say to them, ‘When any man of you brings an offering to the Lord, you shall bring your offering of animals from the herd or the flock.’” Leviticus 1:2  NASB

The Order of Sacrifice

Of you – Do you remember Kushner’s comment about word order in translation? (see November 10, 2015).  She noted that “In the Hebrew Bible, a verb often appears before a noun; . . . For translators, this one seemingly small difference in sentence structure can create big problems, because once the order of a sentence is altered, the meaning can be up for grabs too.”
  Jonathan Sacks points to this mistake in Leviticus 1:2.  The translators have moved the phrase, “of you,” from its original position in the sentence.  In Hebrew the prepositional phrase is attached to the word “sacrifice,” not “man.”  The literal translation says, “When any man brings a sacrifice of you.”  Sacks notes that the rabbis consider this original word order to mean that we bring ourselves in the sacrifice.  “The real sacrifice is mikem, ‘of you.’  We give God something of ourselves.”
  Changing the word order significantly alters the meaning of the text.

Did you realize that sacrifice is about you, not about the animal that is merely the symbol of you?  Once you embrace the real word order of the text, is it still possible to imagine that sacrifice is a legal requirement annulled by the death of Yeshua on the cross?  How could that be if the sacrifice is really you?  Doesn’t this change everything?  Doesn’t this mean that sacrifice, in whatever form it is offered, cannot cease until you no longer need to present yourself before the Lord?  Yes, the Temple is not standing, but does that really make any difference at all to the intention and significance of sacrifice?  Yes, Temple sacrifices have been temporarily halted and rabbinic teaching has substituted study and charity, but does that alter the real purpose?  Aren’t you and I still the ones who symbolically must climb onto the altar and be burned?  What difference does the process make, other than to be as close as possible to the instructions of YHVH?

How disappointing to discover that the translation of the text changes the intention of the ritual!  What happened to us?  Why were we so willing to make sacrifice something external to us, something that involved merely following ritual directions?  Didn’t we hear His voice telling us that He hates the stink of bulls?  Sacrifice was never about the animal, was it?  Sometimes it seems as if we have clouded the text so much that we can barely see the face of YHVH in the darkness of the translation.  And how will we ever remove the cover-up?   How can we as English readers ever find our way through the layers of translation revisions in order to really know what the Lord of all creation says to us?  Oh, some days we just want to throw up our hands and plead, “Lord, oh Lord, the God I love, how can I ever know You when men have so carefully disguised You from me?  Help me, Father, to diligently uncover your true voice.”
Topical Index:  sacrifice, of you, Leviticus 1:2

November 13  Now we who are strong ought to bear the weaknesses of those without strength and not just please ourselves.  Romans 15:1  NASB
The Debt

Ought – Are you a Twelve-Step thinker?  It really doesn’t matter if you ever attended a Twelve-Step meeting.  A Twelve-Step thinker is someone who realizes the “should’a, could’a, would’a” thinking sets us up for failure.  What matters to Twelve-Step people is what is, not what ought to be.  If we aren’t dealing with reality, then anything we attempt will be the result of fantasy thinking—and it will fail to help us with our real existence.
Except!  Except when we are strong; except when we become accountable to help our weaker brothers and sisters.  Then “ought” isn’t optional.  Ought is obligation.  

In Greek the word is opheilo, “to owe.”  As a result of being the stronger, we owe.  As a result of God’s grace toward us, we owe.  As a result of being born through His breath, we owe.  Owing is not optional.  Anyone who has experienced what it means to become human owes.  Luzzatto calls it the infinite debt to the other.  He points out that our very consciousness of being who we are is the result of being in a world of others, and for this reason alone, we owe.  We owe a debt for being ourselves—a debt that we can never fully repay.

Paul is not writing to the spiritual elite.  He isn’t addressing those who have come into the full presence of the Father or who have completely dedicated their lives to the Messiah.  He is speaking to the stronger—the dynatoi, plural of dyantos, those who are able.  Not those who are majestic, regal, leaders, principals, important, recognized or lauded.  Paul is addressing those who are able—that is, you!  You are able.  Oh, you might not be able to do much.  You certainly aren’t able to do it all.  But you are able.  There are things you can do, and insofar as you can, you are obligated.

Once I helped build a road for a village in Haiti.  When I proposed the idea to a large number of people, some said, “There are 9 million people Haiti.  Most are diseased, starving and under the influence of voodoo.  What’s the point of trying to make a difference in a place like that?  No matter what you do, they will die anyway.”  All of that is true—except!  Except that I am able.  I am able to do something—and that’s what I must do because I am obligated.  I owe those people my help, even it is only a little.  Their lives make me who I am—and I owe them.

Stop with the excuses.  What are you able to do?  Be ruthlessly honest.  Don’t over-inflate your capacity.  And don’t underestimate.  What can you do?  Be plain and simple about it.  Ah, good.  So then, why aren’t you doing it?

Who do you owe?

Topical Index:  Romans 15:1, owe, obligation, ought, opheilo
November 14  "He shall wash its entrails and its legs with water. And the priest shall burn all on the altar as a burnt sacrifice, an offering made by fire, a sweet aroma to the Lord." Leviticus 1:9 NKJV
Self-Sacrifice: A Note by Roi Ziv

Burnt offering - On November 12, 2015, Skip wrote:

“Speak to the sons of Israel and say to them, ‘When any man of you brings an offering to the Lord, you shall bring your offering of animals from the herd or the flock.’” Leviticus 1:2 NASB

In Hebrew the prepositional phrase is attached to the word “sacrifice,” not “man.” The literal translation says, “When any man brings a sacrifice of you.” Sacks notes that the rabbis consider this original word order to mean that we bring ourselves in the sacrifice. “The real sacrifice is mikem, ‘of you.’ We give God something of ourselves.”

In English we make a sacrifice or bring it. That is, we do something to or with an independent object- the sacrifice. In Hebrew, however, the verb of bringing the sacrifice to the tabernacle – Makriv -  comes from the same root as the word for sacrifice itself- Korban. It means that the object becomes a sacrifice by me bringing it. And the verb is not "bring" but "bring near".

We think of sacrifice as something valuable that I am willing to give to God or others. It is that, of course, but the original word simply means something that is brought close into the presence of YHVH. When we connect that with what Skip wrote, a sacrifice is basically us drawing near to the presence of our father.

There are many kinds of offerings described in great detail in Leviticus. The first one is the Burnt Offering. This is an unblemished animal given entirely to God. All of it is burnt and nothing is eaten by the priests and the person bringing it. It is a voluntary act of worship, devotion, commitment and surrender to YHVH.

After it is cut into pieces, the person who brought it washes the entrails and the legs of the animal. What's special about these parts?

Interestingly enough, the Hebrew word for entrails is Kerev (Kravaim- the plural form). That's right, the sacrifice root, the "bringing close" root. 

The word Kerev is widely used in scripture in the sense of "heart/ inner parts/midst of":

"Bless the Lord, oh my soul, and all that is within me, bless his holy name" Psalm 103:1

Making a sacrifice is bringing our hearts close to God! 

The context in Leviticus 1:9 makes it clear the person who brought the sacrifice washes the animal's entrails and legs, but grammatically speaking it can also mean that he washes his own heart and legs!

With all this in mind, read again the familiar passage in John, where Yeshua washes his disciples' feet:

"Simon Peter said to him, "Lord, not my feet only, but also my hands and my head!" Jesus said to him, "He who is bathed needs only to wash his feet, but is completely clean." John 13:9-10 NKJV

Yeshua's statement in this act is a lot deeper than just teaching his disciples to serve. He is basically telling them "you, your lives, are going to become a burnt offering, given completely to YHVH as a sweet aroma".

One last point: the Hebrew word for battle is Krav…sounds familiar? .

Well, who ever said that bringing our hearts near God's presence is an easy thing to do?  

Topical Index: sacrifice, Leviticus 1:9, makriv, kerev, Roi Ziv
November 15  For the day of the Lord draws near on all nations, as you have done it will be done to you.  Obadiah 15  NASB
No Escape (+ Rewind)

Draws near – The word here is not a verb but an adjective.  The word is qarob.  It is used to indicate something that is close at hand or about to happen.  In this verse, Obadiah proclaims that God's judgment is about to occur.  Obadiah's writing is the shortest book in the Old Testament, but it carries one of the most important messages.  God is the Judge of all mankind.  No nation escapes His condemnation.
We often think that “nations” includes those political entities that color our world map.  We think of borders and governments.  But Obadiah’s warning was about a group of people that God saw as a nation, not necessarily the population of a particular place that men designated as a political entity.  God viewed those who were of a particular culture and background as a “nation.”
We need to reflect on this.  Peter remarks in his first letter that we, who follow Yeshua, are a “holy nation” of resident aliens in this world.  God sees all of us as a nation, one body from one culture with one purpose.  Unfortunately, what God sees as one we often treat as many.  The behavior of those calling themselves a unified body in Christ certainly leaves a lot to be desired.  I wonder if Obadiah’s backwards Golden Rule (“What you have done to others will be done to you”) won’t become a terrible judgment on us.  If God’s purpose is unity, how will we escape His judgment of our penchant for separation?

We have heard the message of the God of love and forgiveness for so long that we often ignore the other side of the coin.  God has no tolerance for sin.  He does not condone sin in any form, even if it is only “small” mistakes.  God asks for holiness.  Holiness is the standard to strive for every moment.  The reason we need deliverance is not because we need to be better people.  We need rescue because we are dead in our sins.  We will never be good enough on our own!  God’s day of judgment draws near every time we excuse our mistakes or overlook our sins.  I certainly do not want done to me what I did to others.  I need grace and mercy. 
Perhaps our quest of perfect obedience too often comes in the form of compliance with our standards, that is, our interpretation of His words.  Perhaps we are too quick to dismiss those who don’t agree that we are right.  Perhaps the “nation” of God stretches beyond the confines of our neat and tidy assemblies.  And we become the objects of His wrath because we have sinned by keeping others out.

“Please, Father, withhold Your anger over my sin of exclusion.  Grant me mercy.  I was wrong.  I don’t want to be like this.  Give me the strength to be what You require, open-hearted toward all who seek You.”

Topical Index:  Obadiah 15, holiness, mercy, judgment, draws near, qarob
November 16  Keeping away from strife is an honor for a man, but any fool will quarrel.  Proverbs 20:3  NASB
What Kind of Fool? (Rewind)
Fool – Proverbs employs several different words for the English “fool.”  Knowing which one makes a big difference.  “Fool” can be the translation of ‘ewil (as it is here), or kesil or nabal.  Sometimes it is even the translation of the Hebrew lets (usually “scoffer”).  There are differences not captured in English.  ‘ewil is someone who not only lacks sense but is morally deficient or corrupt.  In Hebrew, the word “fool” doesn’t usually describe a person without commonsense or street savvy.  It is not about someone who is stupid.  It is about someone who either ignores the moral government of God or acts in opposition to God’s sovereign reign or both.  Kesil is someone who is simply ignorant of the moral demands of God.  While this person acts against God’s instructions at the time, it is still possible for an awakening since his disobedience is not deliberate.  For this person, Leviticus provides restoration and renewed access to the Kingdom.  But ‘ewil is in far more trouble.  He acts with intentional disregard for what he knows to be true, claiming that as long as no immediate consequences befall him, no real harm is done.  He operates on the moral principle of what he can get away with.  He is a walking, waiting disaster.  He is a man who has all the answers and proudly announces such.  But they are lies.

Then there is the nabal.  This word is used sometimes to describe a false prophet.  This is a person who shames his parents, disregards civility, runs at the mouth and will eventually die a disrespectful death.  He has no fear of God or Man and his life displays the consequences of this attitude.  Proverbs strongly suggests avoiding such a person since this attitude about life will also lead others astray.

Finally, there is lets.  This is a person of contempt; one who mocks and ridicules.  Amazingly, our culture often idolizes such Cretans as if scoffing or taunting others is a mark of supremacy.  We might want to reconsider the real impact of making jokes at another’s expense.  This man satirizes his opponents, derides their morality and generally jeers at any ethics he does not wish to endorse.  As far as the biblical text is concerned, such a person is without hope in the olam ha’ba.  It is far better to simply walk away than to engage this kind of fool.  In at least one sense, even God has written him off.

If you run across a kesil, there is still time for recovery.  The only obstacle to a morally upright life is education (by the way, this is not “information”).  Ignorance is not bliss.  In this case, it is considerable danger.  But if you encounter an ‘ewil, you will know as soon as his mouth opens that there is no end to his protests and he is a bottomless pit in his demands.  Let him go.  No honor is found in arguing with one who does not wish to learn.  As for the other two “fools,” take the first “Exit” you can find.

Topical Index:  fool, ‘ewil, kesil, nabal, lets, Proverbs 20:3
November 17  To Seth, to him also a son was born; and he called his name Enosh. Then men began to call upon the name of the Lord.  Genesis 4:26  NASB
Happily Ever After

To call upon - Everyone wants a fairytale, but we end up with stories.   What’s the difference?  In a fairytale, true love wins, evil spells are overcome and we live happily ever after.  In stories, the broken world is not reconciled, we suffer for things we did not do, we fall apart and miss the mark.  In fairytales the world is the way we really want it to be.  In stories the world comes as it is and we have to deal with it.

The Bible is a book of stories, not fairytales.  

Why did men call on the name of the Lord, i.e., YHVH, at this time?  Perhaps there is a clue in the son of Seth.  His name is Enosh.  The root of Enosh is ‘anash meaning weak or feeble.  It is the word for “mortal,” as opposed to the word for “man.”  Perhaps by the time Enosh is born men realize their mortality.  After all, the story isn’t like our contemporary fiction.  These men lived a very long time.  Why should they imagine they wouldn’t ultimately die of natural means?  Punishment for eating of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil doesn’t seem to have occurred.  But slowly men begin to see that death is a progressive detachment from life.  It creeps up on you in ways you don’t expect.  Broken relationships, broken promises, broken hopes—things that used to work that no longer work.  Death comes by inches until one day, we realize that everything is dying.  In that day, mortality takes center stage and we begin to cry out to the One Sovereign who may be able to undo the disaster.  One day we wake up and realize that it isn’t going to be “happily ever after.”

Maybe that’s why Genesis returns to us.  az hoochai likro beshem YHVH.  “At that time” or “Then began” the calling.  What kind of calling was it?  The Hebrew verb is qara’.  It is primarily about a specific vocalization or message.  It is usually addressed to a specific person and intended to receive a specific response.  In other words, this is not simply a plaintive cry for help.  This is not general woe, helpless moans or confused sobs.  For all intents and purposes, qara’ is a technical term for specifically approaching God.  This is an attempt to return to relationship with YHVH.  

It took awhile.  It took expulsion from the Garden, revenge motivated birth, fratricide, declarations of enormous ego, denial of God’s demands, and a host of destructive consequences, but at last men realized their intrinsic mortality and they turned to the Creator.  It sounds like the beginning of a fairytale, doesn’t it?  Starts good, goes bad, finds redemption, and ends with bliss.  Ah, but not quite.  In the real story, the flood comes next.  And everyone dies.

Where are you in the story?  Living the fairytale or calling on the name YHVH?

Topical Index:  call upon, qara’, Enosh, mortal, Genesis 4:26
November 18   So God heard their groaning; and God remembered His covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  Exodus 2:24  NASB

Petition or Presence

Heard – “In its original form, prayer is not asking God for anything; it is not a request.  It is a cry; an elementary outburst of woe, a spontaneous call in need; a hurt, a sorrow, given voice.  It is the call of human helplessness directed to God.  It is not asking, but coming with one’s burden before God.”
  According to Rabbi Ami, “a man’s prayer is answered only if he stakes his life on it.”

When YHVH heard the children of Israel in captivity in Egypt, did He hear their daily pleadings for food, for shelter, for a better job, for health?  Perhaps, but I rather doubt it.  The cries that God heard were the cries of the dying, the emotional outbursts of hopeless woe.  It seems to me that there were few, if any, requests among those sounds.  But there was a lot of agony.  There was a lot of sorrow.  There was a lot of death.  What God heard was not the flowery, crafted prayers with which we are so familiar.  What He heard was the shattered turmoil, the aching heartbreak, the pummeled existence of people who were being ground into mortar between the bricks.  What He heard was agony without words.  The text doesn’t even say they cried out to God.  It simply says they cried.  I’m pretty sure we all know what that’s like.
For this reason, God answered.  Life was at stake in every moan.  

If we are going to continue to call on His name with trivial eternal concerns, let us not expect the answers of an on-call genie.  If we are going to play the game of self-sufficiency while enlisting the extra supernatural when necessary, let us no longer pretend that we are praying.  Let us admit that a technological solution is the expected result.  “God, just provide me with a little more, and I will be able to help myself with the rest.”  Yes, that seems to sum it up.  “I’m just in need of a bit of assistance in my quest for fulfilling those goals and good works that I have determined are useful.  So, Lord, just help me out.  It will be so much easier if I have a little supernatural cooperation.”  Of course, if our “prayers” aren’t answered, we will go ahead planning another route.  We won’t die.  We haven’t staked our lives on any of it.

I wonder what our prayers would be like if we stopped trying to control the outcome.  I wonder what they would sound like if we just took the lid off our efforts to control emotions.  I wonder if we have ever really confronted sheer helplessness—and cried to the King.  My guess is that most of the time we use prayer as another tool for control.  We recruit God for the cause.  I wonder how long He will put up with our arrogance before He allows the crush of a really evil world to remove our pretense for, say, three or four hundred years in order that we might realize what it means to cry.

Topical Index:  prayer, heard, call out, Exodus 2:24
November 19  I say, “O my God, do not take me away in the midst of my days,

Your years are throughout all generations.  Psalm 102:24  NASB
The Battle of Midway

Midst – What’s your “halfway” point?  The answer depends on your measurement process.  If “four score and ten” is the limit of life, then halfway happens pretty early.  That’s Abraham Lincoln’s view.  The biblical view adds another twenty.  But Moses didn’t enter the second half until he already reached Lincoln’s limit.  It seems that the one who really does the measuring is not the physician or the undertaker.  YHVH knows when we have reached the mark.  All we know is that someday we will.

Today may be that day.  Or it could have been yesterday, or last week, or last year, tomorrow.  That day occurs and when it does, we need David’s courage to say, “My Elohim, do not lead me out from the midst of my days today.”  Such a statement takes courage because there are plenty of days when we wish life would end.  Why ask for twice the burden, twice the struggle, twice the sorrow?  Wouldn’t it be better to be on the downside, to reach the end and be done with the fight?  Wouldn’t it be nice to know that you only had so many more days to go before you could call it quits?

David recognizes that he has things to do.  So do we.  Lots of things still left undone.  But David doesn’t see them as burdens, as chores or weights to carry.  If he did, would he ask not to be removed?  No, David sees what lies ahead as important and necessary.  He is not finished and so he doesn’t want God to end the assignment now.  “Give me the time to complete what You desire,” is likely to be David’s attitude.  “Don't take me out halfway through the job.”  That prayer takes courage.  It takes commitment.  How much easier to let the Lord remove me?  How much more comforting to see the Messiah split the Mount of Olives and know it is over for me?  Ah, but not today.  Today isn’t about my comfort, my desire to quit, my shortsightedness.  The midway point isn’t really about me at all.  God chooses the laborer.  God sets the task.  And God decides when we have finished.  David’s prayer is the precursor to Yeshua’s request, “I do not ask you to take them out of the world.”  Too bad!  Escape would be such a relief.

But it isn’t going to happen.  All those prognosticators looking for an exit don’t understand David’s prayer.  They don’t realize what Yeshua wanted.  We are here to stay until the work is finished.  The secret of the Bible is not leaving; it is learning to live while staying.  We are not holding our collective breath in order that Messiah will come to rescue us.  We are learning to breathe while we restore His kingdom here on earth.  By the way, the Kingdom will not be restored anywhere else.  This is the place.  This is the time.  That is the battle of midway.  And today is not the midst.

Al ta’aleni bahatsi – not yet.

Topical Index:  midst, hatsi, midway, Psalm 102:24
November 20   Fight the good fight of faith; take hold of the eternal life to which you were called, and you made the good confession in the presence of many witnesses.  1 Timothy 6:12  NASB

My 95

Good confession – kalen homologian – the good confession.  Perhaps we read this and think, “Oh, yes, Timothy confessed his belief in Yeshua.  He converted.”  But since Timothy’s family already knew Torah, our evangelical assumptions might not be warranted.  Besides, Paul’s exhortation presupposes that there is something called a “bad” confession.  It seems more likely that Timothy’s agreement (for that’s what homologia means) in the presence of many witnesses goes well beyond our usual “sinner’s prayer” theology.  

What if Timothy’s “agreement” included the adoption of Torah as a way of life?  That would explain Paul’s comment about the faith of his grandmother.  It would also mean that Timothy would find compatibility and camaraderie in the fellowship.  Timothy’s kalen homologian would be the declaration that Torah is the way and Yeshua is Torah’s Messiah.  This is a lot more than “forgive my sins.”

Martin Luther posted the “Ninety-Five Theses on the Power and Efficacy of Indulgences” to the door of the Wittenberg Cathedral on the thirty-first of October, 1517.  In this document Luther questioned the power of the pope to pardon sin instead of the need for true confession, repentance and contrition.  Luther challenged a way of life, pointing out that the current practice of the Church was not biblically-based.  His writings exposed the manipulation of the Church.  A new ear was born.  

It is unfortunate that Luther didn’t take his examination of Scripture further.  But Luther was a product of his age.  With a thousand years of anti-Semitism in the Church, Luther couldn’t see that his own work wasn’t true to the text either.  He focused on the issue at hand, not the assumptions of the culture.  Luther was a convert, not a walker in the way.  While he overcame the gross profiteering of the Church, he did nothing to re-establish God’s people.  In fact, his subsequent history contributed to Holocaust thinking.

But Luther’s action of challenging the current Christian thought and practice was crucial and correct.  Today we face a similar challenge.  Both Catholic and Protestant branches of Christianity are steeped in anti-Semitic, anti-Jewish thinking.  Both branches have adopted, without regret, the dualism of the Church fathers, the self-identification of anti-biblical doctrines and the conversion of biblically-based practices in pagan syncretism.  A new “95” is needed.  Not simply another theological treatise.  What is needed is a new homologian, a new confession that begins with the biblical, Jewish Messiah and the way of life he practiced.

Will you help write the “good confession” for this age?

Topical Index:  kalen homologian, good confession, Luther, 1 Timothy 6:12
November 21  It happened that while Jesus was praying in a certain place, after He had finished, one of His disciples said to Him, “Lord, teach us to pray just as John also taught his disciples.”  Luke 11:1  NASB

Prayer By the Numbers

Teach us – Do you want to pray?  Did you ever learn how to pray?  Most of us who grew up in spiritual circles were taught prayer by osmosis.  In other words, no one actually gave us instructions.  We were told that prayer is simply talking to God, and since we all know how to talk, everyone assumed that talking to God is just like talking to your friend or your spouse.  Heschel begs to differ.  “It is incorrect to describe prayer by analogy with human conversation; we do not communicate with God.  We only make ourselves communicable to Him. . . . It is not a relationship between person to person, between subject and subject, but an endeavor to become the object of His thought.”
  Furthermore, anyone who has ever conversed with a friend or a spouse knows that talking isn’t communicating.  Not only are we woefully unable to really relate with another like us, we can’t even comprehend what it must really be like to communicate with a Person who isn’t like us at all.  We need to be taught because this is not a natural skill set.  It is one of life’s great tragedies that we were never taught such a vital part of life, and that our spiritual arenas tend to operate as if this kind of teaching isn’t necessary.  Actually, maybe the reason no one teaches us is because no one really knows.

If prayer is an “ontological necessity” for us to become human,
 then inadequate training here means disaster.  Without communication with my Creator, I will be forever less than intended.  I will remain in that limbo state of “not-yet-human.”

So, let’s start.  Yeshua taught his disciples.  Did you notice that the request also indicates that John taught his disciples?  Teacher to student so that the student can become the teacher.  Nahmanides teaches us that prayer “is a function of et tzara, feelings of distress, inspiring a sense of dependence on God and our fellow person.”
  Weiss continues: “the word ‘tefilla’ may be derived from . . . to judge oneself.  There is, however, an alternative meaning.  It can also mean hope.”
  Self-assessment often leads to discouragement and depression, but in Hebrew self-assessment rests on another foundation—hope, not in myself but in the compassionate heart and sovereign control of YHVH.  So prayer begins, before there are any words at all, with an interior look, a look at who I really am right now, standing before the Presence.  What I discover is the agony of my existing as I am, the brokenness of my life, the angst of my concerns, the emptiness at the pit of my stomach, the sorrows I bear, the regrets I have, the temporality of all joy, the inevitability of death.  And when I have come into the vacuum that sweeps over me, when I realize that my life is at stake in the next words I want to say, then something happens before I can speak.  Hope arrives because my Father who is in heaven cares about me.

Prayer begins where my life ends.  Otherwise it is only babble of conversation.

Have a nice day!

Topical Index:  prayer, Avraham Weiss, Nahmanides, Heschel, Luke 11:1, teach

November 22  It happened that while Jesus was praying in a certain place, after He had finished, one of His disciples said to Him, “Lord, teach us to pray just as John also taught his disciples.”  Luke 11:1  NASB

Game Changer

Teach – “A person may believe he or she has planned for life, but ultimately knowing what to ask for, knowing what is best, comes from God.”
  Oh, but you knew that, didn’t you?  The problem is you didn’t pay any attention to the consequences.  You went right on asking for the things that fit your plan.  You continued to expect things to go your way.  And they don’t.  So it’s back to the prayer closet asking God, “What’s the problem?”  The problem isn’t where you are or what you are doing or who doesn’t cooperate.  The problem is you.  If Yeshua is going to teach his disciples to pray, then the first thing after silence will be acknowledging and embracing the fact that we don’t have a clue.  Praying is not enlisting spiritual technology.  Praying is turning over life to the hands of God—and being ready for anything to happen.

Perhaps no one told you that praying is the most dangerous thing you can do.  Perhaps they forgot to mention that it isn’t just sinners in the hands of an angry God who should be scared to death.  Anyone who comes before the Creator, Sovereign and Holy Other needs to shake a bit.  Tenuous, that’s the proper word for life in the throne room.  Somehow we have replaced the most fearsome being of all the ages with a dotting heavenly grandfather.  That needs to change.  If we want to pray, we must realize that we have entered the wilderness of YHVH, a place where no man can survive.  Our plans are finished before they started.  This is alien space.  If you ever feel like you don’t belong in this world, you might be shocked to find just how much you absolutely do not belong in His presence.  Learning to pray might begin with learning to cry, but it can’t proceed without learning to be afraid.

“To pray means to make God the confidant of one’s sorrow and need.”
  But He’s not your best friend.  Making God your confidant means letting Him experience all of the hidden, horrible secrets you carry.  It means bearing your raw edges, the places where no one loves you, not even you.  Confidant: “a person with whom one shares a secret or private matter, trusting them not to repeat it to others.”  Not your best friend by a long shot.  Even friends fail.  The secrets you dare not share are the ones God is waiting to hear.  You thought you had it under control.  Well, actually you knew you didn’t, but you carefully crafted your public persona so that it appeared as if you were doing alright.  But the hidden stayed hidden.  And now, now that you stand in the wasteland, now you know you will have to reveal all those hidden things if you are going to learn to pray.  You will have to take Him into your confidence and deal with the unloved spaces.

The Yiddish proverb applies.  “A person plans and God laughs.”  Take care.

Topical Index:  prayer, Luke 11:1, Weiss
November 23  "How blessed is the man who has made the Lord his trust"  Psalm 40:4XE "Verse:Psalm 40\\:4" NASB 

The Hiding Place (A Reminder)
TrustXE "Word:Trust" - The word batach means the sense of well-being and security that result from having something or someone in whom to place confidence.  It is translated in the LXX as “hope,” not “belief.”  It stresses the feeling of being safe and secure rather than an intellectual and volitional act in response to revelation.  It means to live at ease because of confidence in God.  

Those who trust in God alone will be delivered from their enemies (Ps. 22:4); their prayers will be answered (I Chr. 5:20); they will walk in straight paths (Prov. 3:5); they will be given joy and gladness (Ps. 16:9 and 33:21); they will know inner peace and absence of fear (Ps. 4:8 and Isa. 26:3).  The cause for our trust in God's promises is not based on what we have done or can do.  Trusting in God's promises does not depend on how worthy I am to receive anything from Him.  It is based solely on the unswerving loyalty of God's gracious kindness.  And it is trust in God alone.
In English, the opposite of trust is mistrust or doubt; but not so in Hebrew.  The opposite of batach is master, the act of hiding.  In other words, the antonym of trust is keeping secrets.  In biblical terms, the man with a secret sin has no hope.  Why?  First, because his secret is a delusion; there are no secrets from God.  Therefore, his life stands on something that is not openly shared with God and that means he is not trusting in God alone.  His secret is a personal form of idolatry.  Secondly, the man with a secret knows that he is out of alignment with God’s directive.  His secret robs him of hope in the Lord because it demonstrates his unfaithfulness.  Secrets break hesed obligation, the very obligation that maintains an open relationship with God.
Hope in God is not wish fulfillment but rather confident expectation.  God's chief characteristic is His faithfulness and trustworthiness (Deut. 33:28, Ps. 27:3).  These characteristics show themselves most clearly to one who recognizes that he is utterly without personal resources.  There is no other way than to trust completely in a gracious and dependable God.  Putting one's confidence in anything but the sovereign God is complete foolishness.  In the Bible, there is a long list of false grounds for security.  In particular, the Bible heaps scorn upon those who live in complacency, never having evaluated the flimsy basis of their lives (Isa. 32:9-11, Ezek. 30:9, Amos 6:1).  

Batach is a very serious word.  We say that we trust God, but too often our actions deny these claims.  Recovery begins when we honestly examine our lives and commit ourselves to do something about what we find.  A fearless inventory of our behavior usually reveals that we are still trying to take care of things by ourselves.  An examination of our personal secrets reveals how little we trust our emotional well-being to God.  We really don't think God is reliable in every area of life.  That isn’t trust.  Trust says, “God, you are able.  I put all my eggs in your basket.  I’ll do whatever you want me to do, but unless you come through for me, I’m finished.”  Start today.  Pick the one thing that you have tried over and over to fix in your life but nothing has changed.  Decide to trust, even if you are convinced it is impossible.  Doubting is your problem, not God’s.

Do your actions show that you trust God, or is “trust” just another comfortable word in your religious vocabulary?

Topical Index:  trust, batach, Psalm 40:4
November 24  Now to Him who is able to keep you from stumbling and to make you stand in the presence of His glory blameless with great joy  Jude 24XE "Verse:Jude 24"  NASB
Delbert McClinton with Changes
BlamelessXE "Word:Blameless" - The English translation comes from a combined Greek word (amomous) meaning without spot or blemish.  There are connections between this word and non-Christian sacrificial rituals, but in the biblical context, the word is a metaphor for the absence of any internal imperfection.  In the apostolic writings, it is used to describe the sacrifice of the Messiah as the Lamb of God.  It is also found in legal contexts implying that the one who is blameless is legally innocent.  

In this verse, the word is applied to God's children, followers of the Messiah.  It is important to note that this verse places the power and agency in God's hands.  In other words, we who follow the Messiah are not found blameless because we earned that status by believing.  We are blameless because God takes the active role in sustaining our right standing before Him.  Just as God counted Abraham righteous, so He counts us righteous.

Everyone who has experienced the life changing power of Yeshua HaMashiach knows the truth of this verse.  Blame is a word that describes how we felt over and over while the sin ruled our lives.   Blame is the secret game of the yetzer ha’ra.  Blame is self-directed fodder for complacency and rationalization.

Blameless describes a condition that is a gift to us.   But it is not our doing.  If we think that once we accept the lordship of Yeshua we somehow get an injection of more willpower to put ourselves on the straight and narrow, we will soon discover failure again.  If Yeshua is to be our antidote for sin, we will have to take the dosage daily, hourly, even moment by moment.  We do not maintain our walk because we take control of our sinful behavior.  That is the pathway to relapse and destruction.  How many times did we think that all we needed was another prayer or a renewed commitment?  The yetzer ha’ra loves religious fervor.  Zealous for improvement is not the same as zealous for the Lord.  Now we see that we were still trying to tell God how He should fix the problem. We had not given Him the right to control life even in the middle of our religious posturing.  

We are kept purified because we have allowed God's grace to keep us from stumbling.  We have surrendered to His will and it is by His will that we can stand forgiven and free.  Submission and surrender mean that we stop telling God how to fix us.  We just let Him do what He wants. 

Delbert is right.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PxNnEEK6uG0
Topical Index:  amomous, blameless, Jude 24
November 25  “Give us this day our daily bread.”   Matthew 6:11XE "Verse:Matthew 6\\:11"  NASB

Only Once Continually - Again
DailyXE "Word:Daily" - The Greek word epiousion is one of the most unusual words in the entire Bible.  It occurs only in the Lord's Prayer.  In order to understand the meaning of most Biblical expressions, scholars often look to other uses either in the Bible or outside the Bible.  But this word appears here in this verse for the first time.  It is not found in any other Biblical context and has no clear cognates in other ancient languages.  All of this is even more unusual since the meaning of the word certainly must have been clear to Yeshua’s disciples and the early Jewish believers.  

Of course, Yeshua spoke this prayer in Hebrew.  So if we translate it back into its Hebrew form, the word becomes tamid.  Gordon and Johnson note that, “tamid is rich in meaning, which makes it difficult to translate into English.  The closest approximation in English to the word tamid is ‘continually,’ although some prefer to translate it as ‘daily.’”
  As Gordon and Johnson point out, if Yeshua had spoken the Greek word epiousion to the crowd, no one would have understood Him.  But the use of tamid is perfectly understandable in Hebrew.

Tamid is particularly useful because of the symbolic meaning of bread in Scripture.  Lehem means both physical sustenance and spiritual nourishment.  Since Yeshua places emphasis on both, it is particularly appropriate that He would use a word that means having enough every day.  Digesting God’s word is just as important as eating the bread on the table.  In fact, it is sometimes more important.
This much is clear.  This petition in the Lord's Prayer pushes aside any claim that we might have on even the basic necessities of life as our rights.  Life is not entitlement.  Even life's most basic needs are the gifts of God.  It is not that we are to be content with only the most basic elements of life.  Rather, we are to acknowledge that everything, even the necessities, come to us as gifts.  When we think of this part of the verse, the word for “daily” begins to make some sense.  We are part of the fellowship of the redeemed.  More than anyone, we know that our basic needs must come to us one day at a time.  We are healed for this day.  We are helped for this day.  We are whole for this day.  The basic necessities of our lives cannot be stored up for tomorrow nor appropriated from yesterday.  We can only live daily.  When we say the Lord's Prayer, the word daily has a special significance.  This word summarizes our lives.  One day at a time.

Learning to pray is learning the supreme sense of tamid.  If prayer is a means of becoming human, then its daily exercise is as crucial as daily nourishment.  A man without prayer is a man in a constant state of malnutrition.  
Topical Index: daily, epiousion, tamid, continually, Matthew 6:11

November 26  Come, O children, listen to me; I will teach you the fear of the Lord.  Psalm 34:11  ESV

Educational Nonsense

Teach – lamad, the Hebrew verb translated “teach” or “learn,” includes the idea of training, not merely verbal or written transfer of information.  In Hebrew, the action implicit in the instruction is just as important as the instruction itself.  In fact, without the action, teaching has not occurred.  On the other hand, Greek education is essentially information transfer.  That doesn’t mean it doesn’t have serious implications.  It does.  It’s just that the implications are not spelled out in the teaching itself.  What this means is that Greek-based education is like theory without consequence.  You can learn the information without the requirement of putting it into practice.  But unless you spell out the consequences, sometimes the information given isn’t seen in its full light.  It looks good because it is disconnected from reality, but once the reality is uncovered, the information shows itself to be misdirected or false.

This difference presents enormous obstacles for education in conformity with God’s instruction.  Our Western system of education no longer embraces a sacred view of creation.  Therefore, information gathering and dissemination can occur without recognition of the larger consequences in a sacred world.  For example, economics can be studied as a mathematical model rather than a means for assisting in the caretaking of God’s world.  And it can be studied in textbooks and classes rather then in the streets of Mumbai or the animal tracks of Brazil.  The Greek worldview of Man as the external observer of nature (i.e., nature is everything that exists outside of Man) lends itself to disengagement from consequences.  Decisions I make about theoretical problems in the classroom are never actually applied in the real world where thousands of other factors influence outcomes.  Perhaps that’s why Hebrew education in Torah never really moved into the classroom model.  It was one-on-one mentoring while walking.  It was constantly about life as it is.  Hebrew education is about how to live, not necessarily about how to think.
Some time ago I was asked to look at some material being taught in schools in England.  What I found was disappointing and disturbing, a collection of mistakes, assumptions, political correctness and false conclusions passed on a fact.   So I thought I would draw out the implications of this material.  I offer this to you because what is being taught as fact in England is undoubtedly also being taught in other places in the world.  In my humble opinion, this is indoctrination, not education, since it lacks any real engagement with the ideas as they play out in the real world.  But you can decide for yourself, if you wish to take the time to read the analysis.  If you don’t have the time, just tuck this away somewhere so that when your children come home from school spouting one of these half-baked facts you will have something to refer to.  You can read the whole thing here.
Topical Index:  education, England, nonsense, Psalm 34:11

Educational Nonsense

The material I wish to review is used in the United Kingdom educational system.  The study guide unit for students is titled “Unit 4: Religious Philosophy and the Ultimate Questions,” from ZigZag Education (2010).

After reviewing the statements in these lessons for children, I thought it would be helpful to add some sanity (and critique).  I will simply go through the material as it is presented, citing the statements from the lesson and then commenting.  This seems especially important these days as this material is used in schools that claim to have a religious point of view.  The critique below follows the sections of the student guide.

​​​​​​​​_________________________________________

Section:  The weaknesses of general revelation

“Holy books are open to different interpretations about what they reveal about God, e.g. at the Red Sea was God a Saviour, saving the Jews, or was he callous in killing the Egyptians?”

The question itself creates a false dichotomy.  Saving the Jews does not imply callous behavior toward the Egyptians.  Furthermore, the question ignores virtually all the context of the story, framing the episode as if it were a one-dimensional ethical problem.  In addition, it imports ideas not found in the text.  The story is about sovereigns, kingdoms and authority, not about who or who is not a Saviour.  If this material is to teach the “weaknesses” of general revelation, how does the fictitious ethical dilemma demonstrate that general revelation, which does not include the specific event of the crossing of the Red Sea, is insufficient?  General revelation is about evidences or lack thereof for all men due to the environment of all men.  Historical events are culture and time dependent and are not “general” revelation.  General revelation is typically about planetary considerations, evidence from intelligent design and cosmological observations.  Historical “revelation” is not a part of this category.

“Nature and all life can be interpreted as being the result of random chance, not God’s creativity.”

At least this statement is within the scope of general revelation.  Of course, virtually all human experience can be “interpreted” in multiple ways, but that is the issue, not the weakness.  To suggest that nature and all human life can be viewed as the result of random chance is neither rational nor justified.  Presenting this as a weakness of general revelation misses the point.  The weakness is not in general revelation, which is a rational and understandable position.  The weakness is in the paradigm one brings to the “facts.”  But there is no mention of paradigm influence here.  The statement is paradigm dependent.  Any adequate critique of general revelation at this level must deal with paradigms, not the interpretations after the application of a paradigm.
Section:  The strengths of special revelation

“The massive impact of special revelations on an individual is conclusive proof they were from God.” 

Unfortunately, just as this material misrepresents the idea of general revelation, so it similarly confuses special revelation with psychological certainty.  Note the statement says “special revelations,” plural.  This means the authors had direct spiritual personal encounters in mind since the religious idea of special revelation (singular) is not about God whispering in your ear but rather about precisely those events that these authors suggest fall within the category of general revelation, namely, the historical events of God’s interactions with men, whether in physical demonstration or writing or prophetic announcement.  These kinds of events can be investigated precisely because they are not private.  They have public context.  Either Israel crossed the Sea of Reeds or it did not.  Either Jeremiah delivered a message concerning the immanent Babylonian captivity or he did not.  Either he said what is recorded or he didn’t.  These are not private events capable of being understood only by the participant.  What the authors call special revelation is what theologians and philosophers call mysticism.  And while it is psychologically true that the mystic claims an understanding of the absolute reality of his encounter, this is not “special revelation” as normally understood.  

By the way, the idea of “conclusive proof” is not part of special revelation (singular) either.  It is evidence, not proof.  A mystic can claim absolute proof, but he cannot demonstrate it since his claim is not open to public review.  The authors of this material either do not understand what special revelation is, or they have deliberately misrepresented it in ways that discredit the idea.
Section: Revelation as reality can cause some problems for the religious believer.

“If revelations reflect the reality of God, then why are there differences in information between religions?  For example, Christians, from the Bible, are given information which allows them to drink alcohol.  For Muslims, Allah’s words in the Qur’an are that alcohol is forbidden.”

What?  Doesn’t this example assume that all claims of “revelations” come from the same God?  That’s why there’s a conflict.  But who claims that the Christian God is the same as Allah?  The underlying assumption that causes the problem here is never articulated.  Obviously, if God and Allah are not the same, then there is no problem about conflicting instructions.  The real problem is which one is really God.

Section:  Are experiences of God reality or illusions?

“Reality:  They are conclusive proof for the person who has had the experience that a God exists.  What is real is based on our own reasoning.  A person has rationally decided that God has intervened in their life.  Reasoning is the basis of all truth.  Therefore, the experience is real to them.”

This statement is so confused in its internal logic that it’s a wonder anyone can make sense of it.  Once again, the authors assume the issue is private revelations, not special revelation as a technical term in religion.  But what they claim is nonsense.  While it may be true that the experience of a mystic convinces that person of the reality of God, it is not true that what is “real” is based on our own reasoning.  This is a positivist view of the real.  What is real is rational and what is not rational is not real, according to positivist doctrine.  The problem is obvious.  If I define reality only in terms of what is reasonable, then I automatically exclude anything I do not find reasonable.  Extended to the entire human race, what this means is that the human mind is the arbiter of all truth.  That doctrine has been an utter failure in human history in spite of its constant resurgence and longevity.  Do human beings actually only operate in the world according to what they deem reasonable?  Hardly.  Myth, legend, emotions, cultural influences and a host of other avenues present themselves as claims on humanity even if they are not subject to reason.  In fact, I would suggest that most of our ordinary behavior is not reasonably deduced.  It is simply patterned after what we believe regardless of rational demonstration.  Therefore, while the claim that a person who has decided God has intervened in his life might convince him of the reality of God, this is not necessarily a reasoned claim.  It is simply a claim, and if it is not open to critique, then that is all that it is.

Now the authors make a tragic logical mistake.  Claiming that “reasoning is the basis of all truth” is nothing more than an assumption.  Anyone who believes in revelation will dispute this claim.  Furthermore, how could the claim be reasonably justified?  The claim itself invalidates any argument to the contrary.  If I claim that culture and tradition are the basis of all truth, the claim of the authors requires me to dismiss such an idea as “not based in reason.”  Therefore, the claim circumscribes the field of knowledge before examination.  As if this were not enough, the authors suggest that as a result of reason as the basis for all truth, whatever a person experiences will be “real to them.”  But this is nonsense as well.  If reason is truly the basis of truth, then my personal experience is not the basis for my truth claim.  It doesn't matter what I experience.  What matters is what is reasonable.  And the fact that the authors suggest that it is “real to them” is sheer conventionalism.  That means truth is what I determine it to be based on my experience.  But this contradicts the claim that reason alone determines truth.  The authors have confused experience and truth, reason and personal claims, and provided no basis for their assertion that there is any difference between my “reasoning” and reality.  The logic of these authors is in fact, self-contradictory, but apparently that critique escapes them.  Perhaps they have had an “experience” instead.
Section: Illusion

“A person’s experience of God cannot be proof that a God exists to anyone else other than the person who has had the experience.  To all other people it is possible suggestive evidence that a God exists.  The experience, is only based on ‘abstract evidence’ (things you cannot see/hear) not ‘physical evidence’ that you can see for yourself.”

Amazing!  According to this definition of evidence, electrons do not exist (as just one example).  Since I cannot “see or hear” an electron, then all the evidence supporting the claims of particle physics are merely “suggestive” and “abstract.”  By the way, this also means that any claim based on history is also merely suggestive and abstract.  I can’t see or hear the Declaration of Independence as signed on July 4, 1776, so I do not have first hand (see/hear) evidence of the event.  Therefore, it is merely suggestive and abstract.  The existence of Napoleon is the same, or of Ramses II, or Jesus Christ.  The definition of evidence provided by the authors is so truncated that it is ridiculous.  No one operates in the world in this way.  The lack of “physical evidence” is not a basis for claiming that a statement is an illusion.  If it were, virtually all humanity would be deceived.

Topic 3:  The Problems of Evil and Suffering

2.  Man-made suffering/moral evil – e.g. war/murder/rape

“These are caused by humans and are deliberate acts of unkindness, hate and selfishness.  ‘Evil’ is something immoral or wicked.  Man-made suffering can cause huge amounts of personal pain, anguish and suffering.  They are caused by human ‘free will,’ i.e. humans having the ability to choose their actions.”

Is it true that all war, murder and rape are caused by deliberate acts of unkindness, hate and selfishness?  Are all these the direct result of human “free will”?  If you answer, “Yes,” then you are setting yourself up for the argument that God caused some wars or that God, who knew human beings would bring about this moral evil, created them anyway.  Not all wars are acts of unkindness.  Is a war that eliminates a threat to human well-being an act of unkindness simply because it is a war?  When people defend their right to life in a war, are they selfish and unkind?  You can immediately see that the definition is once again too narrow to be of much value.  Life is more complicated than these authors suggest.

“If God exists, why does he let people suffer?  Therefore, some people say that the existence of evil and suffering suggests God does not exist because he is supposed to be good and thus would prevent suffering and evil which causes pain to humans.”

This is the standard, and grossly insufficient, naïve formulation of the argument from the existence of evil.  Who determines that a good God must prevent evil and suffering?  In this argument, the assumption (unjustified) is that if God is good he would do xyz, but this is the product of human determination of what is good.  This argument fails even in the strictly human arena.  Was the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima “good”?  The answer depends on the calculation of human misery suffered or avoided.  And who determines that?  When did Man become the judge of the behavior of God?

With this framework in play, the authors assert:

“Religious people believe God to be all-knowledgeable (omniscient).  Thus, why does he not stop suffering and evil if he knows it is happening?  Therefore, some people suggest that God is not all-knowledgeable.  He does not know when all suffering is happening or how to prevent or solve it.”

Apparently the authors have never studied theology.  Their definition of omniscience as all-knowledgeable (not all-knowing) is strange.  “Knowledgeable” is an adjective meaning “intelligent and well informed.”   It is not the same as the attribute “all-knowing,” an attribute that implies comprehension and awareness of all possible information.  Furthermore, the suggestion that “some people” resolve this apparent ethical dilemma by suggesting that God “does not know” is ludicrous.  A god who does not know what is happening is neither omniscient nor god.  

But this nonsense continues.

“If God did create the world then he created all its faults.  He created human selfishness, greed and hate which cause pain.  He also created the natural world which is responsible for natural disasters.  In creating the flawed universe and all its bad designs, he is therefore the creator of all pain, suffering and evil.”

Ah, now it’s perfectly clear.  If I create a child with my spouse, and that child is a mass murderer when he grows up, then I am responsible for the evil he brought into the world, right?  What nonsense!  No one would claim that I am morally culpable for the evil of my child or grandchild unless I directly participated in that evil in some way, for example, I trained my child to hate and kill.  But the God of the Bible did no such thing.  In fact, He created a world without flaws.  His action is not morally culpable simply because Man chose to disobey.  This might not solve the greater problem of omniscience, but it demonstrates the authors’ flawed argument and flawed conclusions. 

The authors attempt to introduce “free will” as a solution to this dilemma, but they raise the question, “If God created humans, why did he give them ‘free will’?  Why did he not make them perfect so that they would always choose to do good instead of evil?”  Of course, this equivocates on the idea of “free will.”  How can it be “free will” if men always “choose” to do good?  No explanation is given.  Apparently they assume that the idea of “free will” is so clear that the reader knows what is meant, but even philosophers find that articulating precisely what it means is quite difficult.

The discussion continues with the introduction of the question, “Why does God let suffering happen? (What is its purpose?)”  Of course, the two questions are not the same.  Perhaps there is no purpose in suffering.  Perhaps it is an aberration, something never intended and therefore without purpose.  Perhaps suffering is simply evil.  Would we say that evil has a purpose?  Did God design the cosmos with evil in mind so that He intended evil to fulfill some divine purpose?

The authors then provide eight alternatives to answer the initial question, i.e., the reason God allows suffering.  According to the authors, the Christian answer is that suffering is caused by free will.  The example is:  “Adam eating the apple.”  Apparently the actual textual account is of little concern.  Popular association with the “apple” is sufficient.  The authors suggest that suffering is the result, according to Christians, of “our selfishness and the fact that we want to do what we want.”  This causes “hurt” to ourselves and others.  But is this really the Christian position on suffering?  Is suffering simply the result of “wrong choices” that cause hurt?  The suggestion that this is the Christian position makes Christian theology seem impossibly naïve.  It also implies that the real issue has nothing to do with sin (a concept never introduced) but rather with human “wrong choices,” ultimately defined as those choices that produce hurt.  The multitude of counterexamples and ethical difficulties completely overlooked by this definition is astounding.

Judaism’s answer, according to the authors, is that suffering is “God’s way of trying to discipline humans.”  Since the cause of suffering is “free will,” that is, “humans acting in ways that God would not want,” it is difficult to imagine how there can be a human solution to this problem.  Apparently, if human beings acted only in ways that God approved, there would be no suffering.  This is consistent with the earlier claim that God could have created human beings who would always do what He wished and suffering would not exist.  But once again, the implication is naïve.  What would it mean for God to create “human beings” who only did what was good?  Is suffering only a human problem?  Is “hurt” the only concern about suffering?  If God uses suffering to discipline human beings, then what is the story of Job all about?  Are we therefore to conclude that wherever there is suffering there must be disobedience?  That God is the ultimate policeman in the sky, raining down suffering on those who don’t comply?  The authors make no attempt to deal with the complexity of this issue.

Under the heading “How should religious believers respond to suffering?” the document suggests that:

“Christians are taught to endure personal suffering as it is part of God’s plan.

They are taught to ‘love your neighbor as yourself’ and so they should not only have compassion for those suffering, they should actively try to help them.”  

I am at a loss to find any Christian theologian who teaches that suffering is a part of God’s plan, that God intended human beings to suffer since creating them.  To suggest such a solution is to paint God as an incredible ogre, willing to allow the suffering of millions in order to fulfill some plan of His own, which, by the way, we are not privileged to understand.  This view of God and suffering is precisely why most intellectuals rejected the Christian God.  He appears as a vicious prankster playing a life and death game with His creation.  It is, however, consistent with the kind of gods we find in ancient pagan cultures.  Perhaps the authors have confused Babylon with Jerusalem.

According to the document, Judaism’s answer to the question is that “giving to charity is a duty from God.”  In order to fulfill this duty, Jewish believers must care for creation and others.  Is that it?  Is that all?  The Jewish solution boils down to duty?  In other words, compulsion?  It might be ethical rather than physical, but the result is the same.  I am obligated to help others.  Not a word is offered concerning the greater issue of the goodness of God in a world of pain.  There is no mention of the essential nexus of yetzer ha’ra and yetzer ha’tov.  In the end, Judaism is merely a set of rules, demands to act in a particular way that is pleasing to God.  No explanation why is given.  Once again, the basic assumption follows the religious pattern of ancient pagan mythology, not the Hebrew Bible.

As for Islam, the authors suggest that “Zakah” is one of the five pillars of Islam, requiring its adherents to give 2.5% of their annual income to help those in need.  “To help those in need and relieve suffering is an essential part of Muslim belief.”  What the authors fail to mention is that Zakah applies only to Muslims.  There is no need for Muslims to care for anyone outside the faith, and, in fact, pain and suffering on the part of infidels is the direct intention of Allah.  The authors paint Islam in favorable light without expressing any concerns about Islam’s underlying exclusion of most of humanity.

Turning to the question of the afterlife, the document offers the following:

“Some people see suffering as a test from God.  God is seeing if a person remains faithful to him during their pain and does not reject him.  If they pass the test he will reward and bless them in this life or the afterlife.”

“If a person’s suffering leads to their death, then comfort can be taken from the fact that the person who has died has gone to Heaven and is now at peace, no longer suffering, and is with God.”

On the basis of these two citations, we should bring back the Inquisition.  After all, passing the test of suffering that leads to death is a sure way of finding peace in Heaven.  I wonder what picture of God is represented by these statements.  God tests us with suffering.  If we die, we get to go to heaven.  If we don’t die and remain faithful, we will be rewarded.  What kind of God does such things?  The utter naïveté of these authors is astounding.  Simplicity might be a virtue but simple-minded is not.

The next section is on evil.  The definition is interesting.

“An evil act – This is deliberate, cruel behavior done in the full knowledge that it is wrong and will cause pain and suffering to the person/people it is inflicted upon.”

Notice that this definition requires prior acceptance of a standard of behavior, a deliberate intention to reject the ethical obligation and a result that produces human pain and suffering.  Under this definition, unintentional sins are excluded.  Evil is only the product of rejecting what is fully known as an ethical obligation.  Furthermore, destruction or desecration of the environment is not evil if it doesn’t result in human suffering.  Cruelty to animals is not evil.  Violations of sacred prohibitions are not evil since they don’t cause suffering to humans.  In fact, under this definition, the only things that are truly evil are those that harm another person or persons.  This truncated definition is certainly inadequate.  It restricts evil acts only to the realm of human behavior.  There is no attempt to elaborate the distinction between holy and profane nor is there any discussion of evil that results from unintentional behavior.  With this definition, all that is necessary to prevent evil is to ensure human beings comply with an accepted ethical standard.

The consequences of this definition are revealed in the subsequent section, “Where does evil come from?”  Four answers are provided.

First, evil and suffering are “random, negative” forces in the world.  They are just part of life and must be accepted as such.

Second, evil is the result of God-given free will.  “Adam and Eve, took fruit, which they were not supposed to under God’s instructions, from the ‘tree of knowledge.’  Due to this, human beings have the ability to see the difference between moral and immoral – good and bad behavior.”

Third, “some people believe that evil comes from Satan.”  “God is in a constant battle against Satan who causes all evil and suffering on earth.”

Fourth, “many people believe that evil is a state of mind.”  The explanation of this statement is a declaration of psychological revenge.  If we experience something bad, we commit bad acts in order to make other people feel like we do.  The suggestion is that if we have a good life, then we won’t experience the “emotion of hate” and will not commit evil acts.  

As commentary of these four answers, we must note that the first answer is certainly not true of any religious believer, regardless of the religion.  Only those who reject all religion would suggest that evil is just natural random cosmic operations.  In fact, the very word “evil” has no meaning in such a reply.  If all that happens is simply the result of randomness in the universe, then it is not possible to label any part of these events as “evil,” since “evil” is a moral category.

The second answer demonstrates that the authors either have no serious comprehension of the biblical texts or they have deliberately ignored the texts.  Clearly the Bible does not teach that the disobedience of Adam and Eve produced evil, nor does it teach that the Tree was the “tree of knowledge” or that eating from the tree resulted in the ability to distinguish “moral from immoral.”  The Tree of the knowledge of good and evil is not about moral and immoral acts.  Obviously, the commandment not to eat from the Tree presupposes a knowledge of moral and immoral.  Otherwise the commandment makes no sense.  Furthermore, to misconstrue the Tree as if it were about “knowledge” is to imply that the biblical prohibition attempts to prevent human beings from knowing!  Finally, the authors’ answer demonstrates once again that the real problem in their minds is God.  The statement that “due to this,” that is, the fact that God gave human beings free will, the existence of evil suggests that it is God who is to blame for the mess.  Had He not given free will to men, there would be no evil and life would be wonderful.  Obviously, the authors’ conception of what it means to be human is grossly inadequate and a complete misunderstanding of the biblical view.

Skipping comments on the third and fourth answers (above), the document offers answers to the question, “What is the nature of evil?”  

The first answer is that evil is an “impersonal force.”  This is followed by the comment that “humans are naturally sinful.”  “Evil is therefore like a magnet we can be drawn to at times.”  The suggestion is that human beings are created with a natural propensity to sin and that the source of evil in the world is this internal dysfunctional element.  The introduction of the concept of sin is surprising since no prior definition of sin has been offered.  One suspects that the authors confuse evil with sin since they view evil as a purely human issue.  Furthermore, the statement that “humans are naturally sinful” is given without justification as if it is a completely agreed-upon fact.  Once again we are left with the conclusion that God created us this way so it is God who is ultimately to blame.

The final answer to the question of the nature of evil is that evil is a “psychological phenomenon.”  “Evil exists within the human mind.  It is the result of human behavior and how we choose to act.  Behavior is the result of our upbringing.”  

This is quite an amazing statement.  First it suggests that evil isn’t real.  It is only mistaken beliefs.  The argument, of course, is in line with Christian Science.  But the next statement even departs from that position.  If evil is the “result of human behavior” then it is clearly not simply in the mind.  It has real presence in the world.  So the two statements are actually contradictory.  Finally, the statement that “Behaviour is the result of our upbringing” is ridiculous.  If this were true then free will and the ability to choose actions other than those of our past would be impossible.  This is psychological determinism.  It suggests that we are merely the products of whatever past we happen to have, completely beyond our control.  Under these circumstances, it’s difficult to imagine what “evil” would mean.  How can something be evil if it is the natural and inevitable result of past conditioning?  

The discussion continues under the heading, “What is the problem of believing in God and the existence of evil and suffering in the world?”

Two statements deserve attention.  The first is this: “Religious people believe God to be all-knowledgeable (omniscient).  Thus, why does he not stop suffering and evil if he knows it is happening?  Some people suggest that God is not all-knowledgeable, He does not know when all suffering is happening or how to prevent and solve it.”

Once again we see the confusion between “all-knowledgeable” and “all-knowing.”  We also find that the subsequent question is a red herring.  The implication of the question is that an all-knowing being would stop suffering if he could.  The question is formed in a way that presupposes the application of an ethical requirement to stop suffering.  We mentioned before that this ethical requirement underlies the entire section.   But it is inadequate.  It forces the reader to accept an answer that is neither biblical nor theologically coherent.

That answer is the suggestion that since God does not stop suffering He either doesn’t know it is happening or He is powerless to prevent it.  But either solution denies the reality of God.  A God who doesn’t know or can’t perform is not God.  Such a being is simply a limited person and does not in any way represent the biblical view of God.  But the authors do not allow the formulation of a question that seeks to reconcile God’s unlimited knowledge and power with the presence of evil.  In the end, the reader who accepts their formulation of the question must conclude that belief in such a god is nonsense.

In the next section, a remarkably politically correct statement finds its way into the document.  “Muslims try to live in peace with others,” says the text.  In contrast to Christians, the text asserts that, “It is not up to them to seek justice.  That is Allah’s job.”  Furthermore, “A Muslim should stand up and fight against injustice and evil.”  I suppose we are to conclude that jihad is the approved Muslim fight against injustice and evil since Muslims really want to live in peace!  Apparently killing Jews is a fight against injustice and is therefore an attempt to live in peace.  I can think of an expression that characterizes these entirely politically-correct claims, but it would not be allowed in print!

The last major section of the document discusses immortality.  It begins with “key words,” including “body,” defined as “the physical and material part of a human,” and “soul,” defined as “the spiritual rather than the physical part of humans.”  Of course, these definitions alone set the entire discussion within the Platonic dualism of the West.  No defense is given for this philosophical position.  It is stated as if it were fact.  As a result, it colors all the subsequent discussion of immortality.  Consequently, the document states: “Most Christians believe that the spirit, without the body, lives on in the afterlife either in Heaven or in Hell.”  The statement, of course, is false.  Christian do not believe that a bodiless spirit of each person lives on in the afterlife.  While Christians may believe that there is a stage where the body and spirit are separated, there is no Christian doctrine that suggests the afterlife is a continuous bodiless existence.  That idea is strictly Platonic.  

According to the document, Jews “believe in a spiritual resurrection.”  “Jews do not believe in a Hell.”  At least the authors acknowledge that “some Jews believe in a physical resurrection of the body,” but then I am not sure what the authors mean by the statement that all Jews believe in a “spiritual” resurrection.  As for Hell, it seems that the authors do not accept the Jewish idea of reward and punishment in the ‘olam ha’ba even though it is a standard doctrine of Judaism.  One wonders where these authors got their information about Christianity or Judaism.  Apparently they have a better appreciation of Islam since they claim that, “All Muslims believe in a physical resurrection of the body, and the soul.”  If this is supposed to be a contrast with Christians and Jews, one can only wonder why the authors deliberately left out the same doctrine in the other statements.

Then the authors add the following:

“A belief in a physical resurrection seems unlikely in today’s scientific age.”  Why? Because “a body buried in the ground decays, and in cremation, the body is buried and destroyed.”  I can only say that either these authors have no idea what resurrection means or they are so committed to materialist science that they refuse to accept the possibility of a miraculous regeneration.  I suspect both are true.  Furthermore, the statement itself is nonsense.  “A belief in a physical resurrection seems unlikely.”  But a belief does not depend on “today’s scientific age.”  The statement should probably have been, “Believing in a physical resurrection seems unlikely.”  A belief is simply that—a belief.  The justification of the belief might be unlikely, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t a belief.  Once we have cleared up this mistake, then the question is whether or not resurrection can be justified in the modern age.  But that, or course, does not depend on the state of the body prior to the resurrection since the resurrection of the body is a miraculous event.  All these authors really do is 1) display their ignorance and 2) pose the evidence in such a way that they rule out resurrection on the basis of a mistaken idea.

We have nearly reached the end of this educational nonsense.  The last question concerns “evidence of immortality.”  According to the authors, one of the reasons beliefs in immortality are probably not justified is that “holy books come from a time when there was little medical or scientific knowledge.  The resurrection of a physical body today seems an unlikely possibility.”  Ah, so because the “holy books” weren’t written by medical experts, they are incorrect.  Apparently only recent medical expertise can justify the claim of a resurrection of the body.  The statement implies, of course, that whatever these holy books say is mistaken because it isn’t current scientific knowledge.  We have come full circle.  What is true is only what can be felt or seen (remember?) and since a religious claim about the resurrection can’t be felt or seen, it can’t be true.  Since the body deteriorates, it is not possible for God to bring it back to life.  This is sheer materialism, the belief that only what can be demonstrated in repeatable scientific experiment is real.  But the history of science clearly demonstrate how flawed such a claim is.  What was blood-letting if not medicine?  Or phlogiston?  Or the Bohr model of the atom?  All science.  All false.  

Two final statements deserve comment.

“We know we have a soul as it is that part of us that feels truth and goodness.  The mind (soul) is separate from the body.”  What can I say?  This is complete nonsense passed on as if it is commonly accepted fact.  We have a soul because we “feel truth and goodness”?  What?  Since when did feeling anything make it true, or good for that matter?  This statement reduces all spiritual matters to the realm of feelings.  Of course, this is consistent with the scientific materialism of the authors, but it demonstrates incredible naïveté or just deliberate avoidance of all the arguments concerning mind/body issues.  And the conclusion that the mind, which is apparently equal to the soul, is separate from the body is just one more tenet of scientific materialism, disguised as fact.
My Conclusion:  It is hard to imagine an educational guide that is so filled with assumptions, false information and deliberate misrepresentation as a standard for the education of children.  But make no mistake!  This is propaganda disguised as education.  If this is what is being taught to children in the UK, is it any wonder that our children have no real sense of biblical direction?  Who authorizes such stupidity?  Why do parents allow this to be disseminated in schools?  Where is the concern for intellectual honesty?  

Edmund Burke said, “The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing.”  The same applies to the mis-education of today's culture.

November 27  They heard the sound of the Lord God walking in the garden in the cool of the day,  Genesis 3:8  NASB
The Hebrew Edition

Walking – Walking presupposes feet.  That assumption changes the picture of this verse.  We imagine that God, in some physical form, is doing what we do when we walk, that is, moving on feet.  And suddenly we assume that there is another “person” involved in this story.  Trinitarians quickly suggest that this is the pre-incarnate Jesus.  Others suggest that this is YHVH manifest in physical flesh.  Both explanations require reading mithalech (walking) as an analog to human movement.  But Kushner notes something about the Hebrew that no translation I know recognizes.

“The problem here is not just the translation of one word, kol [voice], but how to translate it in combination with mithalech.”  She continues, “There are no feet in Genesis 3:8, just an intriguing verb: mithalech.  This particular grammatical construction of the three-letter root for the verb ‘to walk’ is used for doing something repeatedly.  If holech, or walk, in the present tense, means to walk from point A to point B, then mithalech means to walk from point A to B to D to C—walking back and forth, walking repeatedly, or without a particular destination in mind.”  After some deliberation, Kushner suggests that this verse really says that the voice of God was heard from all directions.  It is the voice that “walks” back and forth, back and forth, repeating the sound over and over.  There are no feet.  There is no body.  There is a physical description of an audible sound.  God is walking.  His voice is coming into the Garden as if it were wandering everyone at once.

Now what mental picture do you have?  Are you still thinking about a physical “person” in the Garden?  Are you still visualizing “Jesus” looking for Adam?  Did you fall victim to a perfectly ordinary assumption about walking?  Do you realize that Hebrew is radically different than the way that we think?  Even its use of idioms is buried in constructions that we would be unable to translate without understanding the culture like a native!  Some things just can’t be converted into words, at least not into the truncated words needed to accomplish a translation!

Now you can take this verse off your “proofs for the pre-existence of Christ” list.  There is no body here.  In fact, the very suggestion of a physical body for YHVH, even in assumptions, is inconceivable in Jewish thought.  The Hebrew edition of the Bible simply isn’t like our translations, translations that include simple assumptions like “feet.”  We will have to employ much greater care in the way we read—and we will need a good native speaker to keep us on track.

Topical Index:  Genesis 3:8, walk, voice, kol, mithalech, pre-incarnate
November 28   So they appointed taskmasters over them to afflict them with hard labor. And they built for Pharaoh storage cities, Pithom and Raamses.  Exodus 1:11  NASB
Thomas Jefferson

Taskmasters – Charlton Heston.  That’s the image I have of Moses.  Forget Ridley Scott.  My Moses is the rugged hero, the man who stood up against oppression and carried forth the purposes of the mighty God.  A man who raised his staff to see the children saved and the Egyptians crushed.  But my picture is Hollywood’s, not the Bible’s.

One example is the translation of sarie misim, literally, representatives of the king with regard to tribute.  TWOT notes: “The institution of tribute or corvee involves involuntary, unpaid labour or other service for a superior power—a feudal lord, a king, or a foreign ruler (Ex 1:11; Est 10:1; Lam 1:1).”
  Something very important in contained in this expurgated translation.  What’s missing?  Taxation!  “Slavery in Hebrew begins with a tax.”
  The Egyptians didn’t begin enslaving the Hebrews with labor camps.  They began with burdensome taxation.  By the way, so did every other oppressive empire.  

Perhaps we need to reflect on some of the thoughts of our founders.
“To compel a man to subsidize with his taxes the propagation of ideas which he disbelieves and abhors is sinful and tyrannical.”  Thomas Jefferson

“The democracy will cease to exist when you take away from those who are willing to work and give to those who would not.”  Thomas Jefferson

“The power to tax is the power to destroy.”  John Marshall

The Bible is right.  But its lesson is hidden in a bad translation.  Taxation is the power to enslave put into the hands of human corruption.  Pay your taxes to God.  He knows what to do with the money.  But everyone else?  Slavery stands behind the money, ready to assert its desire to control.  There is a very good reason God hates taxes.

Moses isn’t a tax reformer.  He is a spokesman for God, a God who opposes the power of taxation in the hands of humans.  Slavery is the inevitable result of granting the power to tax into the hands of those who wish to control.  God’s kingdom is not based on compulsion.  It is based on attraction.  There is nothing attractive in being forced to support values, institutions and rituals that are contrary to my way of life, especially the biblical way of life.  Taskmasters?  Not quite.  Tax-masters!  Welcome to Egypt.

Topical Index: sarie misim, taskmasters, tax, Exodus 1:11

November 29  Come and pray. . .  The Jerusalem Talmud, Berakhot 4:4 (8b)

Spiritual Warfare

Pray – The Jerusalem Talmud, the shorter of the two great collections of rabbinic material, includes the following instruction:

“One who is called upon to lead services is not told, ‘Come and pray,’ but ‘Come and kerav – offer our sacrifices, seek out our needs, fight our wars.”

Weiss comments: “The word kerav, here meaning ‘battle’ or ‘combat,’ is related to the word karov, ‘close.’  This term perfectly captures the combative yet intimate nature of prayer—the need to draw close to God in order to challenge Him.”

Have you prayed like this?  Have you stood before the Lord and challenged Him, fought with Him, argued with Him—as Abraham did, as Moses did?  Have you considered the intimacy of argument, the fervor, the intensity?  Or are your prayers patterned according to the acceptable social etiquette of religion.  Cautious, plebian pabulum designed more to placate than to debate.  Where did we learn to pray as if we were imploring a Policeman not to give us (please, pretty please) a ticket to hell?  Do you think Yeshua prayed like Walter Mitty?  Was Moses’ middle name “Milquetoast”?  Abraham Heschel wrote, “a man’s prayer is answered only if he stakes his life on it.”  That means prayer is a life and death activity.  Where have you been while the cosmos is shaking and God is quaking?

The religious community opines about spiritual warfare quite often, but the problem seems to be that we expect some angelic host to do the fighting for us.  We plead for intervention instead of sharpening the weapons we have been given.  We bow our heads and fold our hands like good little supplicants instead of slicing our way into the presence of the Most High, blood running down the thigh as we cut apart His inattention to the matter.  “O Lord, why does Your anger burn against Your people whom You have brought out from the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand?” is the opening of an amazing battle.
  It is not a battle with the forces of darkness, the evil demons or Lucifer, as is so popular among those who have accepted medieval views of the “Enemy.”  It is a battle with YHVH, an attempt to argue that YHVH’s decision is incorrect!  It is a man, Moses, standing up against GOD!  Are you kidding?  Is this even conceivable?  But, of course, it is.  It is intimate argument, the kind, I suspect, that God loves.  How much more do you think He appreciates, no, relishes, prayer that is so intense that it is unafraid to object?!  Would you rather have passive compliance or fervent dispute?  Who taught you the kindergarten view of prayer—and why do you insist of remaining a child?  As it is said, “the time of prayer is a time of combat.”

Topical Index:  prayer, kerav, karov, battle, close, Berakhot 4:4 (8b)
November 30  You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might. Deuteronomy 6:5  NASB
For the Love of God

Might – “If love is real, one should be able to express deep, intimate feelings, unafraid of being judged, ridiculed, or mocked; one is able to take off masks and be who he or she is.”
  Doesn’t God command us to love Him like this?  Doesn’t He want us to come before Him with everything we’ve got?  So then, do you love YHVH with all your might?  Ah, but the word doesn’t mean “might.”  The Hebrew word, me’od, is almost always an adverb, not a noun.  It should be translated as “exceedingly” or “muchness.”  As McBride notes: “mĕʾōd accents the superlative degree of total commitment to Yahweh.”
  The word modifies the verb “to love.”  To love God is to be unafraid to take off the gloves in the relationship.  To love God is to let Him see who you really are, what you really feel.  To love God is to fight for the relationship on every level!  It is not to give up, give in or give over. 

You might have thought that your real spiritual battle was with the so-called Enemy, the big bad guy in the underworld.  But I rather doubt that is the case.  Ha-satan is not some super powerful evil equivalent of the Most High God.  He too must come before YHVH to ask permission for his intentions.  He is just as powerless as you or I when compared to the sovereignty of the Lord.  Don’t give him one more inch than he is allowed according to the permission of the One True God!  No, the real battle in the heavenlies is with the only ruler of the cosmos, YHVH.  Do battle with Him and all the rest will be nothing more than annoyance.

Can you stand before the Lord and argue your case?  Are you ready to shout back, shake a fist, roll your eyes, object and protest?  Ah, God might prevail, of course, but does that mean you give up before you start?  What kind of relationship consists of one party battering the other into submission just because He is omnipotent?  Is that love?  Or is love taking off the masks, acting with me’od and not being afraid to do so?

If a man’s prayer is only answered when he stakes his life on it, what kind of prayer is the prayer of abject submission?  A prayer that isn’t answered!  What would you do if you knew that you would die with your prayers unheard?  Would you be so quick to engage in religious platitudes, in placating rituals, in vapid articulation?  If your life depended on it, wouldn’t your prayers be the engines of attack and counterattack?  Wouldn’t you do and say anything you could to stay alive?

I wonder if most of your prayers are nothing more than spiritual suicide.  I wonder how disappointing it is to the Lord to hear such feeble excuses for love.

Topical Index:  prayer, me’od, might, muchness, Deuteronomy 6:5

December 1  For what I am doing, I do not understand; for I am not practicing what I would like to do, but I am doing the very thing I hate.  Romans 7:15  NASB

The Man of Faith
I do not understand – Paul is not describing his spiritual state before his “conversion.”  That’s what Augustine thought and as a result the Christian Church embraced another round of Platonic dualism, reformed into an anti-Jewish evangelism.  Paul did not convert.  He accepted Yeshua as the Jewish Messiah.  Conversion was unnecessary!  What Paul does in Romans 7 is create a “straw man,” the man who recognizes the inner conflict of faith and who longs for resolution.  What Paul writes about in Romans 7 is the battle between the yetzer ha’ra and the yetzer ha’tov, not between the Law of the Jews and the Grace of the Christians.  What this means is that Paul puts into words what everyone who has ever battled with the temptation to sin has ever felt—unexplainable inner turmoil.

“The man of faith is always at war with himself.”
  Why?  Because he “desires to create, to master the earth, to dominate,” and he recognizes an opposite desire “to submit to divinity, to ask why, to know always that he is incomplete—that there is another above.”
  When he fulfills the desire to have the world the way he wants it, he stands in opposition to the equally compelling desire to submit to the world the way God wants it.  And yet he finds himself doing what he knows cannot satisfy eternally.  He stands outside himself and asks, “Why do I constantly do those things that I know will eventually cause me distress and dissatisfaction?  Why don’t I just do what I know is right?”  He is himself the battleground of the ethical equation and he cannot escape by taking a moral vacation.  

“The man of faith is always at war with himself.”  Perhaps you will need to read that again.  Faith is being at war with yourself.  Faith does not bring peace, harmony, ease, comfort, prosperity or the good will of others.  Faith produces conflict, both external and internal.  Faith is a fight!  I must fight myself since I was trained so long and so well to manage life to my own ends; and I must fight my environment, given over to the influences of Babylon.  A man of faith without a fight is dead.  Believing God and acting according to His instructions will bring you perfect peace—in the grave.  But until then, we will continue the lives of Abraham, Jacob, David and the prophets.  

We have learned that prayer is a battle, a place of combat with the One who loves us through and through.  It is a battle because it requires us to have the courage to be real, completely open, engaged, sometimes even enraged.  But prayer is a battle in the realm of willing parties.  The battle of the yetzer ha’ra is not so cooperative.  Ou ginosko, writes Paul.  “I do not understand.”  I don’t understand myself when all of this combat is raging around me.  I don’t understand how I got here, why I am in the midst of all this or why it should be this way.  But it is.  To pretend otherwise is to deny what it means to be alive. To pray is to fight.  To love is to fight.  To live is to fight.  

“Being human is about craving.  It is at its essence, a state of thirst.”
  That craving leads in only one of two directions.  Either way is a fight.  The path is up to you.

Welcome to the world.

Topical Index:  battle, not understand, ou ginosko, Romans 7:15, conversion, fight
December 2  He said, “Your name shall no longer be Jacob, but Israel; for you have striven with God and with men and have prevailed.” Genesis 32:28  NASB

Warrior Tribe

Israel – Why is Jacob called Israel?  The man (angel?) in the story tells us.  Israel is somehow a name that means “striving with God.”  Payne’s comment is instructive (but pay very close attention to what he writes):

The name yiśrāʾēl was bestowed upon Jacob by the Angel of Yahweh (q.v.) himself, after he had wrestled with him all night (Gen 32:24 [H 25]). Jacob’s struggle was spiritual, in prayer (Hos 12:4 [H 5]), as well as physical. And in it the patriarch “prevailed.” Not that Jacob defeated God, but that he finally attained God’s covenantal requirement of yielded submission (dramatically signalized by his injured thigh, Gen 32:25 [26]). And he persisted in refusing to let the Angel go until he had blessed him (v. 26 [H 27]). The Lord then declared, “Your name shall no longer be Jacob, yaʿăqōb “supplanter” (q.v.), but yiśrāʾēl “Israel”; for you have striven, śārîtā (KJV, for as a prince hast thou power, as if from the root śar “prince”) with God and with men and have prevailed” (v. 28, NASB).
 

A few comments are necessary.  The idea that Jacob’s struggle was spiritual and in prayer is an interpretation of the prophet Hosea.  It is possible, of course, but the actual account doesn’t say this.  Payne’s remark that Jacob “attained God’s covenantal requirement” is also an interpretation of the text.  The story says nothing about this.  In fact, the story is much more terse than the usual expansions of later theology.  Payne declares that the pronouns refer to “Lord” (“the Lord declared”), but the text doesn’t even say this.  It is Jacob, not YHVH, who states that the encounter was with elohim.  The narrator says only that Jacob wrestled with a man (‘ish).  Furthermore, the statement of the contender (“Let me go for the dawn is breaking” makes almost no sense if the combatant is YHVH.  Whatever is happening in this story, there is no doubt at all that it has become fodder for endless amplifications and midrashim.

There is also no doubt that the name Israel is related to struggle!  That’s what the “man” says.  That’s what the story clearly reveals.  The only question is whether or not this struggle is also true of all who bear the ancestry and adoption of Ya’akob.  When anyone is the offspring of Ya’akob, is he or she then destined for struggle?

Weiss adds an illuminating comment.  “The language of the service itself [that is, the Jewish synagogue practice] underscores the inherent assertiveness of Jewish prayer.  In the petitional passage of the Amida, we ask for discernment (haskel), understanding (bina), and knowledge (de’ah)—ambitious requests by any standard.  We ask that we be repeatedly forgiven (hamarbeh lisloah)—not just marginally excused.  We ask that the arrogant among us be uprooted (te’aker), crushed (teshaber), cast down (temager), and humbled (takhniya)—not just defeated.  We ask that Jerusalem be established for eternity (binyan olam)—not just built.”
  In other words, we declare, proclaim and insist that God do what He says He will do!  We hold Him accountable.  We press Him to keep His word.

This is not the kind of prayer I grew up with, but it is a needed correction to my feeble and enervated ritual.  Perhaps you need the same reinvigoration; prayer with teeth.  Yes, that’s what’s required.  

If you happen to encounter a man in the middle of the night who seems intent of wrestling you to the ground, fight!  And maybe you will also find a blessing—after you have been wounded for life.

Topical Index:  prayer, Jacob, Israel, Genesis 32:28
December 3   As the deer pants for the water brooks, so my soul pants for You, O God.  My soul thirsts for God, for the living God; when shall I come and appear before God?  My tears have been my food day and night, . .   Psalm 42:1-3a [E]
The Spiritual Diet

Food/Water brooks – The bread of the righteous.  That’s the diet of those who pant for Elohim.  That’s the food of those who hunger and thirst for His presence.  And what is this bread?  Tears!  The Hebrew text reads (literally), “have come to be tears my bread.”  dimati lehem—the bread of tears.
It’s wonderful to feel the joy of the Lord, to bathe in His goodness.  But it seems that most of the time we are drawn closest to Him in those moments of agony, of heartache and distress.  It seems as though the mountain tops of jubilance are few and far between while life in the valley of the shadow is our usual experience.  And why not?  If God is only present when we reach the heights, what good is He?  We need a God who wraps His comforting arms around us when our beds are in She’ol.  We need a God who can spoon-feed us the bread of tears, just a little at a time so we don’t drown in the process.

“Count your blessings, name them one by one” wrote Johnson Oatman, Jr.  But I don’t think he has the blessing of tears in mind.  Johnson Oatman had heavenly rewards in his sights, but God seems to prefer our willingness to walk in the wilderness.  Perhaps it isn’t great mansions and streets of gold that bring real joy.  Perhaps it’s just living from eyes open to eyes shut.  Perhaps today is enough.

Why are our deepest moments of intimacy with YHVH saturated with nearly unquenchable desperation?  Why do we find the sweetest peace and the most soothing calm after times at the edge of existing? Kushner’s insight is brilliantly helpful:

In the Hebrew psalm, the word afikei comes before the word for water, modifying it.  In the church version, that little extra word has been eliminated.  And yet it’s not the water the deer longs for, but the edge of the water.  The word afikei is an ancient Hebrew word, related to the Ugaritic afk and the Syraic afka.  Translators into English have struggled with it, and with the phrase afikei mayin—the word mayim means “water”—trying everything from “the water brooks” in the 1945 Soncino edition to Robert Alter’s “stream of water” in 2007 to the rather startling “fountains” in the 1750 Challoner revision of the Douay-Rheims.  But “water” alone doesn’t catch the meaning here.  Throughout the psalm, language is modified; it is in the language of “almost,” in the tongue of simile: you can almost have it, almost taste it.  It is not a deer, but “like a deer,” a slight distance conveyed by the single letter k’ in Hebrew, which sometimes disappears in translation.  And it matters that what is described is not simply the water but the riverbank, the edge of the water, the border between water and land.  It matters that what happens later in the psalm is almost an expression of complete doubt, and almost an expression of complete faith.  The language of this psalm is about borders, and at every turn it mirrors the distance between the Psalmist and what he most wants.

Life at the edge.  That’s where tears are our bread.  That’s where we almost give up—and where we almost touch the divine.  When all that is left of your faith is tears, then you are ready to seek the edge of living and find the God of the empty places.

Topical Index:  Aviya Kushner, food, bread, lehem, tears, dim’a, afikei, edge, Psalm 42:1-3
December 4   “Return and say to Hezekiah the leader of My people, ‘Thus says the Lord, the God of your father David, “I have heard your prayer, I have seen your tears; behold, I will heal you. On the third day you shall go up to the house of the Lord.’”  2 Kings 20:5  NASB

Falling Down

Prayer – Hezekiah’s life was on the line.  Perhaps that’s why YHVH heard his prayer and changed His mind.  Perhaps the fervent intensity that comes with facing death purifies our desires so that the usual chaff no longer matters when we come as close to the edge as we can.  Perhaps God truly hears us when we are desperate, and nothing makes us more desperate than staring into the grave—our own or the one for someone we deeply love.  This we understand, but perhaps there is something else here, hidden from us because of the translation, that we must understand as well.  

The Hebrew word tefilla is usually translated as “prayer.”  It includes the nuances of discernment, judging, intercession and self-reflection.  But Avraham Weiss points out that tefilla is fundamentally different than our ideas of prayer.

“While the English word ‘prayer’ means to ask or implore, tefilla is associated with the Hebrew word nafal, which means ‘fall.’  Thus, unlike prayer, tefilla entails falling before God and feeling His presence on an intimate level. . . —falling before God, feeling His love, sensing that one is never alone, that God is near and caring . . .”
  But it often takes complete desperation to come close enough to experience that He is near and that He cares.  This implies that our true relationship with the Father is not really an intellectual one.  It is not really about how we think, how much we think, how well we think.  Just as my relationship with my biological father is severely impaired if it is based on how I think about him, so my relationship with my heavenly Father follows suit.  If what I know of God is what I can articulate, what I can categorize, what I can analyze, then I am probably on the outside looking in.  Until I come to falling, the place where I am no longer in control, even of my words, until there is nothing of me to grasp but only the emptiness of life without God, until then I probably haven’t felt Him.

I often wonder what trusting YHVH was like for Abraham.  He had no text, no prior history, no ancient rituals, no extended community to lean upon.  He had a calling—and an intermittent encounter with YHVH, with years of silence, with requests to give away all that he longed for and lots of falling.  Could I have such a faith?  Could my relationship survive, let alone grow, in that environment?  Or do I have to have the right answers, the correct doctrines, the extended community, the trappings of religion?  And if I do have to have these, what is my relationship to the Lord really all about?  When did I last fall into His presence, feel myself slip into the spaces between words and know that He is God?

Topical Index:  tefilla, nafal, prayer, fall, 2 Kings 20:5
December 5   All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness; so that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good work.  2 Timothy 3:16-17  NASB

Canon Complications

All Scripture – It goes without saying that Paul is not referring to anything in our New Testament.  For Paul, Scripture (Greek – graphe – what is written) is the Torah, the Writings and the Prophets.  Of course, in Paul’s day even some of the books of the Tanakh were still unsettled.  But something happened as the Gentile population expanded in Messianic circles.

“Generally speaking, there were no authoritative Christian texts in the early second century, and the only texts reckoned to be binding on the Christian community were the OT Scriptures.  Hermeneutical reflection was thus largely on the OT writings and not on the NT.  The second century saw a growing awareness of the value of Christian writings, and largely with Justin and Irenaeus the center of authority moved away from the oral traditions to a fixed normative text. . . .”

Aside from McDonald’s failure to recognize the anachronistic use of “Christian,” what he demonstrates is that the influence of Hellenistic Gentiles replaced the Tanakh with a new collection of writings that we now call the “New Testament.”  But none of the authors of these manuscripts believed that they were writing holy text.  That designation occurred when the Hellenistic Gentiles needed a non-Jewish source of authority.  McDonald points out that none of the authors (except John’s revelation) attempted to actually produce holy Scripture.  Paul’s letters were just that—personal correspondence about specific community issues.  The gospels were written to retain the story soon to be lost from memory as the original witnesses died.  McDonald finds this surprising, but we should not.  Jewish elaboration, commentary and halacha were usually not written.  The culture of Judaism was oral.  Memorization made written texts unnecessary.  References to the Tanakh in the writings of the apostles were markers, recalling entire passages from the memory of the hearers.  There was no need for a written “New Testament” until Greek thinking began to replace Hebraic practice.

McDonald’s comment that the process of New Testament canonization really began with Justin and Irenaeus should tell us something quite important.  These men were not Jews.  They didn’t think like Jews.  They didn’t study like Jews.  And they specifically and deliberately attempted to remove faith from Jewish roots.  Is it surprising that they would develop a new “Scripture,” one suitable to their need for authorizing a different faith?  When Paul wrote pasa graphe he was thinking like a rabbi.  The Tanakh was the only authority.  His words were explanation and midrash.  They still are.  They are extremely valuable for practical and theological guidance, but they weren’t canon until another form of religion came on the scene—a form never imagined by the Jewish authors of our New Testament.

Today we are blessed with both the revelation given by God to Moses and the prophets, and the story of the Messiah and the subsequent formation of Messianic communities.  It is all extremely valuable.  But the story of the Messiah cannot be removed in any way from the Scriptures as Paul understood them.  Canonization should not discriminate.  There is no “Old” and “New.”  There is one revelation and a collection of commentaries, stories and reflections.  The idea that the Christian Scriptures are separate in any way from the culture, authors and context of a Hebraic worldview leads to nothing but anti-Judaic thinking.  Canonization is only the formal process of recognizing what the believing community already treated as sacred.  It is not more than that.  When canonization becomes a means of excluding the faith and practices of followers of the Messiah of YHVH, it steps onto sacred ground without removing its sandals.

Topical Index: canon, pasa graphe, Scripture, 2 Timothy 3:16-17
December 6    “For this reason I say to you, her sins, which are many, have been forgiven, for she loved much; but he who is forgiven little, loves little.”  Then He said to her, “Your sins have been forgiven.”  Luke 7:47-48  NASB
Sacrifice and Forgiveness

Forgiven – Leviticus tells us exactly what to do when we discover after the fact that we have sinned.  The Levitical sacrifices are designed to repair the breach in relationship caused by unintentional sin.  When someone realizes that a past act was in fact disobedience, when the sin becomes known, then there are sacrifices for recovery, sacrifices that bring the supplicant back into the presence of God.  

But what about all those intentional sins?  What do we do about those acts of disobedience that occurred while we knew they were wrong?  None of the Levitical sacrifices are sufficient.  Our biggest issue is not discovery and restitution.  Our biggest issue is knowing and expulsion.  It’s one thing to make a mistake.  It’s quite another to deliberately make a mistake.

Sacks notes, “For that kind of deliberate, conscious, intentional sin, the only adequate moral response is teshuva, repentance.  This involves (a) remorse, harata, (b) confession, vidui, and (c) kabbalat he’atid, a resolution never to commit the sin again.  The result is seliha umehila: God pardons and forgives us.  A mere sacrifice is not enough.”

Notice Sacks’ category: “the only adequate moral response.”  This is not religious requirement.  This is a matter of character, of personal integrity, of concern for right and wrong behavior.  Don’t confuse this with theology.  We do not need teshuva in order to clean up our theological understanding.  We need teshuva because we have broken trust broken truthfulness, broken unity and acted without righteousness.  In other words, we don’t repent because God demands it.  We repent because we have harmed ourselves.  We repent because we need to be healed, to be whole, to be pure.  

The man who doesn’t desire transparency is not interested in repentance.  The reason we live in the dark is so that we will not have to see ourselves!  

Be perfectly honest!  Do you really want all the light?  Or are there places, perhaps tiny ones, which are better served in the dark?  Are you ready to be completely exposed, if only to yourself and God?  Or are you unwilling, ever so slightly, to look inside with the microscope of morality?  Certainly we all feel remorse.  Perhaps we muster up the courage to confess.  But kabbalat he’atid is a rare step.  It is far too easy to forego the finality of “never again.”  We fail to make teshuva because we allow for relapse.  We listen to that voice telling us, “Well, you know you might fail again.  You can’t help it.  It’s just who you are now.  So do your best, but . . .”

The issue isn’t whether or not we please God.  He is pleased when we are whole.   The issue is integrity—whether or not we will become fully known to ourselves and to God at the same time.  The issue is whether or not we will be “seen” in the light.

Topical Index:  forgiveness, teshuva, Luke 7:47-48
December 7  “For this reason I say to you, her sins, which are many, have been forgiven, for she loved much; but he who is forgiven little, loves little.”  Then He said to her, “Your sins have been forgiven.”  Luke 7:47-48  NASB
Love Measures

Love much – What does Yeshua mean with this odd statement?  What does it mean to “love much”?  This woman is not the picture perfect example of what we imagine as righteous.  In fact, she is quite distinctly an outsider.  She was a hamartolos.  The word does not mean “prostitute.”  It means one who lives in conscious opposition to the expectations of Torah, those who break the commandments and ordinance of the Lord deliberately.  The NASB footnote, “an immoral woman,” assumes more than the text allows.  That makes a difference.  If her great sins were willful disregard for God’s directions, then we are in the same boat with this woman.  Her sins were “many.”  Mine are a multitude.  She embraced sin in word, thought and deed.  So do I.  

If she can be forgiven, maybe I can too.  The hinge is “loved much.”  The Greek helps only a little: egapesen poly – an aorist, active, indicative with an adjective.  We’re quite familiar with the verb—agapao.  But since Yeshua is addressing her in Hebrew, we need to convert this verb into ‘ahav.  That helps.  “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.”
  She loved much.  That isn’t a statement about ritual observance, theological concern or religious behavior.  It is a statement about emotional intensity, a deep longing that directs action, a sense of homelessness without the lover present and a joy in relationship.  Ahav isn’t going to happen in my head.  “Loved much” means that my feelings take over and I am compelled to act.  It is passion, not persuasion.  

Ah, this makes it more difficult for Westerners, doesn’t it?  We are “head first” followers.  We need to control those unruly emotions.  They might suddenly make us cry, or shake, or lose our grip on proper decorum.  Love is fine and dandy as long as it doesn’t undo me.  But, of course, “love much” is precisely being undone.  Perhaps the greatest obstacle human beings face when it comes to experiencing the kind of love that results in forgiveness is being afraid!  We all want to maintain that persona in the mirror, the one who isn’t coming apart on the inside.  But our emotions betray us.  We are Adam answering, “I am afraid,” not “I was afraid.”  I am afraid to truly love because that means I will have to be completely vulnerable—and vulnerability means risk, the risk that I might be rejected, that I might be unappreciated, that I might be condemned.  Until I face my fear that even God is disappointed in me, I won’t be able to love much—and I won’t find the forgiveness I desperately need to be whole.

Topical Index:  love much, agapao, fear, forgiveness, Luke 7:47-48
December 8   Now he arose that same night and took his two wives and his two maids and his eleven children, and crossed the ford of the Jabbok.  Genesis 32:22  NASB
Two House Theology

Jabbok – Everyone knows the story.  Jacob wrestles.  He loses.  He is blessed.  Israel is born.  But maybe we know the story too well to actually hear it.  Let’s start again.

Jabbok, the Hebrew word Yod-Bet (doubled)-Qof, is an ancient name.  That means it was probably written (if at all) in the pictographs of Paleo-Hebrew.  Perhaps its origin came from the picture “to make the last household,” or “work of the house behind.”  But notice that the middle radical is doubled.  This is a “two house” word.  One house is connected with work (Yod), the other with what is behind (Qof).  Speculation, of course, but the use of the Bet is intriguing since it looks both behind and ahead.  The future is “behind my head,” not visible to me.  Could it be that this brook represents both the life Ya’akob will leave behind and the life he cannot yet see in his future?  Whatever is happening at this tributary of the Jordan means that one life is finished and another begins, one household ends and another proceeds.  Yabboq is transition, the place where we are emptied before something else can fill us.

Notice the story’s sequence.  At night (an odd time for defensive moves), Ya’akob removes himself from his family, the last of his “assets” from the days with Laban.  He takes his wives and children across the ford.  But he returns.  Why?  Why go back where there is nothing left?  The story makes it very clear that “everything else he had” was on the other side of the stream.  Does this strategy make any sense?  Ya’akob leaves himself completely vulnerable, exposed to the impending army of Esau.  Furthermore, the stream is not like the Mississippi.  It is small.  Putting his family and possessions on the other side certainly doesn’t remove them from danger.  It doesn’t even remove them from sight.  There is no military maneuver here.  For some reason, Ya’akob is impelled to place everything else on one side while he returns to the other side.

The text tells us that he was left alone.  The verb is yatar—to remain over, to leave.  Derivatives include some things we wouldn’t think of: abundance (yitra), advantage (yoter), excellence (yitron) and profit (motar).  Most of these ideas are connected with excess, that is, what is left over.  But this is not Ya’akob’s word group.  His is what remains after everything else is gone.  Himself.  He remains.  He is the left over, the profit of all his labors, the last of what matters to him.  What he discovers is what we all discover at the point of emptiness.  We are alone.

The Hebrew, lebaddo does not simply mean “solitude.”  It can carry the sense of being apart, being separated from community and from God.  It can mean abandoned, the recognition and emotional trauma of unexpected isolation.  Ya’akob is abandoned, perhaps intentionally so because there is no logical reason for him to retreat to this side of the place where past labor and future household are divided.  Perhaps he is compelled to cross because there is still something unfinished in that place, something non-tangible that cries out to be carried across or be buried on this side.  Whatever it is, he must return to face the emptiness of his life.  It has all come down to this.  In the end, he is alone.  All his possessions, all his relationships, evaporate in the dark.  It is night—the night when there is nothing left of the former Ya’akob, the night when it has all moved on—except him.

In that night, in that place, he wrestles.  The story isn’t clear about his opponent.  Eventually Ya’akob believes it to be YHVH, or some representative.  That doesn’t matter nearly as much as the outcome.  Ya’akob is defeated by what is left behind.  Of course, there is a sense in which he cannot leave what is left behind until it defeats him.  It is accumulation of all that has always been his downfall:  his maneuvering, his calculation, his self-reliance, his ability to turn mistakes into advantage.  In fact, his life has always been about yatar, until now, until yatar turns into nothing but the fight.

Let’s go down to the ford of Yabboq.  No, that’s not quite right, is it?  You see, we can’t go there.  Only you or I can go there—alone.  This is the empty place where you and I are when we are “left over.”  There is no community here.  There is only the last fight with God.  What we bring of the life we constructed by ourselves is of no use anymore.  That life is done.  Here, fighting what is left behind, we are defeated.  The result is inevitable even if we prolong the battle.  In order to leave this place, we must be blessed—and that blessing does not come without permanent injury.  You and I cannot cross Jabbok again without a limp.

Topical Index:  Jabbok, Jacob, yatar, left behind, lebaddo, alone, Genesis 32:22
December 9  Then Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him until daybreak.  Genesis 32:24  NASB

The Empty Place 
Until daybreak – Someone confronts Jacob in the night; someone who isn’t supposed to be there.  Or is he?  Does Jacob go back across the ford of Jabbok because he “knows” (in some Hebraic way) that there is someone he must fight?  The text says “a man,”—‘ish—but this isn’t any ordinary man.  In fact, if the Hebrew word ‘ish is understood as it is used, not as the lexicons suggest, then this isn’t a “man” at all, because ‘ish isn’t a word for a male human being.  ‘ish is a word about the sum total of all the relationships that constitute the identity of a person.  It’s not about height, weight, hair color, ethnicity or any static attribute.  It’s about how we belong to others and ourselves.  It’s about what makes us self-conscious.  Ya’akob wrestles with identity, and in the process, he is given a new identity in a new name.  What comes to Ya’akob, on the wrong side of the place of pouring out, is his old persona, ready to fight him ‘ad alot hashshahar.  

This is a curious phrase.  It is usually translated “until the breaking of the dawn,” and perhaps that is how we must understand it.  But there is something a bit more mysterious here, just as mysterious about the “man” whom Yakob fights.  The first two words, ‘ad alot, are not particularly difficult.  An adverb and a verb, ‘ad alot, is “as far as” or “until” plus “to ascend, to cause to rise, to lead up.”  Clearly temporal, the phrase must mean that the fight continued until a time of ascent.  But what time is that?  The problem is with the noun, shahar.  Victor Hamilton notes:  “A masculine noun generally denoting the breaking of the day, that time just prior to sunrise. Some have taken a clue from the Ras Shamra texts in which šḥr refers both to the common noun “dawn” and to the name of a deity, Dawn. Šaḥar, along with šalim, is born to a woman who has been impregnated by the god El (UT16: Text no. 52). The suggestion is then that there are (veiled) references to this Canaanite deity in the ot, albeit in a demythologized fashion.”
  

Does Ya’akob wrestle with more than a man?  Does he wrestle with the left overs of pagan gods, the ones who come at night and fight with men until the ascent of Dawn?  Is this perhaps his last battle with the household of Laban?  Or is it an inner struggle like the one in the Garden two millennia later?  Isn’t YHVH present in those battles?  Isn’t the sweat of drops of blood a sign of the beckoning of one choice versus the duty of another?  I wonder if you and I don’t also wrestle with the god Dawn, that temptation of the yetzer ha’ra to return us to the “safer” life where we were in charge.  Perhaps this is “veiled” mythology.  The story is strange enough to be so.  But there is something happening here that turns Ya’akob from one way of living to another; from mastery to submission, from ascendency to suffering, from self-reliance to trust in the unseen God.  

What do you make of the strange request, “Let me go for ascends hashshahar,” that is,  “Let me go for the god Dawn approaches”?  Is the Canaanite deity, the practice of placating in gain advantage, now left behind?  Is Ya’akob finally free of his addiction of control?  Perhaps the story is just too strange for us to understand, but it might not be too strange to feel.

Topical Index:  dawn, hashahar, Genesis 32:24
December 10  Then Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him until daybreak.  Genesis 32:24  NASB

The Enemy of My Enemy
Wrestled – On the surface, especially in translation, the story seems straightforward.  Jacob is alone.  He fights all night.  He is defeated but tenacious.  He is blessed with a new name, Israel.  But nothing about this story is so simple.  Why does Jacob go back?  Why is he alone?  Who is this “man”?  What is this fight all about?  Why is there any concern about the coming dawn?  How is Jacob injured?  The questions just keep coming.

We have explored a few.  Now it’s time to look at the fight itself.  The Hebrew verb is ‘abaq.  But it’s spectacularly unusual.  In fact, this story is the only place where it occurs.  There is another, apparently unrelated, word spelled the same way in Song of Songs (3:6).  There the word means “powder,” as in the scented dust of the merchants.  But maybe these two ideas, wrestling and dust, are not unrelated.  

It all depends on the “man.”  Nahum Sarna offers a lengthy analysis of the Jewish interpretation of this story.
  He notes that ancient myths about river gods and nighttime demons have been demythologized in this account so that it is compatible with the monotheism of Israel.  He suggests, quite plausibly, that the “man” here is the celestial patron of Esau who battles Jacob on the border of the promised land (Jabbok is the geographical separation) and that, as a result of the battle, Esau’s claim for the birthright is finally relinquished to Jacob (the blessing).  Hamilton notes (as does Sarna) that Jacob identifies the “man” as elohim.  “The narrator’s use of the term ‘ish provides another illustration of the inability of mortals to ascertain the divinity of a supernatural visitor until this visitor performs some wonder.”
  But Sarna points out that elohim can be used to designate God, angels and even men.  The reference here is ambiguous.  Only Jacob determines the man’s identity and only after the encounter.  

The text employs unusual words to draw the reader into nuances.  Perhaps one of those nuances isn’t about an angelic stranger or a celestial patron.  If wrestling is related to dust, perhaps Jacob is fighting with himself.  Perhaps he is wrestling with the dust from which he came.  There is no way to know for sure, of course.  All we have is Hebrew assonance, word play and deliberate choices of unique constructions.  We may have demythologized paganism.  But what if this is a psychological battle (it may be a physical one too)?  What if Jacob returns to the empty side of the river because he is fighting his inner enemy, the enemy of his past life—himself?  What if Jacob’s battle is with the character he has crafted from his own origin?  That would be a fight he could not win—or lose.  Perhaps it is only midrash, but perhaps Jacob’s night of struggle is also ours—each of us, alone, battling the “dust” of our origin and the shape we have made of it.  Each of us, alone, pitted against where we have come from and where we are going.  We have our own night demons, river gods and strange enemies to fight.  We birthed them as we shaped our lives.  And now, at the border to the Promised Land, we must leave them behind.  We must extricate them from ourselves.  We must become someone else or we cannot cross over.

The enemy of my enemy just might be me.

Topical Index:  Jacob, Jabbok, wrestle, ‘abaq, Genesis 32:24
December 11  Thus says the Lord, “The people who survived the sword found grace in the wilderness—Israel, when it went to find its rest.”  Jeremiah 31:2
The Rest of Confusion

To find its rest – Good luck with this one!  

The root rāgaʿ is a very difficult one to separate into its philological and semantic relationships. Although there is a development of the root in Judeo-Arabic and the later Semitic dialects, there are no ancient cognates. The root appears fifteen times in the ot. It appears to have two opposite meanings which are still not adequately explained. They are nearly equally divided. The first is “rest,” “be at repose” (Deut 28:65;KJV, RSV, “ease”; jps, “repose”). This meaning extends to several stems of the root. The second is “stir,” “act in a moment” (Jer 49:19; KJV, RSV, “suddenly”). The versions both ancient and modern are confused and most follow the context in translating this difficult root.

So the context usually determines the meaning.  The assumption here in Jeremiah is that of rest.  But what if Israel went to find its stirring up?  Not so comforting; more work, more effort.  Yes, we like “rest” much better; except, of course, that the verse is confusing.  What did YHVH mean when He spoke through the prophet?  Did He mean that those who survived the catastrophe and ran to the wilderness would be soothed?  Or did He mean they would be stirred up to take on new life?  Frankly, it seems that both are possible.

And that’s the problem.  I’m tired.  You’re tired.  It has been a long trek; too much work, too many miles.  Rest is what we need.  Or is it?  Don’t we also need an infusion of new life, a stirring up, a renewed passion?  What good is rest if it leads to sloth?  Do I really need to stop everything or do I need to have that original excitement back?  It’s confusing.  Perhaps it is intentionally confusing.

What do you do when you discover you are confused?  Do you rest?  Do you stop trying to figure it out and just let go?  Or do you press harder, hoping that the penny will drop and insight will unravel the mystery?  Could you do both?  Could you rest and be stirred up?  I wonder if Shabbat isn’t the place of unraveling confusion.  It is rest and it is a time to be moved, to be invigorated, to be ready again.  

Why did the people have to go to the wilderness to find marge’a (rest)?  The wilderness isn’t a place of repose.  It is a place where I must be constantly on guard, constantly working, just to stay alive.  Or so it seems.  But isn’t the wilderness also the place where my life is in the hands of the Lord, where I must stop trying to make the world my way and let Him provide?  The wilderness isn’t my home, but it is His—and I will have to go to His house to find rest and revitalization.

Topical Index:  to find rest, raga, repose, Jeremiah 31:2

December 12  Now we who are strong ought to bear the weaknesses of those without strength and not just please ourselves.  Romans 15:1  NASB
It Doesn’t Matter

The weaknesses – Who determines where you put your effort?  Do you perform the cost/benefit analysis before you commit?  

“How do I know that the beggar at the intersection will really use the money I give him for food instead of drugs?”

“Helping those people is a waste of time.  They don’t have a chance.”

“I want to use my assets wisely.  Why should I commit them to a project I know will fail?”

Perhaps Paul has some Greek words for you.   anthenimata ton adynaton —the weaknesses of impossible.  According to Paul, we are obligated to pick up and carry what appears to be hopelessly helpless.  We owe those who are impossible cases.  Anyone might be willing to help another who appears to strive for improvement.  But who among us would willingly put effort into the hopeless cases?  Who will carry the terminally ill, the constantly addicted, the mentally disabled?  Who will lift the suicidal, the chronically depressed, the raging anti-victim?  Is anyone really ready to take on the burden of the truly sinful?  The ones who are just like me or like you?

It’s so nice to think of ourselves as well, functional, and sufficient, but the truth is far darker.  We were once the anthenimata ton adynaton.  If you thought for a moment that Yeshua called you because you demonstrated your worthiness, how mistaken you are!  But if you are a leper, a scapegoat, a pauper, an outsider, a turncoat, a failure, then he came for you—and not for the powerful.  He lifted you when you were impossible—and now, you must do the same.

It doesn’t matter how you evaluate the situation.  Your opinion doesn’t count.  What matters is the condition of the one in need.  This isn’t hesed.  This is hen.  Grace!  Effort poured out solely on the basis of need, so help us God.  In fact, it is because He did help us that we are obligated to do the same for those just like us—pitiful, helpless, unworthy.

If there is any comfort, if there is any consolation, it is this:  The Messiah came for the unrighteous—you and me—and because he did, we are carried.  The comfort is that God is able when we are not.  In fact, He is able to give us strength so that we can be the ones who lift those who are just like we were.  Welcome, my brothers and sisters, to the household of the helpless.

Topical Index:  the weaknesses, impossible, anthenimata, adynaton, Romans 15:1

December 13   Be angry, and yet do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger, and do not give the devil an opportunity.  Ephesians 4:26-27 NASB

Hardly Possible

Be angry – I get angry.  Just ask my wife.  I can lash out, criticize, debunk and disparage with the best.  Paul certainly doesn’t have to instruct me about getting angry.  It’s the second part of his exhortation that’s the problem.  In Jewish ethics, it’s learning how to control the lashon ha’ra.

Paul actually quotes Psalm 4:4.  “Be angry and do not sin; ponder in your own hearts on your beds, and be silent.”  Better not to speak than to speak with intent to harm.  My mother used to tell me something like that.  But the Hebrew isn’t quite the same as our idea of anger.  The verb is ragaz.  Yes, it can mean “to rage,” but it also means “to tremble, to quake.”  So it is associated not only with anger but also with fear.  Maybe what I need is the recognition that fear and anger are related.  The Greek verb, orgizo, sends me in the direction of wrath, the volcanic release of uncontrolled emotional damage.  In Greek I think about revenge, vengeance, reprisal, defense and power.  But anger is a lot more subtle.  Hebrew teaches me that anger is connected to fear.  If I went to a therapist, she would probably tell me the same thing.  Why do I lash out?  Because somehow the thing that becomes the victim of my anger poses a threat to me—and I am afraid that if I don’t assert my control, my rights, my power, I will be harmed.  I will be seen as less than I want to be perceived.  I will have my ego diminished.  Anger is my way of deflecting the threat.  

Hebrew uses ragaz to “express agitation growing out of some deeply rooted emotion. From the range of usages, it is clear that the term refers to the agitation itself, and the underlying emotion is to be recognized only from context.”
  If I think in Hebrew, I am forced to examine that underlying emotion.  Ragaz requires me to conduct psychological self-examination.  It leads me into me rather than allowing me to only view the “other.”  And such examination eventually leads me to YHVH.  Then I discover that I am afraid because I have not embraced how much He loves me.  I have slipped into propping myself up with ego enhancement.  I have forgotten that my true value is determined by my Maker, not my Taker.

That’s why Paul can tell me rigzu veal-tehetau (“Tremble and do not miss the mark”).  Of course, he wrote it in Greek, but he didn’t think Psalm 4:4 was Greek.  The self-examination of ragaz leads me to God.  That’s why I must ponder and be silent.  I must come before Him before I come before them.  

I get angry.  But now anger leads to “Stop!” before lashon ha’ra—this time.  Next time, I will have to be even more attentive to the fear that got all this going in the first place.

Topical Index:  angry, orgizo, ragaz, fear, Psalm 4:4, Ephesians 4:24
December 14  “Speak to the sons of Israel, saying, ‘If a person sins unintentionally in any of the things which the Lord has commanded not to be done, and commits any of them,”  Leviticus 4:2  NASB
“But I didn’t mean to”

Unintentionally – Why must we atone for something we did in ignorance?  Atonement seems to imply that there was some deliberate act that needs forgiveness, but if we didn’t know, how can the act be a deliberate violation?  It can’t be, of course, but that doesn’t prevent it from being a sin.  Why?  Because there are two ideas of sin running through the Tanakh and both are significant.

One concept is that sin is the breaking of a law knowingly or unknowingly. This is the objective view of sin or the legal interpretation. And certainly the illustrations above taken from Lev 4–5 and Num 15 buttress this approach. Sin was a positive violation of the covenant relationship, whether voluntary or involuntary. The presence or absence of volition did not alter the objective situation. Sins done in "ignorance’ were still sins and needed atonement.

The other concept we may call the ethical understanding of sin. By this is meant the involvement of the human will and personal responsibility. The emphasis here is on the subjective. Neither view is correct to the exclusion of the other. Both are biblical and must be held in tension.

Sacks points out that, “A culture that confines morality to the mind is one that lacks an adequate defence [sic] against harmful behavior.”
  We see such folly in a legal system that excuses harmful acts on the basis of mental defect.  In other words, if I didn’t know it was wrong at the time I did it, then I am not culpable for the action.  Wrong!  The action is still a reality.  My culpability has nothing to do with the consequence.  If I discover after the fact that I have committed a sin, it is still a sin.  “Our acts leave traces in the world.  The very fact that unintentional sins require atonement tells us that we cannot dissociate ourselves from our actions by saying, ‘I didn’t mean to do it.’  Wrong was done—and it was done by us.”
  The continual stream of Hollywood movies that portray white-collar “victimless” crime as laudable is but one example of the extension of sin within the mind.  “But I didn’t mean to do it,” is a useless excuse before those who were harmed and before God.  There is atonement.  There must be atonement because this is real sin.  But it begins with the reality of the offense, not with an excuse of ignorance.

We are quick to concur when we see the tragedies of the failure of justice in our courts, but are we just as quick to realize the implications for those loved ones who continue to embrace religious practices that violate God’s ordinances.  “But they just don’t know.”  Is that really an excuse?  Do you suppose their lack of conformity to the standard of Torah will stand them in good stead on Judgment Day?  We have a motto:  “Ignorance is no excuse under the law.”  Apparently we don’t think this applies to God’s law.

Topical Index:  unintentional sin, shegagah, Leviticus 4:2, atonement
December 15   But the Lord was angry with me on your account, and would not listen to me; and the Lord said to me, ‘Enough! Speak to Me no more of this matter.’  Deuteronomy 3:26  NASB 

The Weight of Leadership

On your account – John Maxwell aside, the role of the biblical leader is not so wonderful.  It’s easy for us to focus on the blessings and benefits while forgetting the opposite side of the coin.  We think about the amazing miracles, the penetrating lessons and the intimate devotion of Yeshua while turning quickly aside from the agony in the garden, the torture on the cross and the disappointing behavior of his closest friends.  Biblical leadership is not hero-worship.  More often than not it is sacrifice and dying, not only because the truth isn’t a valued commodity but also because the leader is accountable for others’ actions.

“A private individual is responsible only for his own sins.  A leader is held responsible for the sins of these he leads, at least those he might have prevented.”
  Lema-ankem, “because of you,” is Moses’ explanation for God’s refusal to allow him to enter the Promised Land.  In Moses’ view, this is not about striking the rock.  This is about the disobedience of the followers.  The leader is responsible—for the good and the bad—and the leader will be held accountable.

Would you like a millstone hung around your neck?  Ah, then become a leader, and the sins of the people will be yours to pay.  You will ask, “But how can this be fair?  How can a God who says that everyone is accountable for his own sins hold leaders culpable for the sins of followers?”  Maybe you will suggest that this is only Moses’ perception, not God’s reality.  The Talmud answers:

“Whoever can prevent the members of his household from sinning, and does not, is seized for the sins of the household.  If he can prevent his fellow citizens and does not, he is seized for the sins of his fellow citizens.  If he can prevent the whole world from sinning, and does not, he is seized for the sins of the whole world.”
  We would like a system of biblical justice that was as unambiguous as our ideals, but, as Sacks points out, “Judaism is less a philosophical system than a field of tensions.”
  Perhaps that’s not surprising.  Life is full of tensions.  Why should a “way of life” be any less so?  We Western thinkers constantly demand straight answers to bent questions.  We force the world of biblical paradox into the straightjacket of moral uniformity.  But if we just step back a bit, we see that life itself is a “blooming, buzzing confusion.”  And YHVH is the God of life, the God of all that glorious messiness, that wonderful confederation of explained and unexplainable, of conscious and unconscious spiritual apprehension.  So of course a leader is responsible.  How could it really be otherwise?

Topical Index: leadership, Deuteronomy 3:26, because of you, lema-ankem, sin
December 16  According to the terms of the law which they teach you, and according to the verdict which they tell you, you shall do; you shall not turn aside from the word which they declare to you, to the right or the left. Deuteronomy 17:11 NASB
God’s Authority – Rewind

Turn aside – It all comes down to choosing whom to follow. Not every circumstance will have a clear resolution in the text. Not every option will be meticulously revealed. In the end, you will have to choose what to do based on some authority. In the end, most of us put ourselves in the place of authority. Since Luther declared that the individual believer acts as his or her own priest, we have attempted to do away with a hierarchy. We believe that the Spirit is equally available to all and that God’s moral government is a flat organization. The behavioral result is chaos. Purporting to do what God tells each one of us to do, we do what we want and use the Spirit to justify ourselves.
But Moses (and the Sinai revelation) had a different approach. When you find yourself in a situation where “the case is too baffling to you,” you are instructed to go to the priest who serves the Lord and let him decide. Furthermore, once he gives you the decision, you are not to turn to the left or to the right. You must do exactly as he says.
The Hebrew text is quite strong. The root is sur, a word often associated with the idolatry of turning away from the instructions of YHWH. In its positive sense, strictly following the commands and ordinances of YHWH means turning neither to the right or left. Notice the next verse in this passage. The man who does not follow precisely the decision of the priest is to be killed. Deviation is a very serious matter.
It seems to me that this should cause us considerable concern. Heschel points out the obvious problem. “The problem, then, that cries for a solution is not everything or nothing, total disregard or obedience to the law; the problem is authentic or forged, genuine or artificial observance. The problem is not how much but how to observe. The problem is whether we obey or whether we merely play with the word of God.”

Personally I find this a very stressful verse. It reiterates once again my deepest anxiety about real obedience. I know that I play with the words of God. I can find any number of excuses for my lack of strict adherence. But rationalizations are pointless. Either the Bible is God’s word for me or it is not. I am not free to pick and choose from a revelation that comes from the King of the universe. What argument will I use to explain away my real behavior? Is what God says true? Then why do I not comply? Do I really think that Yeshua’s atonement covers willful disregard? It seems to me that I am more likely to hear, “Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord’ and do not do what I say?” than I am to hear “Well done, good and faithful servant.” Playing with the word of God is a capital offense.
Topical Index: sur, turn aside, authority, hierarchy, excuse, Deuteronomy 17:11
December 17  Listen to counsel and accept discipline, that you may be wise the rest of your days. Proverbs 19:20 NASB
Fifty Year Too Late - Again
Be wise – I have recently been reading the early speeches of Abraham Heschel. Fifty years ago his prophetic insight into our culture sounded the warning. Fifty years later it seems as though we didn’t listen at all. Think on these.
“Religion is an answer to ultimate questions. The moment we become oblivious to ultimate questions, religion becomes irrelevant, and its crisis sets in. The primary task of religious thinking is to rediscover the questions to which religion is an answer, to develop a degree of sensitivity to the ultimate questions which its ideas and acts are trying to answer.”
“Unless we recover the question, there is no hope of understanding the Bible.”

“We have concentrated our attention upon the idea of human rights and overlooked the importance of human obligations.”
“Needs are looked upon today as if they were holy, as if they contained the totality of existence. Needs are our gods, and we toil and spare no effort to gratify them.”
“In fact, more people die in the epidemic of needs than in the epidemics of disease.”
“To define religion primarily as a quest for personal satisfaction, as the satisfaction of a human need, is to make of it a refined sort of magic.”
“Prophecy is the voice that God has lent to the silent agony, a voice to the plundered poor, to the profaned riches of the world. . . God is raging in the prophets’ words.”
“Freedom is the liberation from the tyranny of the self-centered ego. It comes about in moments of transcending the self as an act of spiritual ecstasy, of stepping out of the confining framework of routine reflexive concern. Freedom presupposes the capacity for sacrifice.”
“To choose evil is to fail to be free.”

Perhaps there is still time. Perhaps fifty years later we may still decide that we must know the questions and choose sacrifice in the answers. But the weight of a society that views its religion as a means of self-fulfillment will crush everyone if we do not heed the prophet. Then God will be silent while we reap the harvest.
Topical Index: Heschel, freedom, religion, prophet, Proverbs 19:20
December 18  If you know that He is righteous, you know that every one also who practices righteousness is born of Him. 1 John 2:29 NASB
Like Father, Like Son, Like Me

Righteous – This is about as close as John comes to describing “born again.” But John’s focus is not on the experience of forgiveness. He focuses on the practice of righteousness. If you are like the Son, then you are “born of Him.” The Greek verb is gennao. It means “to be born, to beget, to bear” and with the added preposition (anagennao) it means, “to be born again,” a verb used only in Peter’s first letter (and not in John 3:3). John draws attention to the common human relationship between father and son. The son looks like the father. In this case, what this means is that the Son displays the same character and behavior as the Father. The righteousness of Yeshua is a duplicate of the rightouesness of YHWH. In the same way, we know that we are the offspring of the Son when we display the same character and behavior. This is what John calls “practicing righteousness.”
This begs the question, “What does it mean to practice righteousness?” The answer can only be a reflection of the character and behavior of YHWH in the Tanakh. Yeshua gives us the paradigm example of this reflection when He says, “If you have seen Me, you have seen the Father.” Of course, He cannot mean we have physically observed the embodied God. He means that God is a verb and seeing the performance, action, execution, behavior and accomplishments of Yeshua is equivalent to seeing the character, intentions and execution of the Father. The verbs are the same.
So what does that mean for you and me? It means that if we claim to be followers of the Messiah and He reflects the heart of YHWH, our behaviors must be of the same kind as His. We need to judge ourselves according to His standard. We need to do a serious analysis of our actions, intentions and desires based on YHWH’s self-declaration in Exodus 34:6-7 coupled with the observable demonstration of the Son. If you want to know what it means to be righteous, stop pretending that a one-time decision imputed righteousness to you forever and start living a life that constantly expresses the character and will of the Son and the Father. The proof is in the pudding, in this case, in the continual choices and actions. May I be so bold as to suggest that according to John no man is saved because he wants to be. A man is saved because, with the aid of the Spirit, his life is radically changed and it shows!
The second part of John’s statement confirms this conclusion. Who is born of the Son? The one who practices righteousness. The one who does the will of the Father. The one who lives according to God’s instructions.  Righteousness is dikaiosyne. There is absolutely no scholarly debate over the direct connection between dikaiosyne and torah.
  Linguistically, historically and culturally John can only mean Torah. When you read what John says to the followers of Messiah HaMashiach, can you imagine that he could mean anything else?
Ah, so now we face the question: If John means that righteousness is Torah observance, where did we come up with the theological notion that Torah no longer applies?
Topical Index: Torah, righteousness, dikaiosyne, Exodus 34:6-7, I John 2:29
December 19  The cords of death encompassed me, and the torrents of ungodliness terrified me.  Psalm 18:4  NASB

Death in the Desert

Torrents – Escape!  Escape to the waste places!  Run for your life away from the wicked and their overpowering influence.  How else will you survive?  How can you resist the constant barrage of cultural deviations from the way of the Torah?  The desert fathers were right:  this system of the world is so evil, so destructive, so deceptive that a man can live for God alone only if he flees.  Isn’t that what David realized?  Weren’t those peaceful nights under the stars simply reminders of the wonder of YHVH, the majesty of His presence?  Weren’t those days in the desert heat nothing more than the warmth of God’s love, the care for His creation?  Why stay in the turmoil?  Go to the empty places where God is real.

We expect to find the goodness of God in the land where no man can live without Him—in the desert below Jerusalem, the place of His covering.  But we often find something else—something unexpected but frighteningly real.  We often find nahal.  

The Hebrew word has two root meanings.  One is a wadi, dry river bed in the desert that becomes a torrent in the rainy season.  The other is a palm tree (perhaps, since the meaning of the term in Numbers 24:6 is debated).  When the sky is crying, death rushes through desert ravines.  If we are not prepared for the change in weather, we will be caught in the grip of the storm.  Escape from the clinging dampness that attacks the soul in places where God is dishonored does not mean running to Paradise.  Even far from the maddening crowd we are subject to the surprise of deadly forces.  In truth, there is nowhere on earth that offers perfect peace apart from the presence of the Lord.  We must rely on God’s protection, not our own constructions.

Have you longed for those empty places as retreat from the pressures of the world?  Have you touched the realm of the divine in the places where men cannot survive without His care?  Do you desire a permanent vacation from temptation?  David’s psalm reminds us that even in the wilderness, where God’s sovereignty is on display, there is still danger.  There is the danger of entering the wadi, just to find a bit of relief from the heat of His gaze.  But the shadow of the wadi is the place of the torrent when the tears of heaven descend on our psychic landscape.  When we seek relief from the light, even in the place where God resides, we are apt to be caught in the sweep of an emotion we didn’t expect, a torrent of consciousness that overwhelms.  Better exposure to the sun than false security in the shade.

Topical Index:  wadi, nahal, escape, shelter, Psalm 18:4  
December 20  The cords of Sheol surrounded me; the snares of death confronted me.  Psalm 18:5  NASB

Knotted

Cords/surrounded – What are the cords of Sheol?  How will we know what to do to avoid them unless we understand what they are?  Perhaps we can begin by discovering what they are not.  First, the cords of Sheol are not grave cloths.  David is experiencing the phenomenon while he lives, so whatever is happening, it is not about  actually dying.  Secondly, the Hebrew word, hebel, is the usual word for rope, something that is perfectly utilitarian in ordinary life.  But metaphorically, hebel is a sign of being held captive, of submission.  Just as rope can tie up a victim, so the “cords” of Sheol can tie us to the presence of death.  David expands the metaphor with the verb sabab.  He is experiencing something akin to being entangled in rope, being knotted up by something that surrounds him again and again.  No matter how much he struggles, he can’t get free.  He can’t find a way to unknot the unholy grip on his life.  Neither can I.

David’s description might be about the constant presence of enemies who seek to harm him, but I imagine it is deeper than that.  A king knows how to deal with enemies.  Kill them!  Protect your flanks, build strong fortresses, fortify your position and kill them.  But the cords of Sheol are not defeated in this way.  The cords of Sheol are death itself and that is something no man can kill.  One must wait for the Messiah to be freed from the presence of death.  For this reason, I imagine that David is dealing with something far more hideous—the feeling of dying while living.  This is the grip of addiction.  Every addict knows he is dying.  Every breath he takes to stay alive is tinged with the presence of what seeks to destroy him.  The tangled web of all that drags him under is knotted again and again.  Unraveling one strand of the cord only reveals another tie.  The rope goes round and round, like the python, squeezing out life with every breath.  The true intention of the serpent is experienced in addictive asphyxiation.  But it’s too late.  The pit is open before us.  It waits for our destruction, as patient as the grave.  

But sabab is not only an expression of hopeless struggle. “Whatever the conditions, even in the direst of circumstances, the most desperate ‘turn of affairs,’ there can be seen the guiding control of a sovereign God. No one but the believer can understand this. Although he may be completely surrounded by enemies (Ps 17:11; 109:3; 118:10–12) or encompassed by sorrow or trials (II Sam 22:6), yet the believer who is pure of heart can be confident that God will turn to comfort him (Ps 71:20–21) so that God’s lovingkindness surrounds him with songs of deliverance (Ps 32:7, 10).”
  Just as the Messiah used death to conquer death, so we must use the knotted lives we live to untie us from the pull of destruction.  Fighting the knots only makes them tighter.  The cords of Sheol are loosened when the captive dies—it is in death to myself that I am freed from the knots.
Topical Index:  knot, entangle, Sheol, death, addiction, sabab, hebel, Psalm 18:5
December 21  In my distress I called upon the Lord, and cried to my God for help;

He heard my voice out of His temple, and my cry for help before Him came into His ears.  Psalm 18:6  NASB

Six by Nine

In my distress – batstsarli – “in my distress” – is the place of confinement.  The narrow place.  The place that constricts.  The six by nine prison cell.  God builds fences, but they surround the open spaces of His grace.  Distress is that state of mind when I realize that I am the prisoner of my efforts to contain what haunts me.  We build prison cells thinking that we can cage the beast within only to discover that the door is shut on us.  Carefully we constructed the outside of the cell.  Cautiously we invited the hidden self inside.  But the door shut before we could escape and here we are, locked in with all that we feared.  

Batstsarli—in my psychic prison I cried out.  There was no other way.  And if the Lord should not hear my cry, should not turn His attention toward me, should not notice my call, then the beast within will slowly devour me.  It has already begun to eat.

By now we have learned that theology is not the solution.  We may have all the right answers and still be lost, held captive in the prison of our secrets.  If we treat the Bible as a theological text, it may provide insights into the nature of God and the structure of the universe, but it will not touch our hearts.  For that, perhaps the most important action, we must hear the cry of those who found YHVH.  The Bible must become a passport into the lives of men and women who were touched by God.  Its stories must be read as our stories, the accounts of those like us who fought for integrity, honor and truth.  Most of all, the Bible must become the book of permission—the permission to seek with all our hearts no matter what we experience in the process.  One cannot find God where there is no room to cry.

Distress is constriction, according to Hebrew thought.  Its opposite, peace, is the open place and in the open place there are no unacceptable emotions.  We are allowed, in fact, encouraged, to feel the heartbeat of the Lord.  That means we will encounter remorse, anger and disappointment.  But we will also swim in pools of joy, deliverance and restoration.  The rainbow of emotions will be our access points into the realm of the Spirit.  With Paul, we can be angry, and not sin.  We can experience the double peace of Isaiah and the sorrow of David.  We will come upon the ecstasy of Song and the calamity of Jeremiah.  We will feel life and revel in it.

The cure for distress is not escape.  The cure is humbleness.  Distress is the work of YHVH, the reminder that life is His, not ours.  The struggles to escape the prisons we have constructed only lead us further into confinement.  The way out is submission to His hand, falling face down before the Redeemer with the cry, “I am a prisoner to myself, Lord.  Have mercy on me.”

Topical Index:  distress, tsarar, confined, emotions, humility, Psalm 18:6
December 22  Then the earth shook and quaked; and the foundations of the mountains were trembling and were shaken, because He was angry.  Smoke went up out of His nostrils, and fire from His mouth devoured; coals were kindled by it.  Psalm 18:7-8 NASB

Fire Starter

Angry – God is angry.  Woe to sinner is His hands!  At least that’s what Jonathan Edwards would want us to think.  Dangling our idea of the soul over the flames of hell, Edwards created fear as a means to bring men and women into Christian faith.  But Edwards apparently didn’t appreciate the nuances of Hebrew.  “The Hebrew verb is always used in reference to anger. The meaning of the root differs from such words for ‘anger’ as ʾānap, zāʿam, and qāṣap, in that it emphasizes the ‘kindling’ of anger, like the kindling of a fire, or the heat of the anger, once started.”
  Smoke, thunder, earthquakes and heat may not signal wrath.  They may be just the warning signs that God is starting a fire.

Why is this nuance important?  Because the fire of God may be quenched when it first begins, but the longer the flames consume, the more difficult they are to extinguish.  The water of repentance is most effective when used immediately.  

It’s worth noting that the noun, haron, derived from this verb (hara) is used only of God, never of men.  While men may display anger as ‘ap, a word also attributed to God (e.g., the anger of His face), men are never described with the Hebrew idea of kindling this particular kind of fire.  God alone employs the ferocity of heat that begins with this kindling.  There are no human equivalents.  Perhaps this helps us.  Our anger is often not abated with remorse or repentance.  We hold back forgiveness in order to savor the soul torment of the offender.  Our flames lick up the courage of another’s request for forgiveness without consideration of our hardness of heart.  But God is not a man.  Slow to anger, He is quick to extinguish the fire starter.  Baruch HaShem.  Who could survive should His flames reach their zenith?

When David describes YHVH’s action, he uses imagery common to the cultures of the ancient Near East.  Each of the terms paints a picture that strikes terror in the hearts of archaic men.  But today we live in a desacralized world.  We think of earthquakes in terms of tectonic plates, not the movement of the gods.  We think of smoke as carbon, not anger.  We think that fire is nothing more than combustive energy and coals are but leftover disintegration.  Our world is not the world of the ancient gods.  Consequently, we are not shaken, singed or chocked.  We don’t believe in an angry God.  We embrace a God of love, care and forgiveness.  

But what if we are mistaken?

Topical Index:  kindled, hara, anger, Psalm 18:7-8
December 23  He made darkness His hiding place, His canopy around Him, darkness of waters, thick clouds of the skies.  Psalm 18:11  NASB

The Hidden God

Darkness – Where is the Lord, the God of creation, YHVH of Israel?  Why don’t we see Him exercise His mighty hand on behalf of the righteousness?  Why are the wicked of the world so apparent to all who look while God remains hidden from view?  

In a previous verse, David uses the Hebrew term ‘arapel, a word translated “thick darkness.”  TWOT comments: 

Descriptions of the glory of God in the ot seem deliberately vague, perhaps to preserve the element of reverential awe respecting the wonder of beholding tokens of God, and also, perhaps, to remind one of the horror of sin in his presence. Hence, while the people stand afar off, Moses comes near to the “thick darkness” enveloping Yahweh (Ex 20:21). Indeed, the very mountain visited by God became an awesome mountain, “burning to the heart of heaven, wrapped in darkness (ḥōšek), cloud (ʿānān), and thick gloom (waʿărāpel)” (Deut 4:11). Similar expressions are found in Deut 5:22 [H 19]; II Sam 22:10; Job 22:13; Ps 18:9 [H 10]; 97:2. When Solomon dedicated the temple, the glory of Yahweh filled the building in cloud and thick darkness (I Kgs 8:10–12; II Chr 5:13–6:1), “as a reminder of the darkness into which Moses penetrated on Sinai” (JTOT, p. 259*).

But in this verse, David does not employ ‘arapel.  Instead he uses hosek, a word that in common terms, means the absence of light.  We should notice that the same word is used in Genesis 1:2 to describe the primal chaos of the unordered world, something archaic man feared.  The difference between ‘arapel and hosek is important.  Thick darkness is visible!  The terrifying descent on Sinai was seen by all Israel.  It is true that the “face” of YHVH was enveloped in the cloud, but His presence was clearly perceived.  Now David notices something far more disturbing.  God is hidden.  Where we would expect to see light, we see nothing.  We do not discern the great God of Israel in the terrifying cloud.  We don’t see Him at all.  He is absent from our view—and we are alone in the universe.

The difference is seeing thick darkness from the outside instead of being in darkness from the inside.  But we should not conclude that hosek is always like being in a cave with the lights off.  There is also the phenomenon of the “white out,” the atmospheric condition when cloud and light are so close that we cannot see anything except the empty white space.  In a “white out,” we experience the darkness of light.  It is possible to hide in the light as well as the dark.  It is possible for God to be hidden in the white space, the white fire of the Scriptures even while we read the words in the black fire.  Just because we have the Bible does not mean we are in the presence of the Lord.

Why, then, does God choose to hide Himself?  Perhaps it is because the obvious is often ignored or dismissed.  Perhaps it is because we must seek Him in order to see Him.  Rather than provide us with a neon sign in the sky, He envelopes Himself in hosek and waits for us to search.  Perhaps those who find are only the ones who notice His absence.

Topical Index:  ‘arapel, hosek, darkness, Psalm 18:11
December 24 The Lord has rewarded me according to my righteousness; according to the cleanness of my hands He has recompensed me.  For I have kept the ways of the Lord, and have not wickedly departed from my God. Psalm 18:20-21  NASB

Payback

According to my righteousness – Who among us could make a claim like David’s?  Who would dare to suggest that he is righteous and has been rewarded accordingly?  If you grew up under the influence of Augustine and Luther, you might find David’s claim arrogant rather than factual.  It might seem to you that no one is actually justified in claiming to be righteous and that everyone actually deserves punishment rather than reward.  Doesn’t Paul say as much in Romans:  “All have sinned and come short of the glory of God”?  What makes David think he stands on holy ground?

David uses the Hebrew word tsadeq.  This word is basically about conformity to a standard, in this case, the standard of God’s law.  David asserts that he has not violated God’s ways nor departed from devotion to God.  But we might find this surprising.  We know that David’s life story includes significant ethical trespasses.  We know that God brought punishment as a result of these infractions.  Is the claim in this psalm simply a statement from David before he fell into sin?  Would he have revised this song at a later date?

TWOT comments on tsadeq. “It should be emphasized that in Israel’s law the judge was not considering a man’s innocence with regard to breaking a human law, but a man’s righteousness in regard to God’s law. Today a man may transgress a statute but be innocent before God. In the ot law, to be innocent and to be righteous were one and the same.”
  For David to claim righteousness, he must believe that he is innocent of transgression.  And when he wrote this song of praise, he obviously thought he was.  But things change.  Life isn’t settled in the long run.  It is determined one day at a time—and one day David would write, “For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me.  Against You, You only, I have sinned and done what is evil in Your sight” (Psalm 51:3-4a).  Today we may justifiably proclaim our innocence.  Tomorrow we may on our faces pleading for forgiveness.  Tsadeq doesn’t change.  The norm is still the norm, but our relationship to the law of the Lord depends on our actions this day.

Where does this leave us?  Are we victims of our own foibles?  Does our relationship with YHVH fluctuate with each choice, each act of obedience or disobedience?  Are we riding the constant seesaw of ethical conformity?  Fortunately, no.  YHVH is faithful even when we are not.  His constancy toward us does not vary.  We may struggle with righteousness but He does not.  His chastisements are not subject to disgruntled reprisals.  They are reminders that He still loves, still cares, still desires the best for us.  God’s relationship with us does not depend on our relationship with Him.  Even in our sin, He loves us.

But it would be a mistake to think that because He is consistent our actions do not have consequence.  Salvation is the unusual connection between the consistent and unwavering faithfulness of YHVH and the fluctuating efforts of His children.  The goal of human involvement never varies.  “Be holy as I am holy.”  But the path is often interrupted by detours, each one a roadblock to true human being.  God gives us time to recover.  That task He will not perform for us.  Somehow we must work out this great salvation as if our lives depended on it.  And somehow He is at work in that process insuring that we will succeed in our penitence.

Then we may say with David, the younger, “He has dealt with me according to my righteousness.”


Topical Index:  righteousness, tsadeq, salvation, Psalm 18:20-21, Psalm 51:3-4a

December 25  I was also blameless with Him, and I kept myself from my iniquity.  Psalm 18:23  NASB
The Beast Within

My iniquity – It would be much easier to for David to say that he kept himself “from iniquity.”  Then the wickedness would be alien, outside, an enemy at a distance.  But David uses the Hebrew ‘awoni, the combination of ‘awon (guilt, sin, misdeed) and ani (I, me, my).   He declares that he keeps himself (the verb shamar) from his own form of sin.  This is crucial.  It is precisely where we fall.

The yetzer ha’ra would love us to concentrate on iniquity as a general concept.  Then we could easily compare our righteousness against the hideous, pathological wickedness of others.  After all, we are not murderers.  We are not blatant idolaters.  We are not rebels, thieves, blasphemers, child-abusers, stingy, malicious.  Those horrible acts are what all the “others” do.  By comparison, we are good people, struggling to be better perhaps, but certainly acceptable on the larger scale.  That’s why David avoids such a misdirected examination.  Iniquity that is not personal, that does not arrive in the form I find most delicious, is of no value in spiritual renewal.  For sin to drive me toward the Father, it must be the kind of sin I find most enticing.

It is my iniquity that really matters.  

David’s lyric forces me to examine how carefully I have guarded my heart against precisely those acts I find most tempting.  Quite frankly, I am not tempted to murder.  Nor to steal.  Nor to abuse the powerless.  In fact, I am outraged by such behavior and recoil at those who do such things.  But there are some ghosts in my closet that I find comforting.  They are quite familiar to me.  We have been friends in the past and I know they would welcome my return.  I keep them in the closet because I never know what this day will bring.  Perhaps today I will be rejected, shunned, humiliated—and they will be there, offering me comfort, soothing my battered emotions.  They are so tempting because they are an exact fit with my fragile self.  This is my iniquity.

David says that he must guard himself against himself.  By now this is obvious.  Obvious in goal and intention, but obscured in practice.  How do I keep myself from being me?  Over the course of a lifetime, we construct the delicate fabric of personal iniquity.  By trial and error, we learn what is needed to block the feelings of pain, of regret, or rejection.  We teach ourselves our own personal versions of addiction.  What is addiction?  It is anything that alters my mood by substituting an action that removes me from the original experience.  For example, you’re overweight.  You know you are.  You look in the mirror and you see someone you don’t want to be.  But no matter how much to try, you can’t seem to lose those pounds for good.  Somewhere in the past, something happened that convinced you that you were not acceptable, that you had to be some other image of yourself to be loved.  So you find a way to soothe that hurt.  You eat.  But when you eat, your body betrays you.  It takes on the look of the very thing you are trying to avoid.  Now what you see in the mirror only reminds you of how unacceptable you are.  So you eat.  Eating becomes an addictive behavior that replaces the original experience of pain with a substitute of comfort.  

How do you guard your heart?  Can you stop eating?  Of course not!  What you must do to guard your heart is to go back to the original pain and let yourself experience it in the safety of God’s spirit.  You cannot guard something that is at war.  You can only guard something that no longer wants to fight.

To guard my iniquity I must first wrestle in the night until my war with myself ends in the morning and I cross over with a new name for an old way.

Topical Index:  iniquity, ‘awon, guilt, addiction, guard, shamar, Psalm 18:23
December 26 With the kind You show Yourself kind; with the blameless You show Yourself blameless; with the pure You show Yourself pure, and with the crooked You show Yourself astute.  Psalm 18:25-26  NASB

Measure for Measure?
Astute – Are you kind?  Then you experience the kindness of God.  Are you blameless (yes, I know that might seem impossible)?  Then you enjoy God’s righteousness.  Are you pure?  Ah, then the purity of God will be your meal.  
But what if you’re crooked?  What then?  The Hebrew word for “crooked” is ‘iqqesh.  It means “false” or “twisted.”  The idea is something that is twisted or perverse; something that is not in alignment with God’s purposes.  The word is often associated with wickedness or turning the wrong way.  Despite the opening thoughts of this verse, many of us might find that we fit this category rather than kind, blameless and pure.  After all, we know our inner secret sins.  We know how far the outward appearance is from the real hidden life.  We are acutely aware of our crooked and twisted past.  So how does God appear to us?

“With the crooked You show yourself titpattal.”  Such a difficult word to translate! “Astute,” “cunning,” “wily,” “crafty,” “deal in twists” are some of the attempts.  “Astute” seems the least likely since it suggests a positive response of accurate assessment.  The root appears to be connected with something coiled, like a serpent.  “Of the twenty-five uses of pitʾōm all of them occur in connection with disaster or judgment” except one.
  What might this mean for our personal interactions with God?
This verse recognizes that we experience God in the same terms that we engage in life itself.  Clearly measure for measure is involved in the three preceding thoughts.  If we look for kindness, we will find it.  If we act with righteousness, righteousness will envelop us.  If we are pure, God’s holiness will accompany our walk.  And in the same way, perversity begets perversity, even from God.  The outer world is a reflection of my inner world.  A twisted man sees a twisted world and acts according to his vision.  It is self-fulfilling prophecy.  And, of course, a twisted man cannot find a straightened God.  He will perceive God as untrustworthy and unfaithful because he is untrustworthy and unfaithful.  His image of the Lord will reflect his own inner struggles.  He will not meet the God of kindness, righteousness and purity as long as his life remains bent.  
How will such a man be saved?  Ah, God is not hamstrung by our distorted perception.  God will twist the twisted, tie them in knots, entangle them in their own webs until at last they come to the end of themselves.  Measure for measure with the purpose of bringing what is bent to its final conclusion.  Until the metal breaks from all the bends.  And then it can be melted and remade.

Topical Index:  titpattal, twisted, perverse, astute, Psalm 18:25-26
December 27  I pursued my enemies and overtook them, and I did not turn back until they were consumed. I shattered them, so that they were not able to rise; they fell under my feet.  Psalm 18:37-38  NASB

Fatal Blows

I shattered them – What enemies must you pursue?  What opponents must you utterly defeat?  What must be crushed so that it will never rise again?  If you’re like me, it’s unlikely to be some alien carrying a weapon.  If you’re like me, the enemy that must be conquered resides in your own house.  It is the beast within.
We would be glad to take up arms against an invading army.  How much easier it would be to spot the attackers if they were on the other side of the trench!  We would know where to aim.  But what do we do with that hideous force that seems to lurk in the shadows of our hearts?  How we do “thrust them through” (ESV)?  David may have had the Philistines in mind, but I suspect David also knew a different kind of combatant.  ‘emhatsem (“I smashed them”) cannot apply only to those whose swords and shields stand before us.  What we really need to conquer is the power that oppresses us when all the external foes have been extinguished.  
If we read this verse out of context, it might seem as though the battle is up to us.  We must pursue.  We must not turn back.  We must shatter and smash.  And in a sense, this is true.  But the prior ten verses make it clear that David’s power to overcome is the power of YHVH working through him.  David states, “You rescue, You are the Rock, You make me strong, You train me, You give me shield and sword.”  The battle is not mine alone.  But we often think it is.  The yetzer ha’ra cleverly convinces us that we are acceptable to YHVH after we have persevered.  Of course, that always spells defeat and we are left convicted by our collapse, convinced that we will never be enough to overcome this enemy within.  We try our best, but his tactics always outwit us, his strength is always just a bit more than we can vanquish, his ruthlessness more severe than we anticipated.  We are ambushed by our own assumptions.  Those earliest parental models that sometimes left us feeling we could never be enough become the fodder of growing despair.  The strategy of the yetzer ha’ra is self-protection and that means giving up the fight.  It is easier to retreat than endure.  
But God presses us.  He presses us into battle in spite of our reluctance.  He presses us toward visions of righteousness, victory and peace in spite of our distortions.  He presses and presses and presses—until the form fits the mold—until we come to realize that we were powerless on our own, that we can only shatter the enemy when we have replaced the weapon of our choice with the sword of His choosing.  Oh, we still have to cut and slice.  We still have to shed some blood (perhaps even our own).  But “I smashed them” isn’t a statement of personal achievement.  It is a statement of dependent victory, of His reinforcements, my energy and your encouragement.  ‘emhatsem—ah, it feels so good!

Topical Index:  I shattered them, ‘emhatsem, victory, Psalm 18:37-38
December 28  They cried for help, but there was none to save, even to the Lord, but He did not answer them.  Then I beat them fine as the dust before the wind; I emptied them out as the mire of the streets.  Psalm 18:41-42  NASB

Street Cleaner
Emptied them out – How long have you carried the enemies of your soul on your back?  How long have you felt the cuts of their swords, reminders of your failures to defend yourself?  How long has it been since you could survey the psychic landscape without concern, without anxious anticipation?  Naomi went away full but in her mind she came back empty.  In her mind, Ruth was of no importance.  All that mattered to her was what she lost, not what she gained in a daughter-in-law full of hesed.  It seems that far too often we consider what has been emptied out as deprivation or forfeiture instead of recognizing that it had to go.  It was the dust of the enemy, the dross of his claims on our souls, the muck of his tracks across our hearts.  David knew what it meant to empty out this refuse, but far too often we are as Naomi, longing for the things that God Himself has removed from us so that we can notice the treasures He is offering.
Perhaps we need God’s perspective on the situation.  “Then I pulverized them as the dust of the earth; I crushed and stamped them as the mire of the streets” (2 Samuel 22:43).  Apparently David knew something of Samuel.  Or maybe they both knew something about Moses’ reaction to the golden calf.  The enemies must be ground to dust, scattered before the wind, washed out with the detritus collecting on the street.   In the tenth century BCE the street collected a lot more than litter.  It must all be cast away—all that dung of life before.  Tossed to the wind.  Washed down the gutters.  It is not coming back.  Unless, of course, you rush down to the sewer system to retrieve it.
Naomi took a long time to realize that her greatest gift was the presence of God in the life of the one she considered unimportant.  Perhaps that’s why the story is so valuable.  Ruth wasn’t right.  She wasn’t from the right place, wasn’t in the right time, wasn’t from the right people.  But Ruth reintroduced Naomi to the God of grace.  God stamps out the mire from our lives.  He washes out the sewage.  He throws the ground-up grief to the wind—and asks us to look at what and who He has given so that we might reconstruct His image in us.  David had to empty out a few internal enemies as well.  Perhaps we do too.  Even in Paleo Hebrew the image is instructive.  “Person – Work – Behind,” that is, my deeds left behind.  We put our past away before we see what He is doing. 

You will never see the presence of the Lord of grace until you pulverize the enemies you keep in your own high places.

Topical Index:  empty out, riq, Psalm 18:41-42
December 29  More than that, I count all things to be loss in view of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish so that I may gain Christ, and may be found in Him, not having a righteousness of my own derived from the Law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness which comes from God on the basis of faith,  Philippians 3:8-9  NASB
Straw Man

Loss – “On the feast of St. Nicholas [in 1273, Aquinas] was celebrating Mass when he received a revelation that so affected him that he wrote and dictated no more, leaving his great work the Summa Theologiae unfinished. To Brother Reginald’s (his secretary and friend) expostulations he replied, ‘The end of my labors has come. All that I have written appears to be as so much straw after the things that have been revealed to me.’ When later asked by Reginald to return to writing, Aquinas said, ‘I can write no more. I have seen things that make my writings like straw.’”
  What Thomas experienced changed everything about his life and work.  The world’s greatest theologian, a man whose work forms the basis for virtually all Christian approaches to understanding God, encountered something he could not articulate, something that pushed aside his thousands of pages of argument, relegating it to the straw pile.  
It’s difficult for us to comprehend the enormity of this experience.  Yes, we run off and talk about Aquinas’ encounter with the living God, with a spiritual experience that surpassed his Aristotelian logic.  But our explanations are really no better than the straw of his consignment.  The truth is that we just don’t have words for this kind of thing.  When it happens (and there is apparently no guarantee that it will), we enter into the “white space” between the words.  We are swept away with the raw presence.  Our categories of explanation fail us and there is nothing but the emptiness of YHVH in the place where we cannot go.  “Simon Peter said to Him, ‘Lord, where are You going?’ Jesus answered, ‘Where I go, you cannot follow Me now; but you will follow later’” (John 13:36).  Robert Frost saw the direction but not the destination.  “Miles to go before I sleep.”  Where do we find such an experience of the presence of YHVH that there is nothing left to say for the rest of our lives?  I’m afraid that that empty place, that “white space,” is somewhere inside the mouth of the grave.  Death of self is only the hint of its reality, a sort of symbolic affirmation that we are ready for osmosis into His space.  But it is only symbolic.  The real is yet to come.
Some few mortals are privileged to experience the emptiness of death before they breathe the last.  Most of us are not.  So we build straw houses to keep out the dark when the truth is far more compelling.  In the dark we will finally find Him.

Topical Index:  straw, loss, Philippians 3:8-9, Aquinas, white space

December 30  Let no one seek his own good, but that of his neighbor.  1 Corinthians 10:24  NASB
Can of Worms

His own good – Tomorrow will mark the end of the Julian calendar year.  The world at large will celebrate, honoring a Roman alteration to previous tribal and ethnic ways of counting dates.  One tradition of renewal is the annual cycle of vows.  As a kind of goal-setting behavior, many people will adjust (or make attempts to adjust) their lifestyle choices, and, of course, common knowledge recognizes that nearly all of these vows will subsequently be discarded.  Most people will simply continue to do what they have always done.  Change is very difficult.
Given the propensity to abandon real change, it seems appropriate to reflect on Paul’s exhortation.  In this section of his letter, he discusses the role of kosher food in mixed communities.  The question seems to be, “What should I do about eating according to the Torah when I live in an environment that does not pay any attention to these instructions?”  Of course, eating is only one of the many lifestyle choices that could cause disagreement, so Paul’s instructions could be expanded.  But for the moment, let’s just talk about food.  It is unfortunate that common exegesis surrounding this topic begins with the assumption that Paul is writing to Christians who have already abandoned Torah.  Nothing could be further from the truth, but with that assumption the text is often read upside-down, as if Paul is telling those who no longer follow Torah practices that they have the upper hand, the correct spiritual approach, to this subject.  This anachronistic interpretation fosters enormous exegetical mistakes, particularly with regard to the relationship between Jew and Messianic believer in the first century.  The idea that “Christians” in Corinth are instructed to disregard Torah because they have been redeemed from the “Law” subverts all the context and culture of Paul’s approach.  This should be obvious given what Paul says in this particular verse.
The NASB adds “good” to the translation.  The Greek is actually heautou (“his own”).  The word is simply the reflexive personal pronoun.  Context adds the noun.  We could just as easily translate this as “Let no one seek his own agenda,” or “his own benefit,” or “his own rights.”  The emphasis is not on me.  It is on the impact my decisions have on my neighbor.  A few verses later Paul adds, “Give no offense either to Jews or to Greeks or to the ekklesia of God.”  But that would be impossible if Paul were instructing congregants to ignore Torah.  Every Jew would be offended, as, in fact, they are today by Christian claims.  Clearly, if I am to give no offense and think of my neighbor’s well-being before my own, then I will not assert that I no longer need to live according to the instructions given to Moses.  To put it bluntly, I can’t follow Paul’s exhortation and at the same time insist that I am free to live according to my own interpretation of Scripture.  If I am to give no offense, I will follow a kosher diet no matter what I think is permissible.  If I am to consider my neighbor’s welfare before my own, I will have to live a Torah observant life regardless of what the “Church” teaches me.  
So that brings us to the New Year’s vow.  Forget the argument about the place of Torah.  Forget about the “New Testament” replacement theology.  Just ask yourself this:  “Am I going to follow Paul’s advice?”  You simply cannot pretend that you give no offense, that you put the well-being of your Jewish neighbor first, if you continue to act as though your view of life choices overrides his understanding of Scripture.  You can dismiss Paul if you wish, but then can’t claim that your “New Testament” Christianity has anything to do with what Paul actually says.  

Here’s a vow for the next Roman calendar year:  “I will not offend my Jewish brothers by eating what they would not.”  Try that on for size.

Topical Index:  kosher, offense, his own good, heautou, 1 Corinthians 10:24
December 31  You will be hated by all because of My name, but it is the one who has endured to the end who will be saved.  Matthew 10:22  NASB
Reciprocity
To the end – You made it!  The end of the Roman year.  You endured.  There were lots of difficulties along the way.  Crisis.  Collapse.  Catastrophes you never thought would happen.  But here you are.  At the end.
Of course, this is only a temporary endpoint.  Tomorrow we will start a new cycle of endurance.  But today we can celebrate.  Today we can recognize the completion, the goal, the conclusion of one more step.  That gives us pause, a tiny space in the temporal expanse to think, “What did Yeshua mean when he talked about enduring to the end?”

The Greek word has several applications.  It is telos, found throughout Yeshua’s teaching in the sense of “goal” or “full measure.”  But, of course, Yeshua didn’t speak Greek.  He spoke Hebrew and in Hebrew the Greek term telos has many Hebrew connections.  It means “execution” in 1 Chronicles 29:19, “goal” in Job 23:3, “result” in 2 Maccabees 5:7, “conclusion” in Ecclesiastes 7:2 and “end” in Daniel 9:27.  It can even refer to acts of worship (Psalms) and the “last times” (4 Esdras).
  What it cannot mean in Hebraic context is the final completion of the instructions for living.  As long as any one of us has breath, God’s manual for living will be active.  The end of the Law is not the finish line but rather the goal, the summation of all that is eternally intended.
And that brings us to this statement of the Messiah.  Are we the ones who will endure?  Are we filling up our lives with more and more of His instructions, His directions, so that when it is finally all over we will show ourselves worthy of the salvation that has been entrusted to us?  It sounds so much like work!!  And you and I have so much to do already.  Why would we ever add even more to the endurance race?
The answer might be a change in how we understand telos.  Consider this:  “Awareness is simply a matter of experiencing every moment of life as fully as possible.”
  What if endurance is being fully aware of the God of the present?  What if endurance is not another task on the endless list of tasks but rather a way of being in the world?  What if endurance is in the end simply seeing YHVH now, in this moment, in this action, in this consciousness?  In the end, what if telos is the salvation that comes from experiencing YHVH with me now?  Wouldn’t we be saved from the heavy loads of life, the endless hurdles and trials if “to the end” meant “present now”?  Heaven can wait, can’t it, if I am in His company now.
Topical Index:  endurance, end, telos, Matthew 10:22, salvation, Steenkamp
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