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January 1  For it is not an idle word for you; indeed it is your life. And by this word you will prolong your days in the land, which you are about to cross the Jordan to possess.  Deuteronomy 32:47  NASB
Game Plan

Idle word – Good morning!  Welcome to the thirteenth year of Today’s Word.  After the personal journey of 6410 posted studies of Scripture, I have noticed a few things.  I’ve noticed that the investigation of some doctrines, particularly those closest to the distinctiveness of Christianity, has generated more comments and more division than anything else.  These include the Lutheran idea of law versus grace, the application of kosher rules today, the examination of worship practices and, of course, the Trinity.  While I am not surprised, I must admit I am a bit discouraged.  Why?  Because none of these topics are truly about drawing closer to God.  They are topics laced with proof texts, theological arguments and paradigm explanations.  But they aren’t filled with an intense desire to seek His presence.  At least that’s what I see.  So I would like to take a different approach this year, an approach that I believe is necessary for all of us.  I intend to step away from the theological and move toward the spiritual.  

Yes, I realize that for some of us (me included, once upon a time), theology was spirituality.  I’ve spent a great deal of my life in the cognitive world of theology.  But I’ve discovered that life doesn’t happen in my mind.  All those years left me empty, dissatisfied and alone.  Jonathan Sacks pointed out that in the Greek world truth is a system.  I am well versed in system.  But, as Sacks notes, in Hebrew thinking truth is a story.  And stories involve real people in real circumstances.  Stories are not mental exercises or abstract principles.  When I read the Bible as a story, I find that the men and women in those pages have just as many struggles as I do, are just as misunderstood, just as lonely and just as desperate for the presence of YHVH.  In other words, the Bible becomes my story because I am connected to the real people in it.  The Bible is a record of the encounter of men and women with their Creator.  It turns out to be unpredictable, unnerving, glorious, hideous, frightening and consoling.  Just like the way I experience life.  In fact, unless I look with theological glasses, I really don’t find much theology.  What I find are God’s gracious forgiveness, His explicit instructions and His unwavering faithfulness.  What I find is that He doesn’t give up on me.

I want to know the stories of the people of the Bible because I want to know their God.  I don’t expect to find lots of perfectly clear answers.  I think I am OK with that.  Life seems to have fewer perfectly clear answers than I expected.  But what I know is this: answers are not substitutes for relationships.  I would rather be loved than be right.  

Moses told the people what he reveled in from the Lord was not req.  The Hebrew word means empty, worthless, and unfulfilled.  In other words, what YHVH gave His people were instructions with the explicit purpose of providing a life of meaning, fulfillment and value.  That’s what I want.  Maybe you do too.  

Topical Index:  req, empty, unfulfilled, idle, answers, doctrine, story, Deuteronomy 32:47
January 2   You shall not murder.  You shall not commit adultery.  You shall not steal.  You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.  Exodus 20:13-16  NASB

In the Neighborhood

You shall not – Aviya Kushner notices something odd.  “In Hebrew, four key ‘commandments’ are crammed into one verse in Exodus 20.13.  But in the 1611 King James Bible, they have more space, with four verses, not one.  Each of the four commandments gets star billing, as if each were a lone pole on a prairie of white space.”
  Kushner finds the English translation inexplicably odd.  But, of course, we don’t, because we have always read these as four lone poles on a white prairie.  In other words, we never paid any attention to the neighborhood.  Perhaps we need to.

I have argued that the emphasis of the Ten Words is Shabbat.  The instructions surrounding Shabbat occupy dozens of words while the instructions about murder, adultery, stealing and lying occupy exactly eleven in total.  I argued that the audience addressed understood what it meant to murder, commit adultery, steal and lie as part of their cultural experience, but it had been generations since Shabbat was a regular part of their lives as slaves.  Therefore, YHVH needed to re-educate His children about Shabbat.  Perhaps this argument is valid, but Kushner points out something else.  Using the rabbinic rule klal (what is attached to what – observations about word proximity), she follows Rashi in order to answer the question, “Why are murder, adultery, stealing and lying all found in the same verse?”  The answer she discovers is that all of these involve the death penalty.  That answer, however, is not obvious.  It takes a deeper look to see how stealing and lying are connected.  

Murder and adultery are fairly straightforward.  Other biblical instructions tell us that a murderer must die.  And since adultery is the “murder” of the one-flesh covenant between a husband and wife, a man who commits adultery with another man’s wife must die.  But since these four commandments are all in the same sentence, then the commandment, lo tignov (You shall not steal) isn’t really about theft.  It is about kidnapping because stealing another person requires the death penalty.  Yes, there are prohibitions about theft, and there are provisions for atoning for theft, but in this case, the penalty for stealing a person is death.  In biblical terms, kidnapping is a form of murder.  Similarly, lo ta’ane vereaka ed shaker (You shall not bear false witness) is not about lying but rather about perpetrating a false accusation that results in loss to another, whether reputation, material or financial.  In other words, lo ta’ane is about murdering a person’s public or private standing.  

What do we learn from this little investigation?  First, we learn that even the disaggregation of the words in translation affects how we understand God’s instructions.  The words might be translated correctly but the neighborhood has changed and Hebrew communicates through its neighbors, not just its vocabulary.  So we will have to read more carefully.  

Second, we might not be murderers or adulterers, and we might not be kidnappers in the legal sense, but are we not skirting the edge of the death penalty commandments when we diminish, castigate, impugn or stereotype another person with malice aforethought?  How many of us have said something that was intended to falsely accuse another because we wanted to “bring them down a notch”?  Have we never acted in such a way that another person’s character or reputation was harmed without justification?  

It seems that the Bible wishes to lump these four together.  Murderer, adulterer, kidnapper and slanderer.  You might be righteous in one of these circles, but can you say the same for all of them?  If not, are you then on any more solid ground than those who violate the other three?

Perhaps God lumped them all together because He intends us to see that any violation of the image of God in the other person carries extremely severe penalties.  Perhaps we need to see just how close to the edge we are so that we will have hell scared out of us.

Topical Index:  commandments, murder, adultery, stealing, lying, klal, Exodus 20:13-16
January 3  And Jesus said to them, “Nor will I tell you by what authority I do these things.”  Luke 20:8  NASB

Who Do You Believe?

Authority – We all want to know, don’t we?  “Who says so?”  The constant insistence on recognized authority.  So if I come back with the answer, “Well, I heard it from YouTube,” my claim will probably be dismissed as unreliable—even if it really isn’t.  In the academic world we insist on peer review.  That means we subject our statements to the verification of other men and women within our field of expertise.  They are the authority.  Of course, that doesn’t always work so well, does it?  Copernicus was rejected by his peer group.  So was Einstein.  In fact, peer groups tend to be myopically concerned with their current views, usually dismissing someone whose position challenges the common core beliefs.  The history of science is full of examples of men who held false theories for decades because everyone else agreed with them.  We can easily see the same thing happening in theology.  It’s really another instance of paradigm thinking.

But does this mean we just believe whatever we want?  Do we wait for that voice from God to tell us what we should believe?  Are psychological states an accurate measure of the truth?  That hardly makes any sense, as history demonstrates.  Plenty of people have been plenty wrong about plenty of things.  When the priests and scribes confronted Yeshua about authority, they were asking the same question we ask today:  “Who told you these things?”  In other words, give us your pedigree so we will know you didn’t just make this up.  Behind that question is the more important demand:  prove to us that you are in agreement with us.   Show us where your ideas came from so we can feel confident that you have the same sources we do.

I hope that you can see just how circular this really is.  It suggests that there really is nothing new, that everything we know has to be connected to everything we already know.  The biggest roadblock to learning anything new is precisely what I think I already know.  As long as I hold on to my firmly established prior convictions, I will ask only one question.  “By what authority?”  In other words, I will insist that unless you can show me that your authority is the same as mine or one that I respect, I will discard your idea as irrelevant.  My past “knowledge” will prevent me from learning anything new.

Yeshua doesn’t answer his critics.  In an amazingly clever rebuttal, he silences their inquiry.  But at the same time, he never tells them, or us, where his authority comes from.  Why?  Why doesn’t he just say, “All power and authority has been given to me by the Father”?  That would clear it up.  Instead, he says nothing.  Rather than give verbal justification, he acts!  If you want to know where he got his authority, look at what he does and then draw your own conclusion.  Not until after the resurrection does he provide verbal justification.  Before the grave it’s all about what he does.

Maybe that’s the lesson for us.  Stop talking.  Just live it.  Let others draw their conclusions from the way we act, not what we say.  It is always possible to deny someone’s words.  It’s very difficult to deny their behavior.  Authority arises from action.  

Topical Index:  authority, truth, paradigm, Luke 20:8
January 4   saying, “If you had known in this day, even you, the things which make for peace! But now they have been hidden from your eyes.  Luke 19:42  NASB
Serenity

Make for peace – Not much has changed in the twenty centuries since Yeshua addressed these words to his accusers.  We still seem to have no idea what things make for peace.  Everywhere we look, violence and anxiety increase.  Everyone cries for peace but even at the simplest personal level, peace seems to be very hard to find.  What did Yeshua know that we don’t?  Why did he rebuke the Pharisees for their lack of insight?  We have to explore the context in order to have even an inkling of what is at stake.

The event begins with Yeshua’s final entry into Jerusalem.  As he rode down the Mount of Olives, the crowds began to shout joyfully, praising God for all that they had witnessed.  Some of the Pharisees criticized them, imploring Yeshua, the leader, to instruct his disciples to be silent.  Why would these Pharisees even suggest such a thing?  Wasn’t this a momentous day, the appearance of what many thought would usher in a new age of Israel’s supremacy?  What concerns did the Pharisees have?

Perhaps they thought the exuberance of the crowd was religiously disrespectful.  After all, the Passover season was upon them.  Pesach is a time of the celebration of a great miracle, but also a time of humility, God’s graciousness and death.  Just as the angels were admonished when they celebrated the death of the Egyptian army, perhaps the Pharisees wished to admonish the crowds because they did not symbolize the depth of the celebrated event.  If this is the motivation, then Yeshua’s remark demonstrates that joy is a fundamental component of the making of peace and celebration is its companion.  Peace doesn’t come on legal treaties with famous signatures.  It comes when the ordinary people experience the freedom to express themselves in public without reprisals.  Perhaps that’s something Yeshua had in mind.

But there might be another reason for Yeshua’s cryptic remark.   These particular Pharisees did not recognize the cosmic significance of this event.  They were too concerned about personal impact.  How would Roman officials react to this boisterous crowd?  What would others think of the status of this itinerant prophet from the backwoods of Galilee?  How would the crowd’s enthusiastic endorsement affect their status and authority?  Each of these concerns is egocentric.  Instead of asking, “What does this mean?” (as the men at the Temple Mount asked just a few days later), these Pharisees were asking, “How does this affect me?”  And therein lie the blinders of peace.  Peace comes when “love your neighbor as yourself” takes precedence over “seeing that the tree was good for food.”  Perhaps the reason that the things that make peace are still hidden is because we are still in the Garden gathering fruit from the Tree.

Today your eyes for the things that make peace can be opened.  How?  By recognizing that the man who said these things lived a life for others—and doing the same.

Topical Index:  make for peace, shalom, Luke 19:42  
January 5   It would be better for him if a millstone were hung around his neck and he were thrown into the sea, than that he would cause one of these little ones to stumble.  Luke 17:2  NASB

Boy, You’re Gonna’ Carry That Weight

Would be better – This is one of the scariest verses in the apostolic writings.  Typically exegetes use it to preach the necessity of pure and correct doctrine.  In a Greek world, if you don’t think the right things, then you might teach the wrong things and therefore be subject to this terrible punishment.  In a Greek world, getting your doctrine straight is paramount.  

But not so in a Hebrew world.  The subject here is “stumbling blocks” (verse 1).  The Greek is skandala.  The LXX clarifies what Yeshua most likely had in mind.  “The LXX uses the group [of Greek words] for two sets of Hebrew terms with the different senses of striking or catching in a snare, and slipping or stumbling (with the transferred meaning ‘occasion of sin’).”
  “In translation of the Hebrew próskomma, skṓlon, and skándalon are used, and by assimilation skándalon can mean both ‘trap’ and ‘stumbling block’ or, ‘cause of ruin’ either with idols in view or offenses against the law. As a ground of divine punishment skándalon can then denote an occasion of sinning or a temptation to sin.”
  Thus, the ESV is probably better when it translates this verse as “Temptations to sin are sure to come . . .”   Correct doctrine is not the issue here.  Encouraging, allowing or creating the opportunity to violate Torah is the point.  That’s what it means to sin.  This is a Hebrew world where what I do is far more important than what I think.  In fact, I can have my doctrine (thinking) all wrong as long as I still keep the Torah commandments.  But once I fail to keep them and encourage others not to keep them, I’m “gonna’ carry that weight”—the millstone around my neck—as I plunge into outer darkness.

Oh, my!  Did we get this one wrong!  We thought that Yeshua was threatening punishment for doctrinal error.  What he was really teaching was the absolute necessity of Torah observance.  Anyone, let’s say it again—anyone who teaches that violating Torah is acceptable falls under this pronouncement.  It is inevitable that occasions (temptations) for sin will arise.  That’s what it means to be alive in this broken world.  The focus here is on the one through whom these occasions arise.  Committing a sinful act is bad, but the person who is the vehicle of the temptation is far worse.  What is the verdict here?  Have your actions or your words created an opportunity for another to violate God’s instructions?  Have you taught something that sets aside God’s desires?  Have you acted in a way that swept up another in sinful behavior?  Then you are a millstone candidate.  Good luck trying to stay afloat.

Topical Index:  millstone, skandala, stumbling block, Torah, sin, Luke 17:2

January 6  “Give us this day our daily bread.”  Matthew 6:11  NASB

The God of Providing

Give us – The God who gives.  That’s how we usually think of the God of the New Testament.  If He isn’t providing for our salvation, then He is busy taking care of our needs.  He is the Christmas God, secretly arranging presents for His lovely children.  Oh, and just in case we think we can sit back and wait for the Christian sleigh to arrive, we are reminded (occasionally) that we have to be good little boys and girls in order to get oranges instead of lumps of coal.  

Yes, I know this is a caricature.  Yes, I know virtually all of us believe something quite different about YHVH, the Father.  But in practice, most of the time we find ourselves at least wishing for the Christmas God even if we have long since left the pagan history of Christmas far behind.  We still believe that God’s real business is to take care of us.  We might express this in lofty theological terms but essentially we remain egocentric in our approach to God.  How do I arrive at this conclusion?  Simple.  Listen to prayers.

“Give us” is a frequent opening to our prayers.  Yeshua incorporated the phrase in his model prayer (Greek dos from the verb didomi – to give), so it must be an important element in conversation with God.  But notice how brief this request for sustenance is.  Eight words in Greek, most of which are concerned with repetitive necessary provision, nothing more.  The entire model prayer spends most of its energy on the praiseworthiness of the Father and the necessity and function of repentance.  Brad Young notices the behavioral penchant of typical prayer.  “ . . . much of the current teaching in the Christian church about prayer centers on how to receive a positive answer for requests.  Certainly Jesus taught His disciples to pray for their daily bread, and by way of extension, all of the physical needs.  Prayer’s most basic meaning is communion with God.  But prayer in the teachings of Jesus, as well as in ancient Judaism, involved so much more than making requests or spending time alone with God.”
  Young summarizes the Jewish view of prayer in these words:  prayer “focused on life transformation.  The person who prayed was changed and transformed by experiencing the divine presence.”

What would happen to you if you stopped asking?  What would happen if you sought the divine presence, the experience of just being in the place where God is?  What would happen if your prayers were focused on getting closer rather than getting more?  How do you think God would feel if all you really wanted was to be with Him?  

This is not as easy as it reads.  Distractions, self-interest, anxiety, angst have to go. Try imagining you are just sitting near the most loving parent you could ever have.  Try feeling what that is like.  Try seeking the delight of such a parent just to know His child loves to be with Him.  Put your requests on the shelf and let the emotion guide you.

Topical Index:  prayer, give, didomi, Matthew 6:11
January 7  Shabbat

January 8   Do not think that I came to bring peace on the earth; I did not come to bring peace, but a sword.  For I came to set a man against his father, and a daughter against her mother and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law and a man’s enemies will be the members of his household.   Matthew 10:34-36  NASB

All in the Family

Sword - For half a century I lived within the accumulated expectations of my relatives.  They watched me grow up, earn degrees, create a business, fall apart more than once and do things that I now very much regret.  I became identified by my history of behavior.  Everyone could say, “That’s sounds just like him.”  They drew conclusions based on my past.  They assumed, just like we all do, that my past actions would simply continue into the future.  How could they think otherwise?  We are all products of our own history.  

Until God makes something new.

God decided I needed a new family.  To get that new family I had to have a new identity.  After years of struggling with God in the presence of my natural family, in a matter of days God changed everything about me.  Suddenly all those identifying marks that made me part of my family on earth did not seem to fit.  I discovered that what I tried to find in other relationships was replaced by a deeper satisfaction and confident identity I had never experienced but only glimpsed.  I was thrilled.  God became real.  I couldn’t wait to greet Him each new day.

But my old family had other reactions.  One member asked me to stop communicating about the change in my life.  It was upsetting her religious assumptions.  Another person told me that these changes were too much to deal with.  “Please don’t tell me any more,” was the message.  “I just have too much trouble handling it.”  Someone else was a bit less kind.  “Don’t bother me.  I don’t believe it anyway.”  One suggested that if these changes were real, I should make amends to everyone.  Most just said nothing.  They would rather not confront the possibility of real change.  It left too many question marks.

Now I understand why Yeshua made such a shocking statement about family relationships.  He knew that radical change would upset all the previous dynamics. He knew that people don’t like change.  Actually, I’m not surprised.  If I had no real experience of the power of God to change people, I would be the first one to say, “That stuff Skip is saying is just fake.  He’s grasping for anything to help him feel better about his circumstances.  I know him.  Pretty soon we’ll be hearing that he is back to his old ways.  People don’t change.”

From our natural perspective, meaning is derived from the past.  We live in a world of cause and effect.  The natural direction of cause and effect is toward the past.  What has already occurred becomes the basis for explaining what will occur.  The fact that the sun came up every day for the last ten thousand years becomes the basis for claiming that it will come up tomorrow.  Past dictates future (except in the stock market, of course).  As a result of this orientation toward the past, we assume the meaning of a man’s life can be explained by his past behavior, environment and experiences.  This is not a “nature-nurture” debate.  Both nature and nurture lie in the past.  Both are subsumed under the banner of cause and effect.  

But God’s point of view is different.  From His perspective, the past is no indicator of the meaning of my life.  The past is only the process by which I arrive at a turning point.  The meaning of my life in God’s world is found in the future because the meaning of my life is what God intends to do with me from now on, not what I have already done to myself.  This is the message behind Yeshua’s declaration in John 9.  The blind man is not blind because of some occurrence in the past (although, of course, from the cause and effect perspective, there must have been a reason in the past for his condition).  The blind man is blind because his blindness is about to become the opportunity for God to demonstrate his compassion and His power.  The reason for this man’s condition has nothing to do with how he came to be blind.  It has only to do with what God will make from his blindness.  What matters is why and the answer to the why question is future directed.

The change in direction is the essence of forgiveness.  Unless God is able to alter the sequence of cause and effect, forgiveness is impossible.  Forgiveness implies a new beginning, and an inexplicable interruption in the natural chain.  Forgiveness is an opening to a new future, a future that is no longer determined by what I have been but rather by what I will be.  God doesn’t care how I got into the ditch.  He wants to show me why being in the ditch can change everything about me.

But those of us who live in the cause and effect world cannot understand this break in the chain.  How could we?  Cause and effect demands uninterrupted compulsion.  Why would anyone believe that life patterns could be dramatically altered?  For many years I was someone who claimed to be a Christian but acted in ways that denied any real inner transformation.  It was a sham.  Perhaps not deliberate, but certainly obvious.  That is the tragic verdict about most “believers.”  We claim to be followers, but if we really took a hard look at our lives, we would not see anything substantially different between how we behave and how the most ethical non-believers behave.  We lack the power of God coursing through us because we live as though cause and effect rule us.  We just try to be good people, not holy people.  We just try to get by, not die completely to self.  We just try to help out, not sacrifice.  So the world takes a hard look (as it did of me) and says, “Well, he’s a nice guy but . . .”  Yeshua was not a nice guy.  He was a radical disruption to all expectations.  And he asks us to follow him.

When the change in my life finally came about because God made life impossible without Him, all that past record was still attached to me like a felony conviction.  My family still had my old resume filed away in the character assessment drawer.  The new behavior didn’t match the resume.  It was like going to a job interview for the president of the company with a resume of a janitor.  No leadership history.  Don’t trust this one.  

I knew the change was real.  I knew that things were somehow different.  But the outside world didn’t have any evidence except my claims.  Who could blame them for not believing?  

When God gets a hold of us, a revolution begins.  We know that the world doesn’t look the same.  But those who knew our past lives cannot see the reconstruction inside.  We have history to overcome, a history that is as determined as the cause and effect chain that governs our natural understanding of meaning.  With our newly acquired enthusiasm, we forget that external assessment of our transformation is naturally tied to past explanations.    God doesn’t forget this important characteristic of transformation.  The history of the people of Israel in the wilderness is the story of forgiveness in the temporal dimension.  God had to let an entire generation die in order to free Israel from its past perceptions.  It’s a lesson we need to take to heart.  Meeting God in the wilderness often requires leaving a generation behind.  

Of course, most people really do hope for change.  They are not so cantankerous or obstinate that they simply won’t allow real transformation.  The problem is not that they have given up.  The problem is that they are worn out.  When God begins remodeling life, there are a good number of previous structures that need to be torn down.  Every forgiven person has an historical architecture to overcome.  The longer God has been chasing us, the less enthusiasm others will have about our remodeling.  That’s why families easily rally around the child who confesses faith but withhold genuine encouragement for older adults.  That’s why new friends are more likely to volunteer aid while life-long relationships stumble.  Our pasts present formidable evidence against us.  Those who know our pasts bridle their endorsement.  They want to be convinced before they sign up again.  

Yeshua is completely realistic about the separating power of forgiveness.  The break in the causal chain is not easily understood and even less easily accepted.  Yeshua knows that when love comes to town, hearts will be broken as well as mended.  Some of us will not be able to handle the shift in the direction of meaning.  Forgiveness requires a radical departure from the natural view of life.  Forgiveness introduces a new factor in the equation of explanation, a factor that cannot be understood, anticipated or determined by the previous chain.  For some of us, forgiveness is not a welcomed word.  If I truly recognize the power of transformational forgiveness in the life of someone whose architectural history is well known to me, then this power to rebuild implies a great threat.  It implies that I too can change.  My past life can be radically altered by forces outside of my control and explanation.  Forgiveness comes as a loaded gun.  To shoot the enemy of love, I may have to turn the weapon on myself.

When I finally came to my senses, I was unprepared for the reticence of those life-long relationships.  I knew the transformation as an existential reality.  There was no denying my experience.  But just as no one can truly know my pain, neither can anyone know my joy.  At best we have only analogous understanding.  I know pain, therefore I have some approximate idea of your pain.  But I do not know your pain.  I just read the external signals and recognize that they are a lot like mine.  I am not a cancer survivor.  My appreciation of that struggle is only appreciation, not identification.  But even the cancer survivor will never fully understand the personal depth of any other survivor.  In the end, we are all uniquely separated embodied beings.

Transformation is also interpreted by analogy. Unless I have experienced the radical alteration of real transformation, I am like the man who appreciates the struggle against cancer but who cannot know its ravages in my own body.  The un-transformed have no analogous experience for interpreting the transformed.  Past relationships devoid of personal transformation are incapable of understanding.  There is no common ground.  This is the first reason why forgiveness separates.  The shared experience is missing.

The second reason forgiveness separates is seen in the difficulty of interpreting analogous behavior even when common ground exists.  When I tell you that I am also a cancer survivor, the only way that you have of determining the truth of my statement is the evidence I present.  But I could fake it (as insurance examiners will confirm).  Fortunately, when it comes to things like cancer, there is physical evidence.  But what do we do about matters of the soul?  Without physical evidence, how is it ever possible to sort out the fake from the real?  The answer, of course, is behavior.  That’s why the Bible consistently claims that if we are true followers of the Way, our behavior will change.  It is simply not enough to make the soul claim of transformation.  The evidence must be observable if the claim is valid.  

Evidence is simply a matter of the collection of the facts.  Or so it would seem.  But spiritual matters are not always so cut and dried.  What would we do about the “evidence” that resulted from the claims of faith made by some very important Biblical role models?  Would we be quick to support Abraham’s claim that God told him to sacrifice Isaac?  Would we vouch for Noah’s claim that God wanted him to build a boat in the middle of the desert, or for Hosea’s claim that he was supposed to marry a prostitute, or for Isaiah’s claim that he was to lie naked in the streets for three years?  Too often, much too often, we subject evidence to our standards before we take up the matter in God’s court.

Gathering evidence takes time.  That is the other problem.  Transformation can be instantaneous.  When the Spirit moves, a man is uprooted.  The old dies.  The new is born.  But the evidence of this new birth is gathered slowly.  Fortunately, God is very patient.  Unfortunately, human beings are not.  The demand to “prove” your faith may be nothing more than succumbing to the current culture’s infatuation with instant analysis.  In a world where the news is a live feed, meticulous insight and understanding are merely dust in the wind.  Just go to the video.  Forget about time-lapse comparison.

Transformation changes me.   I know it.  I notice my behavior begins to change.  Slowly.  Incrementally.  If you’re really looking, you may observe it.  But the pressure to deny that transformation really changes me will be greater than your need to lift me up.  Denying transformation keeps you safely outside.  Outside of my now re-ordered world and outside the possibility that you might also need a re-ordered world.  

Yeshua brought a sword.  It is two-edged.  What cuts me to the bone will also cut you.  And in the new family, only the bleeding are brothers and sisters.

Topical Index:  transformation, cause and effect, family, Matthew 10:34-36, sword
January 9  Then the Lord God formed man of dust from the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being.  Genesis 2:7  NASB

The First Mistake
Man – Sometimes Christian theologians argue that because man was created first, men have primacy of authority over women.  Bruce Ware makes this argument is his work, “The Beauty of Biblical Womanhood.”  It has been a fairly standard claim in conservative Christian circles for many decades.  But it is a mistake; perhaps the first mistake since it involves the first human being.

Ware argues for male headship on the basis of the man’s primacy in creation, that is, man was created before woman and therefore has priority in authority.  This seems tenuous.  Do we argue for primacy of authority of individuals over government because individuals were ontologically first?  Do we argue that animals have precedence over men because they came first?  Do we maintain the covenant commandment of circumcision because it came first?  Is the horse and carriage to be given priority because it came first?  Can you see how specious this argument from priority is?  Actually, even in Genesis, God displays a consistent pattern of choosing the second as His vehicle of covenant relationship (Isaac, Jacob) and the discarded and rejected as the means of grace (Tamar, Joseph).  I’m not sure you can make much of the “cardinal order of creation.”  God seems to choose to ignore it quite often.  First, second or third really makes no difference with respect to authority.  The critical issue with authority is not cardinal priority but rather assigned priority.  Thus, laws that were first adopted are not given priority of authority on the basis of their cardinal order.  In fact, in the legal system, it is often the case that authority is given to subsequent laws.  On this basis, we should argue that women have priority of authority because they were created second.  Once you examine the claim, you see how foolish it is.

Furthermore, the Genesis text indicates that both men and women are given the prime directive, and given it equally.  They are equally responsible to jointly cooperate in finishing God’s creative effort.  And they are equally held accountable for the violation of the first commandment.  Of course, the precise consequences are different because the relationship between source and outcome differs, but they equally share in the blame.

Ware ignores this part of the story because he is looking for a way to promote male headship, but if male headship were really a biblical principle, then we ought to hold Adam solely accountable for permitting the woman who is under his authority to bring sin into the picture.  By the way, Paul argues that it is Adam, not the woman, who deliberately sins.

What does this mean for us?  It means that partnership, not priority, is the biblical model.  It means that men are not spiritually chosen bosses because of their gender.  It means reorienting our cultural bias and establishing a kingdom where neither male nor female genders matter.  It means that she is right too, and we better listen.  
Topical Index:  gender, headship, authority, man, Genesis 2:7, Bruce Ware

January 10  The king reflected and said, “Is this not Babylon the great, which I myself have built as a royal residence by the might of my power and for the glory of my majesty?”  Daniel 4:30 NASB  

Babylon Revisited
The great - “Since the culture of ancient times tended to value a person in light of the role performance, personal values also follow that path.  Van der Toorn finds a ‘priority of shame over guilt, of honour over self-esteem, and of success over integrity.  Since misfortune of any sort was inferred to derive from having offended deity, the “offender” inevitably experienced social rejection.  No one wanted to suffer from guilt by association and likewise attract the ire of some god.  Therefore, though the sufferer felt no guilt (the suffered had no idea what he might have done wrong, though he was ready to acknowledge any offense if only he were informed what to acknowledge), he was overwhelmed with shame from society’s response to his difficult circumstance.  He felt that humiliation of public disgrace and suffered consequences in disintegrating relationship in his town and in his family.  Prayers therefore seek restoration of the god’s favor, which is expected to result in the renewal of one’s social well being rather than in the renewal of one’s personal or spiritual well being.  Shame would be resolved and honor restored.”

Imagine life in this ancient world.  When tragedies strike, when circumstances go against you, when success turns to failure, you are left wondering, “What did I do wrong?  What god did I offend?”  This is a world where invisible deities rule the affairs of men, where the favor of the gods is the single determining factor in well-being.  But it is also a world where the gods hide their thoughts and their expectations.  This is a world where you are left to guess what you must do in order to survive.  Therefore, when bad things happen the only reasonable assumption is that you did something wrong to cause these bad things to happen.  The problem, of course, is that you have no idea what it was.

In this ancient culture, God’s revelation of Torah makes all the difference.  For the first time, men can know what God demands.  Men are able to act according to the revealed expectations of God and can therefore anticipate the consequences with regularity.  Life is no longer a guessing game.  God tells us what to do.  The ancient problem of the hidden gods is solved.  Ancient Israel knew what God wanted.  Life became a matter of obedience, not guesswork.

The loss of Torah in contemporary religious circles is not simply a loss of rules.  Torah resolves the question of how life should be lived.  Torah establishes the bridge between God and men.  When the Church sets aside Torah, it sets aside the resolution of the problem of the hidden gods.  Men are thrust back into a world where guessing governs well being.  However, contemporary religion without Torah offers a different solution to this ancient problem.  First, it moves the discussion from the public arena to the private experience of the individual.  In the ancient world, my identity was determined by my public, social behavior.  The shame of public humiliation was far more important than personal guilt.  My honor and my family’s honor trumped any concerns about my personal self-worth.  My display of visible success was so important that it mattered little how it was achieved.  But in the modern world, guilt, self-esteem and inner spiritual restoration replaces the social and public nature of being human.  Therefore, as long as I have a personal sense of right-standing before God, as long as my personal guilt has been resolved, the rest of my life is of little spiritual concern.  There is obviously a direct connection between this internalization of religious status and the idea that once I am “saved” my subsequent behavior doesn’t matter.  Since Torah is principally the explanation of correct behavior in the public arena, the priority of inner religious conviction no longer requires this external legislation.  For example, as long as I have Jesus in my heart, it doesn’t matter what I eat.  My internal religious conviction simply erases any concern about living in a way that acknowledges God’s external behavioral requirements.  When the modern world replaced social identity with private self-esteem, Torah became obsolete.

Secondly, contemporary metaphysics no longer views the world as divinely saturated.  Cause and effect have replaced the whims of the gods.  Modern society believes that reason has overcome the superstition of a universe under the control of the gods.  This implies that the principles of causality are the true determining factors of life.  If I can find an explanation within the causal system, I do not need the gods and since the metaphysics of the causal system asserts that all events are causally connected, the real implication is that God is entirely unnecessary.  This is why Aldous Huxley could claim that religion was simply a crutch for the feeble-minded; a useful support that could be cast away when Man eventually threw off the shackles of his delusions of dependence.

While the Church continues to claim a role for God, strands of metaphysical causality are also present in contemporary religious systems.  For example, the proposal that God is the uncaused cause (the cosmological argument) already assumes the priority of causality.  In fact, the argument is an argument of the existence of God, an argument that is only necessary when the culture no longer views God’s existence as unquestionable.  Modern theological assertions of sovereignty wrestle with the problem of evil, once again demonstrating that metaphysical causality has set the stage for the entire debate.  Creationism falls prey to the same metaphysics.

At the more pedestrian level of the ordinary believer, there is very little awareness of God’s active presence in every aspect of living.  Most believers embrace a laissez-faire God who shows up when necessary or appropriate but who, for the most part, quietly sits in the bleachers while we play the game of life on the court.  Acting as spectator, God offers color commentary rather than active engagement and must be “invited” to join our worship services and our lives.  Furthermore, since Christian ethics is no longer directly connected to Torah, ethical guidance for living amounts to not much more than the endorsement of good behavior principles (“do unto others” or “love one another”).  Because religious experience has become a private, interior commitment, there is little behavioral conformity in the application of these general principles.  This lack of conformity is justified by an appeal to the witness of the inner experience.  Circular arguments are, of course, immune from criticism.   More importantly, these circular arguments are also removed from public scrutiny and alignment with the culture of Scripture.

Finally, we must recognize the enormous difference between the ancient world of Semitic cultures and our own when it comes to the priority of individualization.  In ancient Semitic cultures, isolation, solitude, self-sufficiency, and independence were considered “symptoms of death, dissolution, and destruction.  Life is interdependence, interconnection, and communication within webs of interaction and interlocution that constitute reality.”
  Only a moment’s reflection is needed to recognize how radically different our perception of reality has become.  The very symptoms that the ancients considered anathema to life are now the primary forces that shape our world.  From an ancient perspective, we are living in a culture of death.

Torah reflects these ancient views.  Torah is not a modern religious invention.  It wasn’t a modern religious invention in the first century.  It was an ancient way of life.  That’s why Gentiles who embraced the Jewish Messiah were ushered into training in Torah.  Those Gentiles already shared the same worldview as ancient Babylon.  They were undoubtedly overjoyed to find a God who had revealed the proper way to life.  They did not convert to a system of religious belief like our contemporary culture of death.  They adapted to an ancient path, a path where God actually told people what to do and how to live.  It would have been unimaginable for first century converts to live according to some inner experience or witness of the Spirit.  Life was public and religious conversion meant public transformation.  A first century Gentile convert who stepped into our contemporary congregation might wonder how in the world we expect to do what God demands of us.  He would be thrown right back into the guesswork of Babylon.

Many Christians think of Torah as rules.  With the Enlightenment emphasis on personal liberty coursing through their veins, they reject the specifics of Torah, opting instead for a personalized ethics of principles application determined by their particular point of view.  This tragic mistake goes unnoticed because the metaphysics of causality has also replaced the immanence of God.  In combination, modern men no longer quake under the ancient question, “What does God demand of me?”  Modern men think that they already know the answer, and what they do not yet know, they can rationally determine.  Modern men have cast off Torah restraints and unwittingly thrown themselves into the dark.  Of course, since they have closed their eyes, they don’t even know that the lights are off.

Whoever finds me [Wisdom] finds life and obtains favor from YHVH; but whoever misses me does violence to his very being [nephesh]; all who hate me love death.  

Proverbs 8:35-36
Topical Index:  Babylon, wisdom, Proverbs 8:35-36, John Walton, Daniel 4:30
January 11   Now as touching things offered unto idols, we know that we all have knowledge. Knowledge puffeth up, but charity edifieth.  1 Corinthians 8:1  KJV
Charity

Love - We need to resurrect an old word.  If you have an old King James Bible, you will sometimes notice that the word “charity” appears in odd places.  There are twenty-seven occurrences
 in the King James; all rendered “love” in newer English Bibles.   The reason, of course, is that the King James renders the Greek word agape with this old English term “charity” while we now use the word “love.”  But this is just history.  In 1611, English had the word “love,” so why did the translators choose “charity” instead?
   The answer lies in our cultural psychology, not in etymology.  Love is an internal word.  For us, it describes a feeling, a state of mind.  Charity, on the other hand, is external.  It is a word about action toward others, not about how we feel.  In fact, it is one of the three obligations of Jewish practice.  It is at the heart of the Levitical command.  It’s not how I feel that matters.  When it comes to relationships to others, it’s what I do that counts.  In the time of King James, the culture understood the necessity of social relationships.  Christianity embraced this Jewish idea because the society could not function without it.  The Church was at the center of social welfare and recovery.  The Church was the active agent in social reform.  Community was a living reality.

Things have changed.  We no longer “need” each other for survival.  The government has usurped the roles God assigned to us.  Now an anonymous bureaucracy provides welfare, retraining, comfort, sustenance and protection.  Relationship has been sacrificed on the altar of efficiency.  Now we can feel good by making a financial contribution without having to lift a finger.  We have been seduced into thinking that God is the God of the inner spiritual life rather than the God of community relationships.  We need a cultural resurrection, a resurrection that will restore the obligation of interpersonal action to the concept of agape.  What is love?  It is active care for the other, the willingness to put myself at risk for the needs of another, to bend my yetzer ha’ra to serve someone else.  It is intensely personal because it must involve confrontation with my agenda.  Love at a distance means nothing.  That is words, not deeds.  If God kept His distance, none of us would know anything about love.  But for God to involve Himself in our lives, He must suffer.  Those who are touched by love experience emotion.  Joy and sorrow, jubilation and pain, celebration and regret, victory and loss.  The opposite of love is not hate.  It is apathy.

Today we have the opportunity to love, the opportunity to resurrect the true meaning of charity.  Do what is needed.  Do it yourself!  Convert feeling into action.

Topical Index:  love, charity, agape, 1 Corinthians 8:1
January 12   Samuel said to Saul, “You have acted foolishly; you have not kept the commandment of the Lord your God, which He commanded you, for now the Lord would have established your kingdom over Israel forever.  1 Samuel 13:13  NASB
Spiritual IQ

Foolishly – The story of Saul seems confusing and contradictory.  He is anointed king at God’s direction, but on coronation day, he hides among the garbage (1 Samuel 10:22).  He experiences the power of the Spirit but makes ridiculous vows.  He accepts Samuel’s instructions as YHVH’s words but acts without considering the consequences.  He makes decisions but blames the people when he is confronted.  Eventually the text says that not only did God reject him as king, but YHVH sent an evil spirit to terrorize him (1 Samuel 16:14).  It seems as if Saul is almost schizophrenic.  At times he appears to be an enthusiastic servant of YHVH.  At others times he looks like any other self-concerned ruler.  And God’s interaction with him seems to reflect the same double nature.  Reading the whole story of Saul is disturbing.  We never know what he will do next and we never know what YHVH will do in response.

The Hebrew text uses the verb sakal.  Goldberg’s comment is noteworthy.  “The verb usually expresses lack in a moral or spiritual sense. Thus Saul acted as a fool when he usurped the Levitical prerogative in offering sacrifices. There is more involved than simply being an intellectual fool—Saul displayed his utter lack of spiritual comprehension (I Sam 13:13).”
  Because modern English uses the word “foolish” as a cognitive description, we don’t realize that the Hebrew verb sakal is not about intellectual capacity.  It is about obedience!  The moral and spiritual components of sakal describe someone who ignores YHVH’s instructions, someone who acts on his own without consideration of God’s commands.  In Hebrew, a fool is not stupid.  He is corrupt.

Now we may understand why Saul’s life seems so aimless.  Sometimes he seems to do what God wants, and then he twists or turns to undo what God wants.  He is the perfect picture of James’ concept of dipsychos, the double-minded man.  Once we realize that “foolish” is a moral category, we discover that Saul is a lot like us.  We don’t have much difficulty with knowing what God asks.  After all, we have the printed text to read.  Our difficulty is doing what God asks, without subjecting it to some cognitive filter.  We are just like Saul.  “God couldn’t possibly mean, ‘Get rid of all those things.’  Some of them seem good and useful.  God wouldn’t want us to destroy the good with the bad, would He?”  And so it goes.  Half in—half out.  We compromise with the words of instruction.  We recast YHVH in our image to suit our evaluation.  And when things don’t work out so well, then, of course, it really isn’t our fault.  Maybe this exasperating story about Saul is part of the biblical account because it points out just how morally schizophrenic we are.

Topical Index:  Saul, sakal, foolish, dipsychos, double-minded, 1 Samuel 13:13

January 13   “Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest.  Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  For My yoke is easy and My burden is light.”  Matthew 11:28-30  NASB

Recovery Investigations

Since tomorrow is Shabbat and you will have time to consider an extended investigation of this verse, I hope you won’t mind that this is pretty long.
“Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest.  Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  For My yoke is easy and My burden is light.”  Matthew 11:28-30  NASB
Weary/rest/yoke/light – Over the course of the last ten years, I have examined various words in these declarations from Yeshua.  Over that same period, I have struggled to experience what he is saying.  My thoughts about these words ten years ago are not the same as they are today, perhaps because the weariness of the soul has intensified and the need for rest has become a desperate search.  I hear him say that his yoke is easy and his burden light, but in the last decade I have often felt more weight than ever.  My experience is a world of half-empty glasses, not half-full ones.  I am amused when Heschel says that he is an optimist in spite of his better judgment.  But my chuckle lasts only a moment as the crush of my world presses on me.  Perhaps I need to reconsider what I have written about these words in order to recover hope.

It’s probably best to look at this material in the order that the words appear in the Bible rather than in published chronological order.  So we will start with Matthew 11:28 and proceed to 11:29, paying attention to specific words.  Often, more than one study appears for a particular word.  This is the result of re-reading the text over the course of a decade.  In addition, many of these studies needed modification since I have grown in my understanding and appreciation over the last decade.  I hope you will still find them useful.  There are a few here that are new.  I realized that some of these words were never included before.  It’s time to do that.  So, let’s begin.

“Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest.  Matthew 11:28  NASB

Weary - Worn out!  More than just the end of the day, dragging in from the job.  This word (from kopiao) means to be so burdened with labor that you are exhausted.  It should remind us of Isaiah 40:31 where the Hebrew word, yaga, describes working against such huge obstacles that both body and soul are used up.
Our culture is the W2 culture – worry and weary.  They seem to go together.  Life grinds you down.  The structures of this world are designed (by bigger powers) to turn our lives into useless powder.  Life without God is simply overwhelming at every level.  Jesus knew this, so he invited all those who were experiencing life’s dregs to come to Him.  The biggest problem we face is the denial of our weariness.  We think we must carry on.  So we don’t end up at Jesus’ feet because we have adopted the philosophy of self-sufficiency.  Jesus speaks to those who know that they are W2 people.
The “weary” theme is an image from the Tanakh.  Isaiah tells us that there is a solution.  The ones who will not be weary are the ones who “wait on the Lord.”  Yeshua tells us exactly what “waiting on the Lord” means.  “Come to me.”  The answer to weariness is not a vacation.  It is not hiring more employees.  It is not cutting back.  Those are all external “action” fixes for an internal “spiritual” disease.  The answer to weariness is heart conversation with the Master. 
There is only one place where I am safe from my own W2 issues.  It is the place on my knees, talking and listening.  No matter what the grind, God’s arms pull me toward Him.  My Father knows my deepest struggles.  He listens so carefully.  He coaches me toward clarity.  He opens my heart to His comfort.  Isaiah had it right:  I come away refreshed. 

When I let the W2 life push me away from my kneeling time, my W2 life gets harder to handle.  God never intended this.  He wants my constant conscious dependence.  He is ready to lift my burdens.  But I need to let them go.  Weariness is a choice too.
“Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” Matthew 11:28
Heavy laden – Heavy laden – What’s the real difference between weary and heavy laden?  Why use two words when one would probably describe our exhaustion?  The verb for “weary” (sometimes translated “labor”) is kopiao, a word that describes toil.  We are reminded of the Genesis 3 account where Adam’s punishment is to toil all his days.  Since the Fall, each one of us must work out our existence in a world that does not cooperate.  We know sorrow and grief, frustration and disappointment.  We are weary not because we have too much to do but because we are alive in a world that is broken.  

“Heavy laden” is one of the attributes of this broken world.  The Greek verb, phortizo, describes shipping freight.  We become the cargo holds of life, loaded down with obligations, expectations, responsibilities, requirements and duties.  But because we are the crossroads of yetzer ha’ra and yetzer ha’tov, we are also the cargo holds for compulsions and addictions.  Weight!  Lots of it!  Too much for anyone to bear.  This is more than toil, the daily activity of trying to stay afloat in life.  This is inner turmoil that won’t go away.  What’s in that cargo hold of life is often the most difficult to unpack and certainly the most difficult to cast overboard.  At times we would rather be Jonah, dying instead of obeying.  

Anyone who has ever tried to lighten the load by discarding what is stored below decks knows how torturous the process really is.  It is as if we are giving up our very souls.  Each box we throw away seems to take a piece of us with it until, at last, we feel as if there is nothing left of us.  But it’s precisely these boxes in the cargo hold that have kept us so burdened.  We might have a clearer view of this tragedy if we correctly labeled the boxes:  guilt, shame, humiliation, remorse, dishonor, scandal and, above all, secrets.  When we realize what these boxes contain, we should be joyful to throw them into the sea, but somehow we can’t.  Somehow they have become us, protecting us from projected rejection.  That’s why we need the Messiah’s offer.

“Come to me,” he says, “and I will remove this terrifying cargo.  All we know is that we are crushed by the tasks and squeezed by the cargo.  We don’t know how to save ourselves from ourselves.  In fact, we can’t.  But we can come to him, believing that his offer is genuine and true.  Rest is real—if we know who offers it.
“Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” Matthew 11:28
Will give rest – Yeshua gives rest like no other.  Why?  Because he knows exactly how you were designed and what purpose you are to serve.  No one, not even you, knows more precisely what you need to be satisfied.  But wait!  This kind of rest isn’t swinging in a hammock.  It’s not the cessation of activity.  It is work that refreshes.  You see, God’s plan has always been that Man should work in ways that refresh.  That’s the kind of rest Yeshua offers.
Let’s take a closer look.
Yeshua elaborates the Father’s perfect plan for Man.  In that plan, the Potter designed each of us for a particular use.  We fulfill our essential purpose only when we are used as we were designed.  Yes, you can carry water in a hat, but a hat was designed for something else.  Here’s a test of your personal design.  Are you refreshed in your work?  Are you perfectly comfortable with your service and purpose, discovering that it energizes you?  Or are you exhausted from trying to carry water in a hat?
The Greek here actually helps us see the nuance.  Anapauso comes from ana (again) and pauo (to rest, cease).  It means “Relax!”  That’s not the same as “Stop!”  The idea is to find that place of comfortable purpose where activity satisfies.  When Yeshua offers us rest, he does not mean that we quit doing things.  He means that he, and only he, can introduce us to becoming who we are.  We rest because we are doing exactly what we were meant to do. It is the second wind in our effort, when we are suddenly in the groove and things just come easily.
There is a first rest.  God made all that there is – and rested.  He ceased His creative activities in that phase of existence.  The Sabbath honors God’s first rest because the Sabbath honors God’s sovereign creative power.  But there is a second rest – a rest that comes from fulfilling the purpose of creation.  God rested when He completed all that was necessary for His purposes to be fulfilled.  Now Yeshua reminds us of the second rest where our activity fulfills God’s purposes, glorifying Him and satisfying us.
Maybe that’s why the author of Hebrews tells us to work in order to enter into that rest.  Maybe that’s why Yeshua tells us to come (an action) to him in order to find that rest.  We are weary of the road.  We have tried so long to find the real reason for our lives – and we have failed.  We are not capable of discovering that reason without the hand of the Potter shaping us for His use.  We are heavy laden.  We carry a load of mistakes, guilt, shattered dreams, disappointments and obligations.  Most of them are the direct or indirect result of not being used for the Potter’s purposes.  We have tried again and again to carry water in hats, but the cistern is not full.  We know exactly how much emptiness remains in our lives, and we know that unless we find the use that we are meant to fulfill, the emptiness will never leave us.
“Come to Me.”  Yeshua promises to give us exactly the usefulness that we are missing – the rest of our lives.
“Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart; and you shall find rest for your souls.” Matthew 11:29

Yoke – We think that it is paradoxical that God’s view of freedom is always in the context of being bound to Him.  The image of the yoke reinforces our perplexity.  How can we be really free when we are strapped into a collar that controls our direction?

This paradox is only the result of perspective confusion.  It only seems paradoxical because we don’t really understand freedom.  We do not make allowances for our vulnerabilities.  We forget that we are weak.  But God doesn’t.  God is the most realistic person in the universe.  He never overlooks the facts in the matter.  So, when He sees how fragile and distracted we are, He knows that the only way to really make us free is to get us linked up with someone who knows what freedom is.  Freedom is not my ability to make any decision I want to.  That isn’t freedom.  That’s insanity.  If I can make any choice I want to, then I will certainly make choices that will ensure my death.  What kind of freedom is that?!  God is not interested in promoting my ability to make choices that will destroy me.  He cares about me too much to just let me ruin myself.  God’s view of freedom is very different than mine.  I think freedom is about uninhibited options.  God knows that freedom is about alignment with purpose.
What is the purpose of a yoke (zugos in Greek)?  A yoke causes two animals to rely on each other.  A yoke joins two animals into a single effort.  A yoke prevents one animal from falling.   A yoke guides both animals in the same direction.  But most of all, a yoke brings purpose.  Freedom is absolutely useless without purpose.  Yokes are instruments of intention.
God knows that freedom is purposeful.  Freedom is not liberty to do whatever I wish.  Freedom has direction and in God’s world, the direction of freedom is toward Him.  Yeshua invites you and me to bind ourselves to him so that the freedom we desire can be achieved.  Freedom is knowing God’s pleasure in the performance of what I was born to be.  A yoke is simply God’s freedom tool, designed to let me feel His pleasure.
“Take my yoke upon you and learn from me“ Matthew 11:29

Yoke – How can we enter into the second rest that Yeshua promises?  Not by sitting under a tree!  Yeshua says that rest comes when we are bound to Him.  Just think about that picture for a minute.  Most of us would never consider being yoked to someone else as a means of finding rest.  The picture looks more like pulling in tandem.  That’s the picture of the Greek word, zugos – something that binds together.  It still sounds like work, doesn’t it?  Of course, now we know that Yeshua’s point of view is Hebraic.  Rest is not ceasing from activity.  It is relaxing under restraint.  Being bound to Yeshua means that he does exactly what his name implies.  He rescues us in the middle of our burdens.  That’s the Hebraic view of yasha, remember?  Rescue comes to me where I am.  It’s not an escape valve.  It’s not an “Easy Button.”  It’s sharing the load.
There are two great worldviews when it comes to responsibilities and obligations.  The first is the world of the individual.  I am responsible for my own destiny.  I carry the load.  I shoulder my own consequences.  I make choices based on what’s good for me.  This view dominates the world system.  In one form or another, it has been around since the day after Adam and Eve left the garden.
The second great worldview is God’s perspective.  This worldview is shared responsibility and shared obligation.  I am who I am because I belong to a community.  That community may be called the family of God, the elect, the house of Israel or the bride of Christ.  The names are interchangeable, but the concept remains the same.  I am intimately and inextricably linked to all my brothers and sisters in the family.  I do not stand alone.  What happens to me, happens to you and vise versa.  Community comes before individuality.  I become who I am in relationship with others.
Yeshua invites me to join him in this community of the rescued.  The yoke that I take is bound to him – and bound to every other sibling in the kingdom of heaven.  The rest that I discover is shared life, not isolated individualism.  My second wind comes when I am bound to others.  So, here’s a hint.  Whenever I am inclined to pursue those activities that separate me from community, I am moving away from rest.  I will never find my deepest sense of purpose and my greatest enjoyment in work in isolation because I was designed to be in relationship with God and with others.  When I take the yoke that Yeshua offers, he puts me into community with all other burden bearers who belong to him.  That’s when I am able to discover what I was made to do because my doing it will be of benefit to all those other people who lift me up.
There is no rest without restraint.  Rest is not achieving the dream of independence.  It is exactly the opposite: dependent on the Messiah and connected to family.

As every Hebrew reader knows, “yoke” is an expression of a rabbi’s way of living.  In other words, it is the summary of all that a rabbi teaches about how to apply Torah today.  To take the yoke of Yeshua is to accept what he teaches about how to live.  And what he teaches is based in community, in service, in the expression of the divine will, in compassion, in forgiveness and in responsibility.  There is no rest without this yoke.  Rest is the by-product of living life according to his directions.

“Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart; and you shall find rest for your souls.” Mathew 11:29 NASB
Yoke – Yeshua quotes Jeremiah 6:16 in this famous passage.  The context of the Jeremiah citation should help us understand the key words here.  Those words are “rest” and “yoke.”  But when you read the passage in Jeremiah, there isn’t any mention of a yoke at all.  So why should we be looking for a Tanakh context to Yeshua’s choice of the word ‘ol (Hebrew for “yoke”)?  The answer is found in the cultural ethos of the audience.

When we think of the yoke of Yeshua, what do we have in mind?  Most Christians think first and foremost about the “law of love.”  We imagine that this yoke is the exhortation to live a morally upright life, to encourage good behavior and acts of grace.  But it is highly unlikely that anyone in the audience that day would have had these thoughts.  Why?  Because the connection of Jeremiah and “yoke” could only have meant one thing – Torah!
Look at the context of Jeremiah.  First notice that it is YHVH who speaks.  He says, “Stand by the ways and see and ask for the ancient paths; where the good way is, and walk in it.”  What are the ancient paths?  What is the good way?  YHVH can only mean His instructions found in Torah.  After we have found the ancient paths and walked in them, then “you will find rest for your souls.”  And what of the “yoke”?  The Mishnah and the Midrashim call the Shema kabbalath ‘ol malkhuth shamayim, “taking on oneself the yoke of the Kingdom of Heaven.”  Every Jew who said the Shema three times daily would have known what yoke Yeshua spoke about.  It was the same yoke YHVH gave His people, the same yoke YHVH encouraged His people to renew in the prophecy of Jeremiah, the same yoke that governed the life of Yeshua.  The only difference, and it is a very big difference, is that Yeshua calls this his yoke.  No one except YHVH ever made that claim.  Now this man, the Messiah, is claiming that YHVH’s yoke is the same as his yoke.  What does this mean?  There never was and never will be any greater instruction for life than Torah.  Even the Messiah endorsed it.

The crowd understood.  This was not a “new” commandment.  This was a prophetic call that echoed Jeremiah.  Come back to the ancient paths.  Walk in the ancient ways.  Take the yoke of the Kingdom upon yourself.  Follow Yeshua in learned obedience.  And discover that this burden brings rest.

“Take my yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart; and you shall find rest for your souls”   Matthew 11:29  NASB

Yoke – Yesterday we connected Paul’s idea of “bond” with Yeshua’s statement about “yoke.”  “Freedom comes in chains,” we said.  When Yeshua invites us to take his yoke, he is not offering liberty.  He is offering glorious constraint; constraint that instructs us in a way of life delivered from toxic anxiety and confusion.  But the Greek word zygos has another meaning that heightens his invitation.  Zygos also means “scales.”  It is found in Revelation 6:5 and in Leviticus 26:26 (LXX).  The horseman of judgment comes with scales in his hand.  He will weigh the deeds of men.  By what standard?  The rabbis and Yeshua tell us that the standard for these scales is the “yoke” of the law (Torah), an excellent wordplay in Greek!
Do you suppose that the translator of Yeshua’s words in Matthew’s Greek had this wordplay in mind?  When you hear, “Take my yoke upon you,” do you also hear, “Take my scales upon you”?  Do you connect “yoke” and “law”?  It would be hard to read the Greek translation of Yeshua’s Hebrew without making this connection.
Far too often we read this verse without its connection to Jeremiah or its nuances in Greek.  We read the verse with the eyes of Plato and Aristotle.  We think Yeshua is offering assistance (forgiveness and restoration) without obligation, at least without obligation to others.  We want rest, not duty.  So we convert zygos into something akin to “removing all my burdens.”  We look for Platonic peace, that is, freedom from everyone else.  But zygos as “scales” can never provide such fictitious relief.  All of Torah is about obligation – to God and to others.  The “Law” is a way of living in the world, among those who occupy the same place and time.  When we take on Yeshua’s zygos, we take on the standard which the third horseman brings.  There is no rest without scales just as there is no peace without chains.
Perhaps this is enough for today.  Perhaps we have already been convicted of our ungodly desire to be “free” of all those burdens of others.  Perhaps the horseman finds us wanting.

Submit your neck to her yoke, that your mind may accept her teaching. For she is close to those who seek her, and the one who is in earnest finds her. Sirach 51:26
Yoke – On a day when the ancient world celebrated the renewal and return of the fertility gods, a day that Christianity has adopted into its own calendar for reasons buried in church history, it might do us some good to look at a verse not found in our usual Bibles but nevertheless, apparently on the mind of Yeshua.  The parallel is Matthew 11:29.  Of course, we know that that last part of this teaching from Yeshua cites a passage from the prophet Jeremiah.  But we might not realize that the first part of this statement parallels passages in Proverbs and in Sirach  (sometimes called Ecclesiasticus).  Sirach is part of the wisdom literature of the 2nd Century BC.  It was common knowledge in Yeshua’s world.

Yeshua’s adaptation of the material in Sirach demonstrates that he was familiar with the wisdom literature of the rabbis.  But that isn’t the most important point about this parallel and the parallel with Proverbs.  The crucial point is the difference Yeshua introduces.  In both Sirach and Proverbs, Wisdom is personified, calling for men to come to “her” to receive instruction in living and the blessings of a righteous life.  In both books, the narrator acts as the intermediary between Wisdom and the reader.  But Yeshua changes all that.  He is not the go-between.  He is Wisdom itself.  In other words, Yeshua does not cast himself as the prophet or teacher pointing toward Wisdom (the divine instruction).  He casts Himself in the role of Wisdom, and thereby claims a unique status.  No one in his audience could have missed the change or the claim.  Even if the audience didn’t specifically recall the Sirach passage, everyone would have known the text of Proverbs.  Yeshua’s proclamation was unmistakable.  No rabbi would ever make such a claim, at least no rabbi who did not believe that he was the fully authorized representative of God.  The first point Yeshua makes is that he is the authority on Wisdom and that he is the only intermediary between God and men.  Now that we see how powerful this verse really is, we also need to ask why Yeshua employed the imagery of the yoke.
On the surface, the Hebrew concept of a yoke is almost always negative.  Jews viewed yokes as a symbol of oppression.  They had a long history of yoked captivity and tyranny.  To suggest that people willingly take a yoke upon themselves would be inconceivable, except in one instance.  The rabbis taught that voluntarily accepting the yoke of Torah was an experience of freedom, not of slavery and servitude.  This positive use of ‘ol (Hebrew “yoke”) is found in the Ethics of the Fathers: “Rabbi Nechunya ben Hakanah said: Whoever takes upon himself the yoke of Torah, from him will be taken away the yoke of government and the yoke of worldly care; but whoever throws off the yoke of Torah, upon him will be laid the yoke of government and the yoke of worldly care” (Pirkei Avot 3:6).
Add this background to our familiarity with the Matthew text.  Yeshua declares His divinely given authority with regard to instructions for living.  He is the only mediator of truth.  Then He tells us to willingly accept his yoke, the yoke of his halacha.  What is that yoke?  The only positive reference found in His own cultural setting claims that the yoke is Torah.  Yeshua builds on the popular and familiar teaching of the rabbis and takes it one step further.  Once again, he calls his followers to return to the only teaching that relieves us of the world of slavery – to return to Torah.  Perhaps this day should be remembered as a day when we acknowledge that Yeshua comes with supreme authority to bring us out of slavery by returning us to God’s eternal instruction.  Perhaps when the angels sang, “Peace on earth and good will toward men,” they were offering in song what Yeshua offered in teaching.  “Return unto me.  Come back to My direction and be freed from worldly care.”
Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  Matthew 11:29  NASB

My yoke – Western readers of the gospels tend to interpret the teachings of Yeshua as if he were a Sunday school instructor or a pulpit preacher.  That’s understandable since it is the cultural heritage of the West.  But it doesn’t fit any of the historical and cultural situations of Yeshua in the first century.  Yeshua teaches like a rabbi because he was considered a rabbi.  Therefore, in order to understand what he is saying, we need to read his remarks as rabbinic, not as if they were Christian exegesis.  When we read this verse, we need to consider how the audience would have responded to “yoke,” not how we have typically understood it.

Most Westerners read this verse as if “Jesus” is talking about freedom.  They consider the yoke of the Messiah to be the symbolic expression of the freedom they will have when their sins are forgiven.  Thanks to Luther and others, they think of “yoke” as the “Law,” and they imagine that Yeshua is removing that horrible burden from them so that they can be set free from sin and death.  Unfortunately, this is not what Yeshua’s audience heard.

Marc Turnage notes, “His ‘yoke’ refers to His oral Torah, His teachings.”
  Perhaps this should have been obvious.  I suspect it wasn’t.  Yeshua is a rabbinic teacher.  His commentary on the Torah of Moses is the authorized explanation for his disciples.  In other words, like all rabbis of the first century, he provided explanation, elaboration and amplification of the basic Torah of Moses so that it could be executed in the daily life of the first century.  His teachings are the final authority for those who followed him.  He told his followers what Moses meant for them.  He did not remove their obligation to the Torah of Moses.  He explained it.

It’s incredibly difficult to read the text without the accumulated centuries of theological bias, but we must make the effort.  Why?  Why isn’t it sufficient to simply read the Bible as if the words were directed to us?  The answer is, hopefully, obvious.  While God may direct our thoughts according to our understanding of the text, the meaning of the author and the understanding of the original audience is what God communicated in His word.  Without knowing that, we can read the text any way we want, as has clearly been the case in the history of biblical interpretation.  On a less technical level, it comes down to this.  If you really want to know what Yeshua wants you to know, you must know it according to the meanings of the words he used when he used them.  “Yoke” means “oral teaching” to this audience.  It means that we cannot set aside the idea of obligation to governing practice.  Yeshua did not endorse Luther.  He opposed Luther.  There are always standards for behavior and Yeshua’s yoke is the summation of his standards.  You and I are expected to follow them if we claim to be his disciples.

“Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart; and you shall find rest for your souls.” Matthew 11:29
Learn – Do you have a degree in Yeshua’s teaching?  That’s not the same as theological education.  What’s the difference?  The Greek verb manthano implies “an intellectual process that always has external effects.”  If you major in Yeshua, you end up with a lot more than a certificate on the wall.  You end up with a changed life.
Once again we are confronted with a Greek word that needs a Hebrew background.  Because our culture is so thoroughly Greek in its thought patterns, we consider learning to be a matter of acquiring information.  So we think that knowing what Yeshua said is enough.  But as soon as we realize that Yeshua is speaking to us from a Hebrew background, we discover that information is never enough!  Mind without heart is not the way of the Master.  One of the great thinkers of the Middle Ages said that the entire goal of spiritual life is to express compassion.  The gospel in me requires the gospel from me.  Learning from Yeshua always means that my behavior changes.
Manthano gives us a clue about the purpose of learning.  The earliest Greek usage of this word has the sense of becoming accustomed to something.  This process is intended to alter how we act.  It is a process that develops personality.  This is a great deal more than simply a catalog of facts.  But when the Hebrew background is added, then the purpose of learning becomes clear.  The purpose of learning is alignment with the heart of God.  That means practicing compassion.  No man is educated who seeks his own welfare ahead of others.  That is the pathway toward destruction.  Yeshua was the completely free man, bound entirely to the will of the Father, compassionately giving himself up for others.  He is the example.
Manthano has a special nuance that cannot be overlooked.  In this verse, Yeshua establishes that learning from him is the most important activity anyone can do.  If you really want to know what life is about, go to the final authority: Yeshua.  All that is necessary to live as God intended can be found in his words and deeds.  You can read the book Everything I Needed to Know I learned in Kindergarten, but you won’t pass God’s Life Lessons course.  Yeshua is the teacher you must have!
How much time are you spending with the only teacher who matters?  How much of what you learn shows up in how you act?  Until the actions of my life look like his life, I’m just taking notes.
“Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart; and you shall find rest for your souls.” Matthew 11:29
Learn – The Greeks were famous for their tragic plays.  Many of these productions underlie contemporary films and stories.  They had a way of capturing the deepest issues of human existence.
Greek tragedy uses this word, manthano, in a way that gives us another insight into its meaning.  Manthano is an attitude that shows itself in the desire of men to live in harmony with the whole.  Not much has changed for men in 2500 years of attitude development.  We still long for peaceful harmony with our world.  For the Greeks, this harmonious attitude was the goal of a long process of education and experience.  Manthano is the insight into life that reveals to us our finiteness and limitations.  We discover our symbiotic need for the rest of the world.  We are awakened to our dependence.  The Greeks unraveled the problem, but they did not have the answer.

The Greeks taught us that learning is a process of becoming.  As long as we learn, we change.  But the Greeks could never give us a practical goal for this process of becoming.  Their vision of learning was esoteric.  They looked for the answer in a world of ideals that did not have feet on the ground.  They looked outside this world.  The Hebraic world might talk about the ‘olam ha’ba, but its focus is on the here and now, this earth, this place of restoration.

It took the Hebrew understanding of learning to give us traction.
The Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible also uses the word manthano.  It is usually the translation of lamad.  The idea behind learning in Hebrew thought is very practical.  It is the intentional submission of the will in obedience to God.  It is an attitude that desires to please the Lord in every action.  In the Tanakh, this attitude is described in the most practical of terms: walking.  More than anything else, lamad is knowing what is right and doing it.  For the Hebrew, there is no esoteric and mysterious realm entered in by sophisticated knowledge and secret information.  There is only simple obedience.  The goal of all learning is alignment with the will of the Father—here.  To graduate from God’s university of learning is to hear Him say, “Well done, good and faithful servant.”

What do you want to know?  Are you seeking a certificate of education or the commendation of the Master?
“Take my yoke upon you and learn from me“ Matthew 11:29
Learn from me – Today we are unaware of the audacity of Yeshua’s invitation. We no longer hear these words in their context. They don’t cause scandal or outrage. But maybe they should. Maybe we have become too familiar with biblical verses to feel the impact of his teaching.
Jewish authority is based on past heritage.  An educated man came with a lineage of past masters.  Yeshua’s teaching caused astonished skepticism.  But when he invited others to follow him, to be taught by him, he caused outrage.  As far as the religious community was concerned, this was incredible egomania.  Only a fool would expect others to follow a man without a pedigree.  But Matthew’s words, mathete ap’ emou, “learn from me,” make it clear that Yeshua claimed primary authority, an authority that did not depend on a prior history of teachers, an authority that came straight from God.  No wonder some Jews were beside themselves.
Our secular world is just as outraged. The contemporary culture doesn’t get upset (too much) when we claim that Yeshua was a great man of God and a great teacher. There have been many great men of God. Our world even tolerates the claim that Yeshua brought new revelation about God.  But it stands in critical astonishment when we claim that Yeshua comes with primary authority.  The world is outraged when we followers claim that he is the final authority.  The world wants its religious leaders to be connected to long histories of other religious men.  It does not want a man who claims to come directly from God. 
The secular world wants teachers who are just better men, not teachers who are sent from God.  We want to be able to disagree with the teaching because it is human opinion, not divine revelation.
Why does the world have such problems with Yeshua’s claim? Why wouldn’t it enthusiastically embrace news from a man who spoke as God? The answer is emotional. We don’t want to acknowledge the Messiah as God’s final authority because we don’t want to conform our lives to his message. It would be fine if he just gave us theological theory, but when he says that God requires me to change, to repent, to submit, then my reaction is rejection. Then I stand right alongside his first century opponents and say, “Who does he think that he is?”
That’s the question I must answer. Who do I think Yeshua is? If he is the chosen Son, then his authority over me is absolute. When I don’t submit, I am standing with the Jewish scribes, casting doubt on his pedigree. I can’t have it both ways.
Amazingly, the history of the Trinitarian argument creates exactly the opposite problem, but it is just as emotionally upsetting.  The secular culture wants a holy man who has opinions; opinions that I can reject without divine reprisal because they are just human.  But the Church proclaimed that this holy man is God.  I must accept what He says because He isn’t human like any other holy man.  He is God in the flesh.  The secular world reacts in precisely the same way.  “If He really is God, then how can you expect me to live like He did.  I’m not God.  What He says can’t really help me.”  In fact, the claim that He is God is just as outrageous as the claim that he is the final holy man.  Both positions lead to confrontation.  Either one will force me to deal with who this person really is.  How I answer that question for myself will determine whether or not I learn from him.
“Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and YOU SHALL FIND REST FOR YOUR SOULS”  Matthew 11:29

Learn – This Greek verb manthano is not the same as the word used in the Great Commission passage.  The verb in Matthew 29:18 is matheteuo.  The Great Commission is about discipling others.  That means mentoring them in a way that attaches them to the rabbi.  That means creating an apprentice relationship.  But that is not what Yeshua says here.  Right here Yeshua doesn’t ask for discipleship.  He asks for observation that results in moral responsibility and action.  Do you see the difference?
To make someone my disciple is to choose someone to follow me.  The teacher is the active agent, not the pupil.  That’s why the Great Commission is not focused on the results but rather, on the method.  But in this verse, Yeshua changes the focus.  Here the emphasis on is the student, not the teacher.  It is the student’s responsibility to carefully observe and copy the teacher.  No intimate apprenticeship is required.  No “teacher choice” is necessary.  All that matters is that the student understand fully the obligation, the responsibility and the action.  Manthano is a verb that says, “Just do exactly what I do.”
Why does Yeshua use a verb that doesn’t seem to require discipleship?  The answer is buried in the structure of the universe.  It’s profound – and simple (most profound things really are simple).  If I do exactly what Yeshua does, I will soon discover that my actions reshape my attitudes and emotions – and I will become his follower because I will discover the refreshment I long to have.  I will experience something God built into creation – rest!  When I do what Yeshua does, I discover my real purpose.  At last, I am satisfied.  I am in-tune with the symphony of creation, in harmony with God’s design within me.  My life becomes a stanza in the poetry of the universe.  I can never go back.  I make myself a disciple.
It’s such a subtle approach.  It’s so brilliant.  Don’t worry about getting all the facts right or having deep insights.  Don’t fret over theological puzzles or moral dilemmas.  Don’t be discouraged that you won’t be chosen as an apprentice.  Just copy him.  Just examine ever so carefully how he acts, and then do it too.  And things will change.  The more you do what Yeshua does, the more you will enter into the eternal flow of the Father’s purposes.  Things will change.  Life will be much less burdensome – much more joyful.  You will find the second wind.
Discipling might be up to the teacher, but learning (examining carefully in order to copy) is up to the student.  Either way produces the same result.  Pretty clever.

“Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and YOU SHALL FIND REST FOR YOUR SOULS”  Matthew 11:29

From – Don’t read this too quickly!  You might look at the King James Version instead of the NASB here.  That version says, “learn of me.”  The implication is that the more we know about Yeshua, the more we will find rest.  But that’s not what the Greek text says.  The preposition is apo.  In Greek, this preposition usually means movement from the edge of something as opposed to movement within something.  So, if I went from Jerusalem to Samaria, I would use apo, but if I went from inside the house to outside the house, I would use ek.  Now, let’s apply this and see what Yeshua really means.
To learn from Yeshua is simply to see what he does and copy it.  It is to observe the movement of Yeshua (his actions and words), not to examine his inner motivation or intention.  That makes perfect sense.  I really can’t see someone’s intentions or motivations, can I?  But I can certainly see how someone behaves.  So Yeshua says, “Watch Me, and do as I do.”  In other words, I don’t have to have Yeshua’s theological expertise or mental acumen.  All I have to do is copy the Master.
Isn’t that easier?  Imagine how difficult it would be if the only way that I could enter into rest was to have all the same mental, emotional and intentional capacity of Yeshua.  It would be hopeless.  I can never become exactly him.  But, if entering into rest simply means copying what he does, then I have a chance.  I can do what Yeshua does because he is human, just like me.  I can minister to the sick, pray to God, worship on the Sabbath, spend time mentoring and consoling, ask the Father for guidance, listen to instructions and carry out commands.  I can do all these things, especially since Yeshua promises to help pull the load.  He is my living model for behavior that will produce rest.
Of course, that means when I act in ways that are not consistent with his role model actions, I won’t find rest.  Do you believe that?  Do you really believe that insofar as you do things that do not model his actions, you are bound for dissatisfaction and stress?  If you really believe that the only way to find refreshing work is to model Yeshua, then seeing his actions clearly is the most important thing you can copy.  You have to cut through the familiar and see how he really behaved.  You have to understand how he responded to a wide variety of situations, just like the circumstances that you face.  You have to know what he did when faced with accusation, betrayal, rejection, demands, loss, fear and temptation as well as victory, validation, joy, comfort and friendship.  If you don’t know what Yeshua did, you can’t know the rest he offers.
Most of us think we can find our own way to the Promised Land.  But we end up slaves in Egypt.  If you want the rest he offers, you will have to do what He does.  It’s not hard but it certainly demands change.

“Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart; and you shall find rest for your souls.” Matthew 11:29

Gentle – The Greek word in Matthew that we translate “meek” or “gentle” is praüs.  In the gospels, it is only found in Matthew.  In classical Greek, the word means, “gentle, pleasant, friendly”, or “mild.”  We usually think of this as outward behavior.  The most famous example is Socrates who remains calm and congenial even when he is deliberately poisoned.  In Greek thinking, praüs is serene composure in the face of abuse.  But Yeshua connects this word to the Hebrew word ana (see Matthew 5:5).  Without the Hebrew background, this word points to stoicism.  But with the Hebrew background, the entire concept changes.  Unlike the Greeks, Yeshua teaches that those who are praüs are so because they are supremely confident of the goodness of God.  For Yeshua, praüs is about inner power in the midst of affliction as a mark of God’s sovereign movement in life.
When Yeshua describes himself in terms of ana, he is connecting his affliction and oppression to the character of the redeeming God.  From God’s point of view, affliction is not to be passively endured.  Yeshua was not a man who just “took it.”  He engaged the enemy by responding with forgiveness and compassion even when he suffered consequences for his actions.  Yeshua’s “gentleness” allows him to act decisively regardless of circumstances because it is grounded in reliance on the Father.  The world is not the arena of stoic resignation.  It is the dramatic arena of the kingdom invading the realm of the strongman.  It is the action movie of freeing prisoners.  It is the celebration of victory over principalities and powers.  The man or woman who follows in the footsteps of Yeshua is no wallflower.  To be praüs is to act in affliction.  It means accepting the challenge of turning away from revenge, away from the balance scales of justice, toward the purposes of God.  Who will rejoice in affliction?  Only those who know that God’s will prevails, that God is the rightful Judge who will bring peace and justice to a forsaken world.  They are the only ones who can rejoice because they know that God’s will is being done.
Your world is not ruled by blind fate or irrational chaos.  It is under the control and power of One who guides its movement to His purposes.  You are not the victim of happenstance.  Your present affliction has purpose and meaning.  God is working through you.  Judgment, sovereignty, purpose, power and hope are all implied in the context of “gentle.”  Followers of the King are not people who lay down without a fight.  These are not spiritual wimps.  These are men and women who acknowledge the Lord God Almighty as their protector, who submit to His will for their lives while battles rage in heavenly places.  They are the true soldiers of the Kingdom, willing to give up their lives for their King.  Passive?  Not a chance!  “Gentle Jesus, meek and mild” is not the Messiah of the Bible.   Praüs is about response to affliction through inner strength.  It is the shout of victory found in contentment with the will of the Father.
“Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart; and you shall find rest for your souls.” Matthew 11:29

Humble – In order to fully appreciate how onerous this word really is to human beings, we must look behind our sanctified expression of humility and expose ourselves to its root.  Servile!  Lowly!  Base!  Submissive!  Unworthy!  Made small!  Humiliated!  Weak!  Not a single one of these jumps to the head our list of desirable characteristics.  We want glory, honor, power, strength, leadership and prestige.  For us, the idea of ego deflation is odious.  No one wants to be at the bottom.  Except Yeshua.
Why does Yeshua describe himself with the word tapeinos?  The answer is once again found in the Hebrew thought behind the Greek word.  Tapeinos is another derivative of the Hebrew ana, the same word group that we found behind the word “gentle” or “meek.”  Yeshua is using two adjectives that modify the same idea.  And that idea is very different from the Greek notion of humble.  For the Greeks, and for us, humility is associated with a state of being.  Our definitions point to intrinsic value.  So, when we say “humble” we often mean to say something about the character of the person.  That’s why we have such a hard time swallowing the term.
But the Hebrew root ana is not about a state of being.  The Hebrew word focuses on actions, not value.  To be humble is to bow down, to bend, to make yourself low, to cast yourself down.  Humility within the context of ana is choosing to acknowledge the right of another to be my master and lord.  In particular, to be humble is to recognize and respond to the sovereignty of God as my rightful king.
Now we see that “gentle” and “humble” are but two facets of the same stone.  When Yeshua describes himself as “gentle” (praüs), he is really saying that his inner strength comes from total acceptance and reliance on the will of the Father.  His power is God in him.  When Yeshua says that he is “humble” (tapeinos), he is saying that he bows before the Father as the God of all creation and he serves the Father as the only Lord of his life.

Our world exalts individual freedom, power and personal glory.  The Western world despises subjection and humility.  But God does not share this view of life.  Those who acknowledge Him as Lord and Ruler know that the secret to power is not found in ego but in emptiness.  The scandal of the Christ is the act of subjection.
Have you made the choice to embrace the scandal of the Christ today?
“Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart; and you shall find rest for your souls.” Matthew 11:29

Find – There are three nuances to the word heurisko.  Context determines the correct understanding.  However, when the word is translated into English, we often lose the flavor.  We end up with plain vanilla when the word was really French Vanilla Cream.  Plain vanilla gives us “find” and we think, “Oh, yes.  To find something is to come to the end of a search.  To discover through effort and application.”  We go merrily on our way imagining that Yeshua gives us a religious methodology that means, “by putting yourself in active submission you find rest.”  After all, we get the English word “heuristic” from this Greek root.  That implies a useful tool that can be discarded after it has served its purpose.  Is that what Yeshua had in mind?  A trial and error method for experiencing peace and tranquility?  A tool that is only good to get us somewhere?

Not a chance!  It’s not plain vanilla.  It’s French Vanilla Cream.  The nuance that is missing in the plain translation “find” is this:  heurisko generally means “to find without seeking, to come upon as though by accident, to meet with.”  Rest serendipitously comes upon me.  I wasn’t looking for it but it happened.  All I was doing was letting Yeshua carry the load.  All I was doing was changing my behavior because I spent time with him.  And suddenly I realize that I am at peace.  Rest surprised me.  It slipped in while I wasn’t looking.  This is experiencing recovery, not because I pursue it but because while I am doing something else (like practicing the steps), recovery emerges as a by-product of changes in me.

How did it get there?  The answer is this:  Yeshua is the active agent of rest, not me.  This is a paradox of life.  When I deliberately seek rest, I cannot find it.  I exhaust myself in the search.  But as soon as I put my energy and effort into confident submission to the will of the Father, rest arrives unbidden.  It is a gift, not a reward.
There are many days when I long for rest.  I feel worn down, vulnerable and drained.  I carry burdens too heavy for me.  I struggle to spend time with Yeshua because I feel the obligation of religion.  It’s all just too much.
The Messiah speaks softly to my soul.  “Cast your cares on me.  We’re a team.  Listen to my words of encouragement and comfort.  Look at the way that I trust the Father.”  I let go.  And rest comes to town.
“Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and YOU SHALL FIND REST FOR YOUR SOULS”  Matthew 11:29

Find Rest – What did the listeners hear when Yeshua quoted this passage from Jeremiah (see Jeremiah 6:16)?  They knew it, of course, since they were schooled in the Scripture.  All Yeshua had to do was quote one part of the verse and the audience could fill in the blanks.  But it’s precisely this missing part that matters, the part that we don’t see in this text from Matthew.  Do you know what Yeshua didn’t say?
Jeremiah 6:16 is God speaking to the wayward house of Israel.  It’s a very timely passage.  All around, says the Lord, people are crying, “Peace, peace.”  But there is no peace.  Why?  Because the children have abandoned the good ways, the path of the Lord.  They were not even ashamed to forsake God’s ways.  They wanted to be relevant.  God says, “Walk in the old paths and you shall find rest.”  Don’t walk in them, and you will find destruction!
Yeshua cites just enough of this prophecy in Jeremiah to get the attention of the audience.  But here’s the real barb.  Yeshua is telling his audience that if they want to see what it means to walk in the old ways, the good path, they need to look at him!  If you want to see what it means to live according to the commandments, look at the Messiah.  Do what he does and you will automatically be faithful to God.
In Jeremiah, the Hebrew words are va umitsu margoa from masa (to find or attain) and margoa (a state of refreshment and life).  In other words, seek first the kingdom of heaven, and all these things will be added.  Sound familiar?  There is a reason why Yeshua had an electrifying effect on his audience, but it’s not because he was presenting novel material.  It was because he interpreted what God intended for the people.  Jeremiah’s verse is God speaking.  No one in the audience could possibly doubt that.  Now Yeshua proclaims that he is the pathway to the rest that God offers.  Could anyone miss the point?  Not a chance!  Yeshua claims that he is God’s authorized agent by quoting just enough of Jeremiah to make it obvious to anyone who really listened.

If you want rest, that state of refreshment in life, then you will have to come to Yeshua and follow his halacha as the pathway of obedience.  If you want to know the Father’s blessing and the Father’s delight, then you will have to take the yoke of Yeshua upon you.  In other words, if you want to know rest, you have to live according to this rabbi’s teaching.  And God endorses it.

If you can’t feel the electricity running through the crowd when Yeshua said these words, then you must be dead (or sufficiently insulated so that nothing gets to you).  Now you know one more reason why you can’t read the apostolic writings without the Tanakh, and you can’t understand what Yeshua is saying without understanding his view of the God of Scripture.  Yeshua is not only the only way to the Father.  He is also the only way to refreshing life.
Have you carried the load long enough to know this?

“Take my yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart; and you shall find rest for your souls”   Matthew 11:29
Rest – In Greek – anapuasis. A combination of two Greek words – ana (a prefix that means “again”) and pauo (a root word meaning “to give rest”).  This word means inward tranquility while performing necessary labor.  The emphasis is on the inner life, not on the outward activity.  Synonyms for this Greek term are recovery of breath or a relaxing of chords or strings drawn too tight, a restful, natural sleep or an inner peace.  In this verse, Yeshua promises the one thing that people in recovery seek most – inner peace.  
Think of the times you have watched a child sleep.  There is an undisturbed tranquility in that rest – a peacefulness that comes from letting go of all cares and concerns. 
We know the torment in our souls.  We know the constant turmoil of compulsion and white-knuckle struggle.  But here Yeshua promises rest, the gentle rest of a sleep without nightmares, the rest of deep-seated serenity and calm.  He does not promise that the necessary labor will be removed.  He promises that we will be able to go about living with peace of mind and tranquil hearts.  It is an offer that sounds almost too good to be true.  But it is true.  Real spirituality leads us to peace of heart, tranquility of mind.  We know that this is a gift because no matter how hard we tried to find it when the compulsions of life ruled over us, we never knew serenity.  What an unbelievable joy to know that our surrender will bring us rest, not struggle.  The pathway to serenity is not a Herculean fight but a gentle surrender.  One measure of the integrity of your life is the tranquility of your sleep.  To sleep without anxiety, without fear, without the restlessness of compulsive desire is a reflection of the purity of your relationships with God and others.  For many of us, such a sleep is but a dream.  Our waking moments are dimly lit nightmares that shine with searchlight intensity when we close our eyes.  But it doesn’t have to be like this.
In a world where everything is “too busy,” Yeshua promises us a center of restful retreat.  How can he make this promise?  Because he knows that life is not in our hands but in the hands of his Father.  Relax.  God is in charge. Depend entirely on Him.  You can sleep tonight.
January 14  Shabbat
January 15   The name of Saul’s wife was Ahinoam the daughter of Ahimaaz. And the name of the captain of his army was Abner the son of Ner, Saul’s uncle.  1 Samuel 14:50  NASB

Sexual Politics
Ahinoam – There is no doubt that this woman’s name is unusual.  In fact, the name means, “my brother is delight.”  What?  A woman whose name means brother?  But that’s not all.  Ahinoam shows up in two places in the Bible.  This is the first.  She is Saul’s wife.  Inexplicably, the NIV leaves out “of Saul” in its translation, although the context is quite clear and the Hebrew text includes the possessive ‘eshet sa’ul.  The second occurrence of this name is in 1 Samuel 25:43.  That text reads, “David had also taken Ahinoam of Jezreel, and they both became his wives.”  This is problematic.  Does David take the wife of Saul as his wife?  Several lexicons try to avoid this moral problem by suggesting that there are two women with this name.  How likely is that?  Two women whose names mean a male?  I appreciate the motive of the authors, but I’m afraid the more obvious answer makes more sense.  David took Saul’s wife as a sign of superiority and revenge.  

There is a precedent.  Reuben attempts to displace his father, Jacob, by sleeping with Jacob’s concubine.  Lust is not the motivation.  This is coup.  It is a demonstration of power and authority.  If I can posses my father’s consort, or my king’s wife, then I have asserted my right to rule in his stead.  David may also seek revenge for Saul’s failure to fulfill the promise of Merab, but taking Ahinoam is a sure sign of power, a slap in the face of the king.  This is sexual politics in ancient times.  The text records that Ahinoam was the mother of David’s first born son, Amnon, whose name means, “faithful,” but turns out to be anything but that.

It’s interesting and important that the Bible records no reaction from Ahinoam.  Except in this verse, she is always mentioned as David’s wife, the mother of Amnon.  But not a word more is spoken of her.  In sexual politics, she is an instrument of power in the hands of a man, not a person in her own right.  She is Ruth before marriage to Boaz—a nobody, a useful pawn on the chessboard of opposing kings.  Pawns are valuable for the greater game, but they are the first to be sacrificed in the cause.  This woman, whose name is as confusing as her role, is used to make a statement.  And the statement is not hers!

Can we garner any application from this reprehensible history?  I think so.  Isn’t our world filled with those who use pawns to maneuver for power?  Have we not been both victims and perpetrators in this great political game?  Is there not a single person in your past who wasn’t like Ahinoam, used by you for your gain?  Are we not equally guilty of removing the value of a person when we use someone as a tool?  Perhaps Ahinoam really is a “brother” to us all, a reflection of what we have done to each other.

Topical Index:  Ahinoam, David, wife, 1 Samuel 14:50
January 16   A plan in the heart of a man is like deep water, but a man of understanding draws it out.  Proverbs 20:5  NASB

Fulfilling a Calling

Plan – The Jewish Learning Institute workbook, How Happiness Thinks, is a treasure of rabbinic and modern mental health collaboration.  It’s designed to take the reader through exercises that uncover roadblocks to true happiness, and at the same time, provide directions from ancient and modern sages for encountering happiness.  In the section titled, “The Joy of Being You,” the authors provide eight “Key Points.”

1.  It is easier to overcome life’s challenges from a state of enthusiasm and happiness than from a state of sadness.

2.  While we are blessed with many talents and strengths, their full power often remains dormant.  Joy unleashes our potential and drives our strengths to flow outward.

3.  When we are happy, we create joy in the divine realm.  This supernal ecstasy results in the flow of increased blessings.

4.  The letters forming the Hebrew word “besimchah” (with joy) are the same letters that spell “machshavah” (thought).  Happiness is a product of our thought processes and attitudes—not our circumstances.

5.  The way we perceive ourselves is crucial to happiness.  Both a negative self-image and an inflated sense of self-worth are impediments to happiness.

6.  Proper humility provides a self-concept that is very conducive to happiness.

7.  Humility means engendering a positive self-concept by acknowledging our intrinsic worth and our competence, while still avoiding a sense of entitlement.  We recognize that our accomplishments are due to things gifted to us.

8.  A greater level of humility is when our concept of self slips below the threshold of awareness and we are completely focused on fulfilling life’s calling.  Because we are purposeful beings, we find happiness when we are focused on our purpose.
Reviewing these points, we discover another example of the Hebraic view of being human, that is, the interconnectedness of life.  Emotions, attitudes, thinking and self-image are all involved in living joyfully.  In fact, the Greek world of tripartite men disconnects essential elements of human happiness.  Happiness is a state of total life experience, not a compartment of existence.  Now we can better appreciate Yeshua’s “beatitudes,” all of which begin with something like “happy” or “lucky,” not “blessed.”  

If I see the world as a glass half-empty, my perception will color all of my experiences, including my cognitive investigations.  If I see the world as a glass half-full, everything changes.  First and foremost among those changes is the sense of gratitude for all that I have been given.  I experience humility—and an appreciation of wonder.  That produces joy!  Oh, happy the man who lives in a world of awe.  His life is filled with serenity.

Topical Index:  happiness, joy, humility, gratitude, Proverbs 20:5
January 17   A man of too many friends comes to ruin, but there is a friend who sticks closer than a brother.  Proverbs 18:24  NASB

The Bible’s Facebook

Too many friends – “A trait often present in people with negative self-images is that they try to please everyone. . . . These people-pleasers are unquestionably unhappy people.”
  This assessment demands that we ask, “What constitutes a negative self-image?”  If being a people-pleaser is so dangerous to our own well-being, then we must know the symptoms so that we can take steps to change.  In the age of Facebook, where “relationships” are quantified by the number of digital responses, it is vital to understand why people think they must play to the crowd.

Rabbi Abraham Twerski notes, “people who have negative self-images are extraordinarily sensitive.”  He comments that people who think of themselves as inadequate are likely to overreact to ordinary stresses in life.  They project their inadequacies into the responses they get from others, believing that they are being criticized even though the reply is generally benign.  Why does this happen?  The answer may be hidden in this proverb.  “Too many friends” is the Hebrew word re’im.  The text actually does not say, “too many.”  It reads, “A man of companions.”  But this doesn’t seem right.  Doesn’t everyone need friends?  Aren’t companions good to have?  The sense of the proverb lies in the contrast between re’im and ‘ohev, the word used in the second half of the verse.  Here it is translated “a friend,” but the Hebrew comes from the love ‘ahev, the word for “love.”  In other words, this proverb contrasts those who are casual but uncommitted “friends” with a true “love.”  By replacing “lover” with “a friend,” the English avoids gender issues but obscures the real intent.  There are only a few who are true lovers of who we are.  Perhaps, in the end, there is only one.  We may have hundreds of Facebook friends, but when life requires undying commitment, most of them will fade into the cyberspace of forgetting.  A true love, an ‘ohev, is one who sticks closer than a brother.  And let me tell you, there aren’t many of those.

Why do we need this linguistic correction in the proverb?  Because people-pleasing is a mass market affair.  Because if our self-image is tied to the volume of acquaintances, we will forever doubt that we are truly loved.  Because in the end, Facebook cannot know us as we really are.  Relying on the digital encounters of an age without deep connection will only lead to ruin.  Why?  Because we will never be sure that who we are is good enough.  What we need, what each one of us truly needs, is an ‘ohev who is closer than a brother.  We need someone who knows us to the core and who we know in the same way.  We need genuine companionship built on open transparency.  If we can’t find anyone like that in our Facebook world, then we probably will have a very difficult time with God as well.  He can’t be ‘ohev until we are open to finding an ‘ohev.  Perhaps that’s the real power of the Messiah.  He came as ‘ohev for each of us so that we could experience YHVH as ‘ohev.

Negative self-image begins with thinking that who I am as I am is not enough to be loved.  It proceeds by attempting to manipulate my world to give me the affirmation I long to experience.  But because I start with suspicion, I cannot experience true affirmation.  If I want to be known and to know, I will have to put my Facebook world aside and search for the one ‘ohev who clings to me no matter what (that, by the way, is the verb davaq which first appears in Genesis 2:24). 
Topical Index:  friends, re’im, ‘ohev, lover, davaq, Genesis 2:24, Proverbs 18:24, self-image
January 18   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

Earning Your Way

Sin – In the end, everyone gets paid.  Since reimbursement is inevitable, it makes sense to know the rules of the game, especially if Paul is correct and the real wages of sin is death.  

We are all familiar with Paul’s pronouncement.  But we probably haven’t taken much time to think about the meaning of the crucial term.  No, it’s not “death.”  We have that one figured out, whether it’s physical or spiritual.  The critical term is “sin.”  Most of us think we know what this word means, so we skip over it to get to the important stuff, that is, how to avoid dying.  But unless we know what “sin” means, we may end up being paid in the wrong currency.  

The Greek, of course, is hamartia.  On the surface, it simply means, “not to hit,” that is, “to miss the mark.”  This begs the question, “What is the mark?”  We’ll have to look at that, but first we need to notice the subtleties of this word.  
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 (for a full list see TDNT, I, 268–69) 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.

Did you get that?  The concept of sin varies according to the time and the author of the Tanakh.  What Moses says may not be the same as what Isaiah says.  It depends on the audience, the historical period and the culture.  We must stop thinking of the Tanakh as if it were all written at the same time by the same person.  TDNT offers this brief summary: “The four main roots which carry the idea of sin have the varied senses of ‘sin or negligence,’ ‘rebelling,’ ‘guilt,’ and ‘error,’ enough to show the variety of thinking about sin quite apart from the many other roots.”
  But linguistic investigation into the Greek, or even the Hebrew background of the Greek, isn’t quite enough.  Rabbi Schneerson, of late memory, notes that “sin is completely alien to our being.  Even when we stumble, God forbid, it does not undermine who we are; rather it is something outside of our nature that has latched on to us.”
  This sounds incredibly like Paul’s assessment in Romans 7.  It is, by the way, a completely Jewish idea, not an Augustinian exegesis of Paul’s conversion nor an assertion of Platonic dualism in fallen Man.  

Schneerson’s comment should draw us up short.  “What?  I thought sin was disobeying the commandments.  How is it possible that this is an alien force clinging to me?  I am the one who chooses to disobey.”  Perhaps sin is much bigger than not aiming straight, not hitting the target.  Perhaps it is much more than just breaking the rules.

There is a battle going on within me.  Yes, I know it isn’t a fight with some demon sitting on my shoulder.  It’s really me—but it isn’t me.  The genius of the Jewish concept of yetzer ha’ra and yetzer ha’tov is simply this: in some sense we are at war with ourselves.  We feel the presence of this alien within us, a “person” who wants his own selfish desires regardless of the outcome.  We feel the pull to give in to this force, knowing all the while that it is really a part of who we are or who we have become.  But there is also the innate desire to do what is right, to be faithful to the original design, to have fellowship with the Creator.  That is also me.  It’s not me fallen.  It is me choosing.  And this is the dilemma.  Choice lies behind all human actions.  Choice makes me who I am.  But choice always involves the appeal of this opposing force, this “alien” inside my skin.  This is the real essence of sin.  It is not about the rules.  Rule behavior is merely a symptom of something much deeper—the decision to take the path toward the Creator’s design for me or the path of my design for me.  Sin is deciding to put God aside.
But because this decision still involves God, not just His “rules,” it is still open to reversal.  God is in the mix even in sin.  In fact, sin makes no sense at all without God in the background.  

In the end, sin is the insanity of deciding that God doesn’t matter.

Topical Index:  sin, Romans 6:23, death, hamartía
January 19  Then Samuel took the horn of oil and anointed him in the midst of his brothers; and the Spirit of the Lord came mightily upon David from that day forward. And Samuel arose and went to Ramah.  1 Samuel 16:13  NASB
History Revised

Came mightily – We know David’s story.  Starts out great, lots of trouble in the middle, ends with some questions.  A lot like our stories.  Given this history, how is it possible for this verse to say that the ruach YHVH “came mightily” on David for the rest of his life?  This little historical note was obviously written long after the full life of David was over.  Why didn’t the author correct the line to match what really happened?  Are we supposed to conclude that the ruach YHVH was fully operable in David’s whole life?  In particular, when he sinned by taking a census or when he conspired to murder Uriah?  How can the historian overlook these serious blunders and claim that the ruach YHVH was powerfully upon David all his days after Samuel’s anointing?

Perhaps we can get some help by looking at the Hebrew verb, not the translator’s gloss.  The verb is ṣālaḥ.  We find it is 1 Samuel 10:6 and Amos 5:6.  It is not a common verb.  The first of these two references concerns Saul and the signs that he has been chosen by YHVH as king.  The verse connects the ruach YHVH with the demonstration of prophecy.  Let’s be clear that this does not mean foretelling the future.  Prophecy in the Tanakh is connected with being God’s authorized spokesperson.  It is not history in advance.  In Amos, the verb is connected to God Himself breaking forth in recompense.  TWOT notices that the related verb, ṣālēaḥ, means, “to accomplish satisfactorily what is intended.”
  Is the author of 1 Samuel 16:13 accomplishing two goals with the same phrase?  The first is to connect David’s anointing with Saul’s.  If YHVH gives Saul an outpouring of the Spirit as a sign of election, then David receives even more.  In David’s case, the connection to the ruach YHVH is continuous.  Saul felt it sporadically.  David experienced it always.  David is the superior authorized spokesman for God.

The second goal is to remind us that the ruach YHVH is present even in our sin.  In fact, without the continuous involvement of the ruach YHVH in David’s life, it is not possible to explain his immediate confession and subsequent penance.  Certainly David chose to disobey, but that did not push the Spirit out of his life.  It only prepared the ground for repentance; repentance brought about because the Spirit would not let him go.  Now the definition of ṣālēaḥ clarifies.  Is it not true that the ruach YHVH accomplished what was intended in David’s life?  In this sense, David was constantly under the guidance of the Spirit.  Up or down, right or left, obedient or disobedient, David was never estranged from the Spirit of YHVH.  God’s stamp was on him—always.  We don’t need to revise the history because the history doesn’t tell us David was always faithful.  It simply tells us that God was always faithful.  

There are times when we feel as if we do not qualify for God’s care.  There are moments of deliberate disobedience.  David is just as much human as we are.  But this little historical verse isn’t about David, or about us.  It is about YHVH and His election.  In failure or success, the ruach YHVH isn’t leaving.  That’s the lesson.

Topical Index:  ruach YHVH, ṣālēaḥ, ṣālaḥ, came mightily, Amos 5:6, 1 Samuel 10:6, 1 Samuel 16:13
January 20   Then all the wicked and worthless men among those who went with David said, “Because they did not go with us, we will not give them any of the spoil that we have recovered, except to every man his wife and his children, that they may lead them away and depart.” 1 Samuel 30:22  NASB
Share and Share Alike

Wicked and worthless – What collection do you belong to?  That’s the question behind this unusual description of David’s men.  We often think that David chose only those who were true servants of the Most High God.  We imagine that God Himself selected David’s warriors with special attention to their spiritual acumen.  But this verse says otherwise.  It says that David’s army was made up of men whose attitudes were essentially selfish.  At least that’s the way the translation appears.  Time to take a deeper look.

The Hebrew here is kal ‘is-ra ubeliyya’al.  Literally, “every man evil and good for nothing.”  While this can be translated “all the wicked and worthless,” notice that the Hebrew concentrates on each man (the singular ‘is) in the collective (kol).  The text does not treat these men as a group.  It emphasizes the individual character of every man in this group.  Each one of these men was ra and beliyya’al.  Each one of these men expressed contempt for those who did not go to the battle.  Each one thought of himself first.  And yet God used them all.

The reaction of these men is perfectly understandable, isn’t it?  We might feel the same way.  “Hey, they didn’t put in as much effort as we did.  Why should they share in the spoils?”  We believe in the law of performance—you get what you earn.  That law fails to recognize God’s involvement in every human action, and the failure to recognize this divine involvement is why each of these men was evil and useless.  Every one of David’s army experienced God’s favor.  No man succeeded without the intervention of God.  Therefore, not a single one of these men could claim victory on his own.  What makes these particular men wicked and worthless has nothing to do with their battle prowess.  It has everything to do with their evaluation of the results.  They demonstrate a disregard for God’s sovereignty after the fact.  They went to battle full of courage.  They fought valiantly.  They won.  And they thought, “We did it.”  They were wrong.  That attitude of self-sufficiency caused them to discount the men who did not accompany them into battle.  By overlooking the hand of the Lord, they showed themselves incapable of true compassion.

David’s reaction reminds us of a parable.  Yeshua describes the attitude of kal ‘is-ra ubeliyya’al who claim that because they worked all day, they should be paid more than those who worked only one hour.  What was the point of this parable?  God is sovereign.  David recognized that fact centuries before Yeshua’s story.  “Wicked and worthless” does not describe reprobate sinners here.  It describes those who fail to see God’s hand in their victories.  I wonder where that leaves us. 
Topical Index:  kal ‘is-ra ubeliyya’al, wicked and worthless, sovereignty, 1 Samuel 30:22
January 21  Shabbat
January 22   Then David said to him, “How is it you were not afraid to stretch out your hand to destroy the Lord’s anointed?” 2 Samuel 1:14  NASB

Allocution

How is it – Allocution is a formal speech of advice or warning.  But if you watch “Law and Order,” the television crime series, then you know that allocution is the requirement of a perpetrator in a plea bargain sentencing.  The criminal stands before the judge and admits to his crime without excuses.   Then the sentence is passed and the case closed.  Without the legal background of allocution, this story about David seems cruel and deceptive.  But once we understand the process of allocution, things change.

The battle with the Philistines is a disaster.  Israel is defeated.  David and his men were involved in another conflict with the Amalekites.  A few days later, a young man appears before David.  In the ensuing dialogue, David learns that Saul and Jonathan are both dead.  David asks, “How do you know Saul and Jonathan are dead?”  The young man reports that, “by chance,” he witnessed Saul’s attempted suicide and assisted Saul taking his life.  Once again we encounter an “accident” in the stories of David.  This time the Hebrew phrase is a single word repeated in two forms.  Niqro niqretiy is the verb qara, once in the infinitive and once in the first person singular.  “By chance I happened to be” is really the idea of an accident with exclamation points.  The young man suggests that all of this really had nothing to do with his choices.  He just happened to be at this particular place at this specific time for no reason at all.  He just did what Saul asked because he happened to be there.  The entire event was merely coincidence.  Oh, yes, and by the way, he just happens to be an Amalekite.

I am quite sure that this young man never suspected his life would end because he told David the truth.  But it did.  David has the man executed.  Why?  Because he showed no hesitancy in killing Saul, even though Saul asked him to do it.  David’s question assumes that anyone would resist involvement in the death of a man chosen by God.  The Amalekite did more than assist in Saul’s suicide.  He dishonored YHVH.  Even when David “happened to be” in a position to kill Saul, David refused.  David chose to honor God’s choice.  But this Amalekite showed no honor to God in his action.  The accidental encounter became a choice with terrible consequences.

Was David cruel?  Was his verdict justified?  We might argue both sides.  Amalekites were supposed to be eliminated long before this event.  God’s anointing passed to David long before this “accident.”  But in the end, these are only suppositions.  What is real is this:  there are no accidents.  Every “by chance” is an opportunity of choice—and some of those circumstances have terrifying possibilities in them.  “Accidents” surround the stories of David.  Opportunities are presented in all the circumstances.  Eventually David himself falls victim to happenstance.  But he didn’t have to.  And neither do we.

Topical Index:  niqro niqretiy, by chance, accident, Amalekite, Saul, 2 Samuel 1:14
January 23   Therefore there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.  Romans 8:1  NASB

Cancelbration (1)

No condemnation – Celebrate!  The judgment has been cancelled!  That sounds great, doesn’t it?  You and I are freed from the verdict that hung over us.  The penalty that we deserved has been lifted.  Joy should flood our lives.  What the Messiah accomplished for us is more than we could ever imagine.

So why aren’t we dancing?  Why aren’t we singing?  Why does the burden of living still cling to us?   Maybe we don’t quite realize that this glorious announcement isn’t a courtroom declaration.  Maybe our Greek-Roman paradigm is so saturated with legal terms that we have failed to recognize the far-reaching implications of Paul’s statement.

The Greek root of katakrino (“condemnation”) is the verb krino, “to judge.”  In Greek, the verb is often associated with a legal context.  Therefore, we think “no condemnation” means relief from the legal consequences of disobedience, that is, forgiveness from the penalty of the Law.  But the Hebrew background is much, much bigger.  The Hebrew word is mishpat.  While mishpat is about ruling and judging, the emphasis is not on punishment but rather on restoration of relationship.  In other words, legal conformity is not the priority.  Relationship is.  The entire point of the Law is to enhance relationship, not to produce rule-bound behavior.  “Divine mišpāṭ is not just a legal principle or moral norm. It regulates the relationships in a specific society. God is involved with his people. He is concerned both to keep his promise and to enforce the observance of his command. His judicial decisions serve his covenant purpose, which is a purpose of salvation.”
  Celebration isn’t over the condemnation that is removed.  Celebration is over the relationship that is restored!  If we focus on the legal side of this statement, we might feel relieved, but that leaves us in a neutral state.  Our accounts are no longer in the red, but that doesn’t mean we have positive gains.  We are back at zero.  This is not what Paul proclaims.  

Perhaps we could paraphrase this verse in the positive rather than the negative.  “Therefore, there is complete restoration with the Father for those who are followers of the Messiah.”  Now that’s worth celebrating!  The Hebrew context is not about our legal standing.  It’s about God’s continuing covenant promise.  Here’s the really good news:  God has not given up on us.  God has provided a way for rescue and is anxious beyond belief for us to be reunited with Him.  God did everything necessary to make us whole again.  There isn’t one single thing standing in the way!  Jump for joy!  This time it’s real.

Topical Index:  condemnation, katakrino, relationship, mishpat, Romans 8:1
January 24   For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and of death.  Romans 8:2  NASB
Cancelbration (2)

Law of sin and death – What is “the law of sin and death”?  If you follow Martin Luther (and others), you might assume that Paul’s use of nomos in this phrase means “all those rules and regulations that condemned me.”  In other words, according to Luther
, the Jewish laws, that is, the Torah.  If that’s Paul’s meaning, then it’s time to get rid of all those rules and be free.  What we want, of course, is the “law” of the spirit of life.  How do we get that?  By believing in Jesus, of course.  

The problem with this simple explanation is nomos and nomos is a big problem.  You see, Paul doesn’t use the Greek term, nomos (law), in a consistent manner.  In fact, he uses nomos for at least a half-dozen different ideas.  Yes, in some places he uses it as a synonym for Torah.  But he also uses it as “principle,” “practice,” “ethnic ritual,” “routine,” “observable behavior,” and more.  It is context that determines which meaning Paul ascribes to the word.  In this verse, substituting Torah for nomos immediately demonstrates that Paul can’t be using the term as a synonym for the written commandments of Moses.  If he were, then the verse wouldn’t make any sense.  “For the Torah of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free from the Torah of sin and of death.”  But what is that?  We would have to conclude that the Torah is both life and death.  We would have to keep it and get rid of it.  It would be both good and bad.  As you can see, nonsense!  

But if we read this verse with nomos as “principle,” the contradiction evaporates.  There is a principle of life.  It is found in the teachings of the Messiah.  There is a principle of sin and death.  It is found in disobeying YHVH.  Paul is not relieving us from Torah.  He is pointing out that Yeshua HaMashiach provides rescue from operating under the power of sin, just as he already explained in the previous chapter of his letter to the Romans.

Cancelled?  Yes, the anticipated penalty is cancelled.  Does that mean that the Law itself is removed?  Of course not!  Proper application of the Law is life.  Why would I ever want it removed?  If it were, I would end up with the constant anxiety of not knowing how to live.  I would be cast adrift without a principle of life.  

Here’s what I need:  directions about how to live fully.  Here’s what I want:  principles of life that I can apply.  Here’s where I find them:  in the Messiah.  Here’s where he got them:  from Torah.  Here’s who wrote them:  YHVH.  

Now go and do what He says.

Topical Index:  Torah, nomos, law, principle, Romans 8:2
January 25  The LORD does not let the appetite of the righteous go unsatisfied, but what the wicked crave he thrusts aside.  Proverbs 10:3 (Bruce Waltke translation)

Lust for Life

Appetite – What really moves you?  What are the most important motivators in your life?  What drives you to keep going?  What inspires you to new heights?

In Hebrew, all of these questions involve the nephesh.  Typically translated “soul,” this concept is much more about “passionate drives and appetites of all breathing creatures,”
 than it is about the psyche (a Greek idea) or the spiritual dimension of human beings.  Nephesh is about the yearning, the craving, the passionate desire for life.  It includes food, shelter, sex, connection, safety and continuation.  For human beings, it involves meaning and purpose, significance and worthiness.  Nephesh is about what makes life worth living and what makes it possible to keep going.  Now read this proverb again.  YHVH does not ignore all those truly motivating elements of life.  In particular, He will make sure that the righteous find fulfillment.  

The traditional translation of this verse obscures nearly everything about its deeper meaning.  “The Lord does not let the righteous go hungry,” makes the verse seems as if God is the equivalent of the local grocery store.  Even casual observation proves such a claim is a lie.  The righteous often go hungry.  In fact, they starve.  They die from lack of food.  Where is God in all this?  Translated without the Hebraic concept of nephesh, the verse turns God into a monster.  

But in Hebrew the verse isn’t about food.  It’s about fulfillment.  It’s about finding meaning in living.  It’s about what keeps me going.  YHVH does not forsake life and He is involved in everything that makes life happen and gives it purpose.  He doesn’t promise to put food on your table.  He promises to make living worthwhile, somehow.

Does clearing up the translation help?  Well, it helps us see that the apparent contradiction in the verse isn’t valid.  Just because the righteous do go hungry does not mean the verse is a lie.  But on a deeper level, the claim that God is so involved in life that the righteous will find satisfaction for their passions and drives still seems to be a problem.  I might not be righteous but I know a few people who are, and their lives seem to be just as difficult as mine.  At least it appears that way—until I really look.  What I discover if I look hard enough is a sense of contentment, a kind of trust in the sovereign care of YHVH that permeates who they are.  Yes, their lives can be hard, but they don’t look at it that way.  They see God everywhere.  They see nephesh in its widest application.  Everything breathing reminds them of God’s involvement.  And they rest in Him.  That doesn’t mean life is any easier.  It just means life is filled with grace.  Maybe that’s what really keeps them going.

Topical Index: nephesh, soul, appetite, motivation, Proverbs 10:3
January 26   Blessed is the man whom You chasten, O Lord, and whom You teach out of Your law;  Psalm 94:12  NASB

Woodshed Workshop

Chasten – “Spiritual stress is a major source of unhappiness.”
  If you haven’t encountered this truth about life, perhaps you missed a growth experience.  Far too often we wish for a life of ease, thinking that a good God would certainly want us to be comfortable.  What a mistake!  Does any child mature in the lap of luxury?  Growth requires stress.  Maturity requires strain.  God’s blessings often come in the form of woodshed experiences.  

“We are, by nature, conflicted beings.  There is a constant struggle within our minds and hearts between our self-centered animalistic self and our altruistic Godly self.  To be engaged in this struggle is not a negative thing.  On the contrary:  God’s objective was to create an imperfect and conflicted world, and that his ‘partner in creation’—us human beings—should be imperfect and conflicted.  Our engagement is this struggle, and the small daily victories we score, is at the heart of our calling in life.”

To put it bluntly, growing hurts.  Stress and strain are essential in the effort to complete the creation.  There is a very good reason why the prime directive involves kabash (to subdue, keep under, force).  Genesis establishes the program of completion and you and I play an essential part.  Kabash entails effort to overcome hostility.  Life is a fight—for good reason.  Both the aggressor and the opponent are changed.  We are called to recover the relationship with the Father with all of our might and all of His help.
The Hebrew verb here is yasar, “to discipline, correct, instruct.”  TWOT notes:

That Deut 8:5 uses the comparative expression “as a man disciplines his son” is not without covenantal and theological significance. The ancient treaties often refer to the suzerain king as a father and to the vassal as his son (cf. McCarthy, CBQ 27:144–47). In Moses’ covenant hymn we read that Yahweh is referred to as Father (Deut 32:6; cf. 1:31; Isa 1:2) of the covenant people (although Ex 4:22; Deut 1:31 teach the same concept). Hence, the theological basis for an earthly father’s discipline over his son is in the covenant. He bears the image of his covenant Lord, and as such stands in parallel relationship over his children—chastening, correcting, instructing, providing—which are expressions of an interpersonal relationship of love.

Why is this struggling person happy?  Because struggle is the soil of love.  What grows from struggle is something that has meaning, that matters.  Struggle births bonding.  What I fight for lasts.

Topical Index:  yasar, struggle, discipline, kabash, subdue, Psalm 94:12

January 27   Even to your old age I will be the same, and even to your graying years I will bear you!  I have done it, and I will carry you; and I will bear you and I will deliver you.  Isaiah 46:4  NASB

Carry On Luggage
Carry – Who carries your bags?  The Hebrew sabal is the verb “to bear, to transport,” but it is also the root of the word for porter.  You probably don’t think of YHVH as the one who moves all your baggage from one place to another as you travel the road of life, but that’s what He claims to do.  “Even when you are old, I will still act as your porter.”  When we think of God carrying our burdens, we often convert the imagery to spiritual dimensions.  He carries away our sins.  He transports us to heaven.  But porters are involved in the mundane.  Just picking up the bags from the taxi to the check-in counter.  Just collecting the luggage from the carrousel.  Just holding the umbrella so we don’t get wet.  Ordinary.  Insignificant.  Without much fanfare, they simply make life easier.  What if God does the same?  What if all that routine, mundane, aggravating trivial weight of just living could be put in the Porter’s hands?  Would you allow God to carry you?

Being a porter is not a glamorous job.  No paparazzi take photographs of the porters.  No one asks them what they think about the celebrities they serve.  No one even notices what they do.  They just make the lives of others easier.  Imagine God in that role.  Don’t immediately assign Him the “big” bags, like salvation, destiny and eternal glory.  Imagine Him at work in your tiresome living.  See if you can spot Him lifting a few bags that you have trouble carrying.  Notice when a burden seems a bit lighter.  Do you suppose that happens because you drank Red Bull?  Or was it that God got involved when you weren’t looking?

Today I started out feeling overwhelmed.  It wasn’t specific.  Just the weight of all that ordinary, has-to-be-done stuff.  Paperwork, taxes, accounting, mowing, clean up, weeds, mail, dishes, ironing, tickets, cancellations, tire pressure, packing—all the “junk” we have to put up with.  All those bags to carry.  I collapsed on the floor and thought, “When will this ever end, Lord?”  I’m tired.  Tired of all of it.  Tired of the day-at-a-time do-over stuff.  I remember Albert King’s great line, “Everybody wants to go to heaven but nobody wants to die.”  Sometimes I’m not so sure.

So I did what I always do.  Work.  Without really noticing, the overwhelming went away.  It didn’t go away because I worked at it.  I just did the few things that I could.  All the rest was still there.  But somehow the burden lifted.  The weight of it all shifted.  “The inner psychological meaning of ‘carrying luggage’ depends on one’s perspective.  One can view the suitcase as an efficient way of organizing one’s belongings while traveling or as ‘baggage’—a source of suffering, a burden that weights one down.”
  
Topical Index:  baggage, porter, sabal, Isaiah 46:4
January 28  Shabbat

January 29  Ransom me from human oppression, that I may observe Your statutes.  Psalm 119:134  (Robert Alter translation)

Free to Serve

Human Oppression – What is human oppression?  The Hebrew is ‘oseq ‘adam.  We easily recognize the second common noun, ‘adam, but what about the first, ‘oseq?  Don’t spiritualize this.  The word is “concerned with acts of abuse of power or authority, the burdening, trampling, and crushing of those lower in station.”
  This sort of terror occurs daily all over the globe.  Lord Acton’s famous dictum, “Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely,” is on display in every human society.  Notice the psalmist’s reasoning.  Unless I am ransomed from this sort of abuse, I will not be free to observe the instructions of YHVH.  Where oppression reigns, obedience wanes.

It’s easy to apply this reasoning to political and economic tyranny.  But that isn’t the end of the story.  Let’s expand ‘oseq ‘adam to the psychological and emotional realms.  The result is the same.  When I am oppressed by ‘adam, the man who is me, I find it extremely difficult to obey the Lord.  When my emotions are chaotic, when I am fighting against the ego protection of the yetzer ha’ra, my delight in God’s torah is also under attack.  Duty is often not quite enough to bring about obedience.  Without a heart free to love YHVH, compliance alone is empty of purpose.  What I discover is that the psalmist’s phrase captures much more than my external circumstances.  I find that I am the victim of my own human oppression more often than I would like to admit.

What is to be done about this?  Lord Acton offers some insight.  “Liberty becomes a question of morals more than of politics.”
  The freedom to obey is found in my moral choices, not in my political environment.  When I choose to follow the leanings of the yetzer ha’ra, I oppress myself, and in that state I am not free to serve the Most High God.  In order for me to serve with delight, I must be ransomed from my oppressor—me!

Human oppression includes the yetzer ha’ra convincing me that I cannot meet the standard of perfection.  God is perfect.  The terrible translation of Matthew 5:48 demands that I also be perfect.  But, as we all know, this is impossible.  I fail—constantly, and my yetzer is quick to oppress me with that fact.  Since I am a failure, I stand worthless before the perfect God who judges me.  What is the point of trying?  I will only fail to be perfect once more.  

What is the ransom from this tyranny?  It is this:  I am not asked to be perfect.  I am asked to be good.  And I can be good, because all that being good requires is making the choice to do what’s right at this moment.  Moral victory produces the freedom to delight in His ways.  I overcome my own human oppression each moment I choose what is right.

Topical Index:  human oppression, ‘oseq ‘adam, perfect, good, Psalm 119:134
January 30  “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, for He has visited us and accomplished redemption for His people,”  Luke 1:68  NASB
The Messianic Telescope

Visited us – When John the Baptist is named, Zacharias regains his ability to speak.  According to the text, Zacharias was “filled with the holy spirit” and prophesied.  We know the Sunday School story, but we may not have paid attention to the details or the actual history.  Unfortunately, that usually means we miss what is actually happening here.

First, let’s clear up some of the translation issues.  The Greek text does not include the pronoun following the verb episkeptomai (“visited”).  It simply says, “he visited and made redemption,” applying both verbs to the same subject (YHVH) and the same object (to lao – his people).  This might seem trivial, but it isn’t.  Zacharias is not distinguishing two separate actors or two separate acts.  In concert with all the prophets of the Tanakh, Zacharias views YHVH as the redeemer, demonstrated in the appearance of the Messiah.

Now let’s look at the verb episkeptomai.  Notice it is constructed from two Greek words, 
epi and skopos.  Literally it is the imposition of direction over something that is no longer hidden.  In other words, the verb is akin to looking through a telescope and seeing what was once far off as if it is now close at hand.  This verb is the Greek equivalent of an entirely Hebraic concept of the Messiah.  Let me explain.

Joseph Klausner’s seminal work on Messianic expectation in Hebrew thought
 identifies several key components of the Messianic idea found throughout the prophets.  They are:  1) sin results in divine punishment, sometimes including exile, which is followed by 2) repentance producing 3) redemption in both the political-social world and the spiritual-moral world, not only for Jews but for the whole world.  4) Nationalism is replaced by universalism.  5) Israel will assume its intended role as leader in God’s final kingdom over all the earth.  6) The world itself will change.  Nature will be altered and the earth will become a place of material and spiritual bliss.  7) The final outcome of this process is found in the distant future.  

Originally these stages were not associated with a human figure but rather with the collective Israel, the nation.  Over time, and especially in light of the failure of various kings and eras to produce these changes, the idea developed that a supreme human figure would arise to initiate this process and the final result would no longer be found in the distant future but would be nearly immediate.  In fact, the more desperate the conditions for life as a Jew became, the more Jewish sages and prophets shortened the separation between the initial stages and the final outcome.  By the time of Yeshua, the Messianic expectation included a human king who was both warrior and priest, accomplishing both the social-political change and the spiritual-moral restoration, initiating all the other supernatural changes in the expected process.

With this in mind, notice the use of episkeptomai.  What has been hidden because it was a long way off is now brought near and, consequently, revealed for what it truly is.  The arrival of the Messiah means that the process has begun.  The sin of the people will generate punishment.  Just as God used Assyria and Babylon, He will now use Rome to bring the people to repentance.  John emerges calling for moral correction.  Yeshua’s miracles mean that YHVH is breaking into the natural world in extraordinary ways.  All that remains is the overthrow of the wicked, the establishment of the Kingdom and peace on earth.  Zacharias’ telescope “sees” this stage in his child, John.  The arrival of the Messiah means the YHVH has chosen this time to bring about the Messianic Age.

But, of course, Zacharias was mistaken.  The Kingdom didn’t arrive.  Rome was not overthrown.  Israel did not rise to ascendance.  In fact, everything got worse.  Does this mean Yeshua was not the Messiah?  No, it means that the human perception of the process of Messianic expectations was incorrect.  It is God’s timing, not ours.  What happened is that those Jews who adopted the paradigm of the prophets understood within their own time, who thought that the sequence was active at that moment, rejected Yeshua because he did not fit the paradigm.  But those Jews who accepted him as Messiah moved to a different paradigm, a different way of “seeing” through the telescope.  From this new perspective, the “events” were interpreted in another way.  Nevertheless, both paradigms are operating in the first century which may be why Paul often writes as if he expects the return immediately.  As the delay continued, the paradigm was adjusted.  So it is today.

We can’t understand Zacharias’ prophecy apart from his cultural expectations.  Nor can we understand any of the prophetic utterances of the men in the Tanakh apart from their own times.  Hebrew prophecy is not history in advance.  It is the deliverance of a divine message to the people who are hearing it when they are hearing it.  It is couched in the milieu of the prophet, spoken in words of that day.  Those words might be applied to another time and another place, but that isn’t prophecy.  It is paradigm interpretation.
Perhaps the glass in our telescopes is still too dark to see clearly.

Topical Index:  Messiah, Klausner, Zacharias, prophecy, Luke 1:68

January 31  I said, “Oh, that I had wings like a dove!  I would fly away and be at rest.  Psalm 55:6  NASB

Breathe

Fly away – Sometimes it’s just too much.  Sometimes I get so tired of fighting, struggling, working and being overwhelmed that I just want to fly away.  Be a bird.  Take off.  Of course, that’s not quite the same as the 24,610 miles I just completed in airplanes.  That isn’t rest.  No, I want what the psalmist pleads for—up, up and away.

Interestingly, the Hebrew verb, עוּף (ʿûp), occurs in two root forms.  One means, “fly, fly about, fly away,” the other means, “be dark.”  I wonder if both aren’t in mind here.  Flying away doesn’t bring me rest.  I need to fly away and get dark, that is, disappear.  Head for Raja Ampat.  Fall off the edge of the earth (if it’s flat).  Get off the grid.
“All journeys have secret destinations of which the traveler is unaware,” said Martin Buber.  Maybe that’s why I get so tired.  Frankly, I don’t know where I’m going.  The destination is not in sight.  So I must press on—and on the way, hopefully discover that I arrive at a secret place I did not know—someday.  But not today.

Do you ever feel like this?  Exhausted in the journey.  Wanting wings to fly away.  Oh, it’s much more than physical retreat, isn’t it?  For me, it’s the desire to flee from thinking.  Thinking about all this exhausts me.  Just a simple little idea wears me out.  

Take this one:  The prophets of the Tanakh were products of their times.  Their Messianic prophecies are expressions related to what was happening to them and to the people of their community.  Those prophecies were not written for me.  Unless I understand what was happening when they were written (and not, by the way, when they were spoken), I cannot understand what they thought about the Messiah or if they even thought of a Messiah.

What happens when I think about this?  Let me tell you.  Thousands of pages of research.  Book after book.  Hundreds of articles. Three thousand years of history.  Questions, questions, questions.  Challenges to everything I thought I knew.  Journeys on paths I didn’t know existed.  Exhaustion.  And that is only one of the dozens of critical concepts that need to be examined.  It’s enough to make you want to fly away.

Did you think this was going to end in some sublime resolution?  “God loves you.  Keep going.”  “Take a break.  It’s OK.”  “You are free in Christ.”  Or some other intellectual pablum?  How could it end so sweetly?  “Man is born to trouble as the sparks fly upward.”  I know, you might say, “This is so dark.  I want to hear something positive and uplifting.”  So do I, but this is also part of life.  Trying to work it out while traveling to a place I don’t know.  Maybe you want to get off the plane now.  I hope not.  It’s harder to travel alone.

Topical Index:  fly away, exhaustion, journey, ʿûp, Psalm 55:6
February 1  The words of Jeremiah the son of Hilkiah, of the priests who were in Anathoth in the land of Benjamin, to whom the word of the Lord came in the days of Josiah . . .   Jeremiah 1:1-2a  NASB

History and Prophecy

Came – How do you read the Bible?  Obviously I am not asking about the physical process.  I am asking about your interpretative assumptions when you read the text.  What framework do you use to understand the text?  Let me offer some suggestions, and some implications.

Most of us read the Bible according to our cultural heritage.  We subconsciously add framework to the text.  This framework is filled with doctrinal assumptions, traditions, personal experience and history.  But it is our framework, not necessarily the framework of the author.  Principal among these assumptions is our view of the authorship of the Bible.  We believe, as a matter of faith, that God is the final author and therefore, all of the text reflects a uniform and transcendental perspective.  In other words, since God wrote it all (through human persons), He has a consistent message in all the text so that the individual details of any particular human writer are ultimately inconsequential.  They can be ignored because the timeless and eternal God is the actual author.  If we read the text with this framework in mind, then we (perhaps unconsciously) ignore the actual historical and cultural setting of the human writer and view the text as if it too were timeless and eternal.  The typical doctrine of inspiration and inerrancy retains this assumption, as does replacement theology.  Understanding the actual Jewish culture and history of the writer isn’t necessary in order to read the text.

But what if this entire framework is wrong?  What if reading the Bible is like reading any other ancient literature?  Even if YHVH motivated the writers to record their experiences with Him, they still wrote in the context of their culture and their history.  That means we must know when they wrote and what their cultural issues were if we are going to understand their message.  In other words, God spoke in human history, not transcendentally.  To make sense of the message, we need to know what the people were thinking at the time the message was delivered.

This seems like a simple little correction.  In fact, one can hardly object to this line of inquiry.  But the implications are enormous.  What this means, among other things, is that the message of the prophets depends on when they lived and what was happening at that particular time.  For example, Jeremiah prophesied over a forty-year period.  A lot of political and social changes occurred during that period.  Those changes are reflected in changes in his prophecy.  What he said at the beginning of his ministry is not the same as what he said at the end of his ministry because the environment had changed.  His prophecies are contingent upon the actual historical setting.  In other words, God speaks into the world of the original audience and what God says changes as the environment of the audience changes.  Here’s the lesson:  the Bible is not your history.  You can’t read it as if it were written to you.  Unless you know what was happening to the original audience, you won’t know the real message.  You can apply the text to something in your life if you feel led to do so, but that isn’t the same as what the text means.  Furthermore, since the Bible is a collection of God’s interactions with the original audience over thousands of years, the original audience also changes.  Every book requires a new investigation of the audience and its history. What Jeremiah says to Israel when Assyria was in power is not the same as what he says to Israel when Babylon ascended.  The word of YHVH came clothed in the events of the day.

It’s a daunting task.

But if we don’t do this, we are inevitably persuaded that the Bible is our book, containing transcendental messages without the interference of human conditions.  We turn the Bible into a spiritual Boy Scout Handbook.

I’ve tried to make this point when we investigated the early texts of Genesis.  All those stories were not written for the people in the stories.  They were written for the children of Israel after they came out of Egypt.  Therefore, the vocabulary in the stories is vocabulary that makes sense to this audience, not the actors in the stories.  For example, the prime directive, to “subdue” the earth, makes no sense to Adam in the Garden, but it makes perfect sense to the children in the wilderness.  The serpent in the Garden isn’t a snake.  It’s a symbol of the power of Pharaoh and opposition to YHVH.  The text must be read as the original audience would understand it.  Crushing the head of the serpent is not Messianic until it becomes Messianic when an audience thousands of years later applies it to their circumstances.  And so it goes.
Joseph Klausner
 attempts to investigate the actual historical setting of each of the biblical books that contain Messianic ideas.  He shows that the idea of the Messiah depends on the social-political situation at the time of the writing.  While there are general themes across the books, the particulars are contingent on the audience.  Do you know what was happening to the writer in those Messianic verses?  “ . . . a passage of Scripture  . . . does not create a new idea; but the new idea, which is already emerging, finds proof and support in the Scriptural passage.”
  The idea comes first, growing out of the ethos of the time.  Then men run to the Scriptures to find proofs.  It’s paradigm thinking at work.  
Are you listening?  Is your Bible couched in your historical assumptions, or is it a collection of material from a galaxy far, far away?  How do you read the text?

Topical Index:  Jeremiah 1:1-2a, inspiration, prophecy, history, Joseph Klausner
February 2   Now Solomon loved the Lord, walking in the statutes of his father David, except he sacrificed and burned incense on the high places.  1 Kings 3:3  NASB
The Exception Clause
Except – His insights were more penetrating than ours.  His encyclopedic knowledge outstripped us.  His success is never been rivaled.  He was absolutely fabulous . . . except for just one small detail. The wisest man who ever lived made an exception. That small detail derailed everything he ever did, until at last he could write, “Utter futility—all is futile!”  Do you suppose that we pedestrians are any less subject to the exception clause?

The exception clause is very malleable.  Each one of us has our own special version.  We love the Lord.  We do our best to serve Him.  We desire to be His faithful followers.  And, for the most part, we succeed.  We apply determination, so much so that even when we slip, we get back on the path and pursue righteousness.  But there’s just this one little thing where we pull back.  There’s just this one tiny bit of territory that we use for ego protection.  There’s just this one small habit that offers emotional solace.  Yes, we are all about serving YHVH, the One True God of the universe.  But, just in case things don’t quite go as we wish, we have a little household god tucked away for the really rainy day.  Laben had his.  So did Saul.  And Solomon.  And many others.  They never denied YHVH.  They just added a little extra protection.

Solomon loved YHVH.  The text is quite clear.  To emphasize the fact, the verb comes first.  Vay-ye’ehav shelomoh et-YHVH.  ‘ahav is the strong verb for love.  There is no doubt at all that Solomon loved YHVH.  He also “walked” in the way, having been instructed by his father, David.  Then there’s this little adverb, raq.  The NASB translates it, “except,” but that disguises its connection to other uses.  The first occurrence is in Genesis 6:5 where it is the word only.  “His heart was only evil continually,” is YHVH’s assessment of the condition of Man.  We also find the word in Pharaoh’s dream about the seven cows where it describes the thin cows of famine.  Solomon’s “except” isn’t just a tiny little add-on.   It’s a connection to the collapse of relationships between God and Man and between Man and nature.  Raq is the destructive parasite of the world.

And it’s contagious.  Solomon didn’t exhibit the symptoms of raq until he turned his life toward politically motivated marriages.  Just two verses before this statement, the text reads, “Then Solomon formed a marriage alliance with Pharaoh king of Egypt.”  The marriage had nothing to do with YHVH or the woman involved.  It was politics, positioning and possession.  If it worked so well with Egypt, why not with the other rival political powers?  The strategy was set.  The addition began.  And, of course, to keep all those women happy one must accommodate their own cultural expectations.  A little incense burned on the high places won’t matter much, right?  After all, Solomon loved YHVH.  The seed of raq had to be in place before the symptoms.  That means we have to look much deeper into the heart of the man who loved YHVH.  Maybe this verse also contains a bit of sarcasm.  
Perhaps there’s an exception clause in your life.  A “high place” where you accommodate another way of living.  It’s not such a big deal because you love YHVH.  Right?  Look at the symptom and ask yourself, “Where is this coming from?”  Somewhere underneath it all is a lethal virus in the heart.

Topical Index:  except, raq, only, Solomon, 1 Kings 3:3
February 3   For a child will be born to us, a son will be given to us; and the government will rest on His shoulders; and His name will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Eternal Father, Prince of Peace.  There will be no end to the increase of His government or of peace,   Isaiah 9:6-7a  NASB
The Good Old Days

No end – The tiny nation of Israel, grown from the tiny tribes of the Hebrews, altered forever Man’s view of purpose and progress.  When Israel emerged from Egypt, its view of time changed everything.  Israel invented history.

“The Messianic expectation is the Golden Age in the future.  But all the ancient peoples except Israel could tell only of a Golden Age in the past.”

Consider Eliade’s analysis of ancient man.  All non-Hebraic societies in the ancient world instituted rituals that deliberately recalled a primordial time when gods and men occupied the earth in spiritual harmony, a time when the world in its pristine form was saturated with the divine.  Pagan rituals, from annual fertility cycles to repetitions over thousands of years, are expressions of the myth of eternal return.  They all look back to a time in the “Garden.”  In this sense, the cycle removes any meaningful human decision.  Everything comes around again, as Qohelet notes.  “There is nothing new under the sun.”  But Israel was the one exception to the rule.  In Hebraic thought, human decisions either advance or retard divine purposes because the universe has a direction.  It is moving toward a goal, not simply repeating what has already been.  The fulfillment of creation is in the future and the future will not be like the past.  We are not trying to get back to the Garden.  The story of the Garden does not describe our objective.  It describes why we are in such a mess.  It explains why the myth of eternal return is futile and pointless.  The Garden is gone.  Something else is coming.  The Messianic Age is not to be found in Eden.  Idolizing life in the Garden is precisely that—an idol.  

“The ancient, primitive history of every people is regularly pictured in its imagination as a period of happiness and tranquility, as is pictured the period of childhood in the mind of every person whose childhood was not most unfortunate.  Not so the ancient history of the people of Israel.  Dark was the childhood of this people destined for tribulation.  The Patriarchs were forced to move from country to country time after time because of severe famine in their homeland.  While they were wandering in foreign lands, they suffered from the insolence and tyranny of the kings of those lands. . . . A short time after the death of the Patriarchs began the Egyptian bondage, with all its terrible oppressions.  No nation on earth knew such sufferings in its early youth.  Israelite history in its earliest time became a history of afflictions.  The people of Israel did not have a glorious past, hence it was forced to direct its gaze toward a glorious future.”

But Israel’s history did not move uniformly toward the Messianic Age.  Actual events were a mix of progress toward the kingdom of God and terrible mistakes driving the nation away from God.  The age of the prophets demonstrates just how rocky the road toward deliverance was.  Time and again Israel relived its Egyptian experience.  And each time the words of the Lord had to be adjusted to account for actual historical experience.  Over centuries, “Political salvation and spiritual redemption of necessity were combined in the consciousness of this nation . . .”
  The stage was set for a Messiah who would fulfill all the expectations at once.  That Messiah has never arrived.  All of this only means that the idea of the Messiah continues to evolve as men attempt to explain why the word of God given through the prophets has not been fulfilled.

Does this mean followers of YHVH give up hope?  Not at all!  What it does mean is that the expectations concerning the fulfillment of YHVH’s promises change.  Men read the promises differently depending on historical circumstances.  Thoughts about the Messiah, and indeed, about God Himself, are different after the Holocaust than they were before that hideous demonstration of human depravity.  The same shift occurred after the destruction of the Second Temple.  It might even happen again.  The lesson is this:  our explanations of what God intends and what He is doing are historically dependent.  This we must never forget.  We just don’t see the biggest picture.  We never will.  Hope resides in the conviction that God is doing something even if we can’t figure it out, personally or corporately.

Today you must evaluate your stance toward current history.  Are you looking toward the past in hopes that you will return to a “Garden” ideal or are you embracing the confusion that comes with looking toward a future that only God knows?  Are you expecting to get out of here and be whisked away to the ideal place or are you putting on the armor necessary to battle for restoration where you are?
Topical Index: hope, future, Messiah, Isaiah 9:6-7a
February 4  Shabbat
February 5   Then Solomon formed a marriage alliance with Pharaoh king of Egypt, and took Pharaoh’s daughter and brought her to the city of David until he had finished building his own house and the house of the Lord and the wall around Jerusalem.  1 Kings 3:1 NASB
Spiritualizing Solomon

Marriage alliance – You can’t interpret the Bible without knowing the history.  Unfortunately, sometimes we forget this fact and spiritualize human biblical events as if they were merely morality lessons for the faithful.  For example, Philip Ryken comments on this verse: “Since we have no reason to think that Pharaoh’s daughter had faith in the God of Israel, we can only conclude that Solomon was unequally yoked.”
  He argues  that this unequally yoked marriage (and others) led Solomon into idolatry.  He then comments, “His poor example is a warning for Christians not to pursue a romantic relationship with anyone who is not committed to Christ.”
  

This is not exegesis.  This is homily.  First, it is completely anachronistic.  A concept articulated by Paul (unequally yoked) is used to condemn Solomon.  It’s just 1000 years late.  Secondly, Solomon’s marriage has nothing to do with love.  This is politics, pure and simple.  TWOT rightly notes:

Once Solomon was established on the throne of Israel, he began the well-known practice of contracting marriages for political purposes (I Kgs 3:1). The nation had been admonished on this very score with regard to the nations already resident in the land of promise (Deut 7:3). The questionable value of contracted marriages to settle problems between peoples had already been witnessed in the case of the sons of Jacob and Shechem the Hivite, who had violated the sanctity of Jacob’s household. Saul the king enticed David to become his son-in-law to satisfy his inordinate jealousy (I Sam 18:26–27). 

Romance has nothing to do with this.  Commitment to Christ isn’t even on the horizon.  Nor should it be.  Solomon is acting like an ancient Near Eastern king, not the principal actor in a Shakespearean play.
Finally, we should note that Solomon is probably fifteen years old at this time.  While hormones might be raging, he is following in the footsteps of his father, David, by cementing political territory through marriage.  And just like his father, love doesn’t seem to play any part in these arrangements.  This is acquisition.  Solomon is not succumbing to lust.  He is doing what every king did.  Grabbing territory.  

Eventually this pattern destroys Solomon and the kingdom with him.  But political marriages are not the cause of the downfall.  Something else is at work in the wisest man in the world; something far more devastating, so much so that 1000 women could not give him peace.

Ryken’s analysis is colored by his desire to preach relevant topics using Solomon as a springboard.  The result is spiritualizing what should have been an in-depth analysis of a very troubled man.  Frankly, we don’t learn much from Ryken.  I doubt the story of Solomon is in the Bible so that we will avoid dating non-Christians.  There’s a lot more here—if you step out of the sanctuary and pay attention to the real world of human actions.  We have been lulled to sleep by sermons instead of doing real investigation, and, I’m afraid that the result has been biblical characters whose lives don’t really seem to connect to us.  The moral output of these sermons is encouragement to be better people but without truly acknowledging the human struggle it takes to follow God’s directions.  It’s time to confront our Pollyanna pictures, our spiritualized excuses and deal with the men and women in the Bible as if they are us!  Because they are.

Solomon’s world is about power, wealth, prestige and—yes—sex.  But you won’t know how to apply what Solomon’s story tells us if you don’t see him as a king doing what kings usually do.
Topical Index:  Philip Ryken, Solomon, marriage, yoked, 1 Kings 3:1

February 6  “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” Matthew 3:2  NASB
Paradigms in Action

Is at hand – John the Baptist spoke words that his audience understood.  The question is whether or not we understand them.  Oh, we’re familiar with the words, of that there is no doubt.  But for us they are a call to personal salvation, a challenge to confess our sins and enter into the kingdom of righteousness.  Is that what John meant?  Klausner’s single sentence on John might cause us to re-evaluate.  “Every word of this is completely Talmudic.”
  That means John’s statement is thoroughly Jewish apocalyptic eschatology.  That means John is speaking to an audience who expected certain conditions before the Messiah would initiate the glorious kingdom of God.  And it wasn’t about personal salvation.

What were those conditions?  First, there was the expectation that the present day sufferings were divinely appointed.  Rome was not just another superpower of human origin.  God was in charge of the universe and God was using the Romans to bring about afflictions because of the sins of Israel.  These sins were personal and corporate.  The pain and persecution of the Jews in the first century was God’s work.  It had a single purpose.  Repentance!  The first expectation of the entrance of the Messiah was that things were very bad for human life on purpose.  This is always the first expectation in Messianic thought.  We should expect it today as well.  As the world deteriorates, more and more teachers will come forth proclaiming the end.  “Repent while you still can,” is the usual message.  But Israel looked for national repentance, not individual confession.  John’s message is not for you.  It’s for us.
Secondly, Klausner forces us to see that John’s ministry is not Christian.  It is the direct outgrowth of rabbinic thinking.  Everywhere the sages and the rabbis taught the doctrine of reward and punishment, in this life and the next.  Everywhere they taught individual and corporate responsibility.  Everywhere they taught the total sovereignty of YHVH.  And everywhere they taught that before the Messiah would arrive, the people as a whole would be chastised to bring them to repentance.  The kingdom of heaven was at hand, but the population needed to open the door for its arrival by dealing with Sin, with a capital S.

Finally, John’s statement in Jewish context tells his audience that they are living in the birth pangs of the Messiah.  Things will get worse!  Notice that John himself experiences life getting worse, and asks Yeshua if now, when things seem as bad as they can be, does this mean the Messiah will begin his work of restoration?  Punishment produces repentance which produces the dawn of the Messianic Age.  At least that’s what the people thought.  That’s what they were prepared to think.  This has nothing to do with personal salvation.  This is about national, ethnic, political resurrection.  That’s what they thought.  That’s what they were taught.  That’s why John himself can still ask the question.  And that’s why Yeshua is rejected.  He didn’t do what the paradigm expected.  He changed the paradigm—and only a few could see the new way.  He is still changing the paradigm, and as far as I can see, only a few know it.

Perhaps you will need to reconsider John’s call to repentance as Jewish rather than Christian.  Perhaps you will begin to see just how you are tied to everyone else in this call to repentance.  Perhaps the Messiah waits until we all plead for forgiveness.

When you pray to the Lord today, maybe you could utter a few sentences about communal repentance and the part you play in that arena.  It is so easy in our individualistic Greek paradigm to think that each of us is the center of God’s attention, forgetting that it is His people who first occupy His thoughts.  
Topical Index:  paradigm, Messiah, expectation, Klausner, John, Matthew 3:2
February 7   And He said to them, “Do you not understand this parable? How will you understand all the parables?  Mark 4:13  NASB

Public Secrets
How will you understand - What motivates people to become enthralled with mystical approaches to the Bible?  What causes them to start reading the text as if it is code for some hidden secret?  What emotional need is being met by involvement in neo-gnosticism, claiming that the actual events and words of Scripture don’t really matter since the deeper truth must be revealed by the Spirit?  

It seems as though even the disciples didn’t understand what Yeshua was teaching.  But if that’s the conclusion you draw from this text, then you’re mistaken.  Yeshua was not communicating some secret knowledge that only the disciples could understand.  They were confused because the lesson was an allegory and only the author of an allegory can tell the audience what the symbols in the allegory mean.  This is not a secret.  It is a way of teaching, a method, if you will, for drawing people into the lesson.  An allegory works because the author has something in mind and until he tells you what it is, your guess is as good as anyone else’s.  For thousands of years the Christian Church treated Scripture as if it were allegory.  Under that assumption, the Church told the believer what the text really meant.  The ring was really the gospel.  The space between the breasts was really the cross of Jesus.  The thorns and thistles were really Satan and his demons.  On and on it goes.  And, by the way, it hasn’t stopped today!  There are still plenty of interpreters of Scripture who insist that it is secret code and they have the ability to decipher it.  It’s not just on the Christian side of the equation.  Rabbinic material is also full of this approach.  After all, everyone knows that Boaz was studying Torah on the threshing floor late at night, right?

When you encounter interpreters of the text who know nothing about the original audience, the history, the culture, the language, the political environment of the author, be suspicious!  No one would expect you to believe that the Gettysburg Address had nothing to do with the civil war, the battle at Gettysburg or the politics of the day.  It was given to people who experienced that event.  Why should we believe that the Bible is any different?  Please don’t tell me, “Yes, but God is the author.”  Even if that is true, God communicates in human form.  Ignoring the actual life circumstances of the people He used to communicate His message is the equivalent of saying that the Bible was really written just for me and I am the only one who actually knows what it says.  That is arrogance bordering on idolatry.

Do you want to know the message of the Bible?  Do your homework!  There isn’t any shortcut, even if the Spirit is whispering in your ear.  Exegesis is not personal interpretation.  The voice of the Spirit might make you feel better but that does not mean you know the first thing about the text.
Topical Index:  allegory, interpretation, parable, Mark 4:13
 February 8  I saw that there is nothing better for man than to enjoy his possessions, since that is his portion.  For who can enable him to see what will happen afterward?  Ecclesiastes 3:22  JPS

Today Is the Day

Afterward – Qohelet is a rationalist.  That means he chooses to see life only on the basis of what he can observe and conclude.  No divine revelation from outside the box, please.  Just the facts.  And what do the facts tell us?  Life is one moment at a time.  Enjoy what you have now for tomorrow is unknown.  Afterward, in Hebrew ‘ahar, is behind you—and you don’t have eyes in the back of your head.
Set aside your penchant for afterlife spiritualization for a moment and consider the implications of Qohelet’s assessment.  It’s actually pretty good advice.  How many of us are either so entangled with the past or so anxious about the future that we forget to enjoy what we have now.  God has provided the present.  Yes, He may promise a future and forgive a past, but all He’s really given you to deal with is this moment.  Qohelet’s rationalism may prevent him from being very optimistic about tomorrow, but his present advice is worth taking today.  Later on we can reflect and say with Heschel, “I choose to be an optimist in spite of my better judgment.”

So let’s get practical.  Right now, at this very moment, you are enjoying the ability to reflect about God’s gift of the present.  Right now you can smell the coffee, feel the sunshine, listen to the raindrops, revel in the sound of your children, notice how confident you are in your work, utter a prayer of thanksgiving for the divine gift of struggle, feel yourself growing and changing.  Right now, something wonderful is happening.  Don’t miss it!  Don’t skim over this precise second because the past or the future seduces you.  Even if you didn’t have the assurances of God, you still have now.  Make it count!  There’s something magical about just being alive.

Let me offer some suggestions about capturing Qohelet’s advice.  Hum your favorite tune.  Write a line of personal poetry.  Make a journal entry.  Take a photo of this moment (I bet you have your phone nearby just in case someone calls, right?).  Give your spouse a hug.  Tell someone close at hand that you love them.  Read one verse of the Bible and stop, reflecting as deeply as you can about what it says.  Listen to your inner voice.  Soak up the feelings of your environment.  

And then thank God He engineered it for you.

James Bond was wrong.  Tomorrow does die.  Every day.  Every day we either squander or invest in what was once tomorrow.  Tomorrow has arrived for you.  What happens next is entirely your choice.

By the way, today is Patrick Sullivan’s 40th birthday, my great friend who years ago help start Today’s Word.  We all owe him thanks.  We have all been blessed by his effort.  Happy birthday, Patrick!
Topical Index:  afterward, ‘ahar, behind, Ecclesiastes 3:22, today
February 9  Then I accounted those who died long since more fortunate than those who are still living.  Ecclesiastes 4:2  JPS
The Glorious Grave

Fortunate – Take a hard look at life!  A very hard look.  Without your continued hope in God, wouldn’t you have to agree with Solomon?  Those who have already died are finished with all this injustice, chaos, disappointment, suffering and betrayal.  Their race is over.  Now they have some peace.  Solomon isn’t the only one who came to this conclusion.  Theognis penned a similar remark:
Best of all for mortal beings is never to have been born at all

Nor ever to have set eyes on the bright light of the sun

But, since he is born, a man should make utmost haste through the gates of Death

And then repose, the earth piled into a mound round himself.

Are these assessments too negative?  It’s true that we do our best to be optimistic (“in spite of our better judgment”), but a really hard look at human history is no less consoling.  Millions upon millions have suffered and died, even at the hands of the religious.  To what end?  Has the world radically improved?  Is life better for the 2.5 billion who live on less than one dollar a day?  If Solomon was the wisest man who ever lived, don’t you suppose he was also the most broken, the most shattered, the one who saw most clearly just how desperate humanity is?  It’s enough to want to die and be done with it all.

Qohelet uses the Hebrew word shabah in the translation “fortunate.”  One form of the root means, “to be free of care.”  That seems to fit quite nicely.  But the other form means, “to praise,” and is used of praising God.  Interesting.  Can it be that the dead, being free of the cares of life, are a praise to God because they are dead?  They no longer experience the injustice of life.  Their toil is over.  They have found rest.  Does this include the idea that God has finally given them justice?  It seems as if this teacher’s view of living is completely absorbed in dying.  For him, death is the only way out of a world of sorrow and pain.
Of course, the Bible attempts to rescue this deep nihilism.  Ecclesiastes adds the last two verses.  Love God and do the commandments.  If you’re lucky, you’ll get to enjoy a few moments with your spouse, eat enough food not to be hungry today and see a smile on a child’s face.  If you’re lucky!  Otherwise it’s pretty much about those sparks that fly upward.
  Except—

Except, there is a God who loves what He creates, and cares about us.  There is a reason to hope, not in some reward after we die but in a purpose for living now.  There is divine involvement in spite of all the mess.  There are kairos moments in the tragic chronology.  There is joy even in pain.  There is something about being human that draws us beyond the observable—that stretches us to touch a world where the sparks don’t always fly upward.  Certainly there is no consolation for the loss of Job’s children, but there is YHVH.  Look around you with another set of eyes.  Look past Solomon’s artificial container and see if you can’t find rumors of another world.  Today might just be a “why bother” day, but faith is perseverance even when the dead seem more fortunate. So persevere—and see what happens.

Topical Index: fortunate, Ecclesiastes 4:2, shabah, death
February 10  “Come now, and let us reason together,” says the Lord, “Though your sins are as scarlet, they will be as white as snow; though they are red like crimson, they will be like wool.”  Isaiah 1:18  NASB
Non-Apologetics

Reason - “ . . . the prophet is not a philosopher of logic, but a philosopher of emotion; in other words, not a philosopher of a system, but a philosopher of life.”
  Klausner’s insight should prevent us from thinking that God’s invitation to “reason together” has anything to do with arguments and conclusions.  This statement is not about apologetics.  It isn’t even about theology.  It is about the emotional trauma of sin.  We might feel like scarlet signposts of depravity.  We might feel like we are gashed and bleeding all over.  We might feel exposed, butchered by life’s choices.  But God is willing, more than willing, to change all that.  He invites us to be as pure as snow, as white as wool. This is the divinely proffered solution to habitual neurophysical mismanagement of emotion.  In other words, God wants us to experience a love that transcends our addictions.

The Hebrew root here is yakah.  It is translated by “decide, judge, prove, rebuke, reprove” and “correct.”  Gilchrist notes:

the most familiar passage where yākaḥ occurs is in Isa 1:18 which is within a covenant lawsuit. Following a record of rebellion where Yahweh, the plaintiff, condemns Judah for their self-designed religious festivals (1:10–15), Isaiah issues a call to repentance (1:16–20). Within this context then we should understand the expression “let us reason together”

While the context is forensic, the implication is emotional.  God is not asking for us to come to court to justify our actions.  He is asking us to enter His court so that we might find forgiveness.  Our actions are undeniable.  It is the consequence that is at issue.  This is not a trial.  The trial is over.  God’s complaint is vindicated.  What matters now is our situation.  The Judge is ready to address our conviction and He pleads with us to allow Him to rectify this breach.  Will we?  Will we come before Him as guilty?  Or will we continue to excuse our infractions?  Will we acknowledge not simply our misdeeds but also our emotional mismanagement?  Will we allow ourselves to feel what the Judge feels—our trauma, our pain, our bloodied identity?  This Judge is not here to condemn us, although He would be within the Law to do so.  He looks upon us and sees the trauma of what we have done—to ourselves and to others—and He desperately desires to heal those wounds.  This is not a logical conclusion.  This is an emotional response.  This is God involving Himself in our lives as they are, battered, beaten and broken.  This is mercy.  Do you know what it feels like?

Topical Index:  reason, yakah, guilty, emotion, healing, Isaiah 1:18
February 11  Shabbat

February 12  Now Jabez was more honorable than his brothers, and his mother called his name Jabez, saying, “Because I bore him in pain.”  And Jabez called on the God of Israel saying, “Oh, that You would bless me indeed, and enlarge my territory, that Your hand would be with me, and that You would keep me from evil, that I may not cause pain!” So God granted him what he requested.  1 Chronicles 4:9-10  NASB
Birth Wright

Jabez – Bruce Wilkinson made significant mileage out of this obscure passage.  In his popular book, he tried to demonstrate that the prayer of Jabez could be incorporated in the lives of current believers in such a way that they would experience material and spiritual blessing.  Of course, the book sold.  It was exactly what people wanted to hear.  Wilkinson turned the offhand story into a kind of incantation—the “secret” to success straight from the mouth of God.  But anyone who really understood the text would have balked at his exegesis.  Biblical Hebrew includes some odd linguistic arrangements.  One of these is that names in Hebrew often portend the destiny of the person.  This very short story tells us that Jabez is named because of the pain that his mother endured at his birth.  Apparently Jabez thought that such a name would cause him to experience pain, so he prayed that God would prevent this ominous future.  Jabez simply responds to the Hebrew idea that a name will bear consequences for the person.  He wished to avoid the decree incorporated in his name.  And he does.  End of story.  This two sentence plot is not God’s success plan in summary form.  It is a tip of the hat to the biblical connection between names and destinies.  It’s as if the author wanted to remind us that we need to pay attention to the meaning of a name, so much so that at times we might want to ask God to alter that meaning.  Why does the author include this little sidebar?  Because there are more important names that should be read with the same perspective.  Like Solomon.

“Solomon is heir to this tradition, but does he himself continue it?  Is his destiny—as ruler, as temple-builder, as sage—also encoded in his name?”
  Weitzman points out that the birth of Solomon is completely unremarkable.  In contrast to other crucial biblical personages, Solomon enjoys none of the notoriety associated with kings.  “ . . . the text does not suggest any meaning for his name, much less one that portends his destiny.”
  That hasn’t stopped people suggesting meanings.  Weitzman notes that one theory is based on the fact that the letters of Solomon’s name (Shin-Lamed-Mem) can be read as “his replacement,” suggesting Solomon is named because his brother died as punishment for David’s sin.  Imagine if this is true.  What does it say about the value of Solomon himself in the eyes of his father?  Is he nothing more than a substitute?  What kind of relationship would you have with a father who named you for a child he lost as God’s punishment?  What would your name remind you of?  Perhaps Solomon’s birth story is nondescript because it isn’t really about Solomon at all.  Perhaps it is about David’s emotional disconnection from his living son.  Perhaps the absence of a meaning is more revealing than the presence.
Topical Index:  Jabez, Solomon, name, 1 Chronicles 4:9-10

February 13  While Israel stayed in that land, Reuben went and lay with Bilhah, his father’s concubine; and Israel heard. Now the sons of Jacob were twelve in number.  Genesis 35:22 New JPS
The Loud Silence

Now - Dr. Shani Tzoref’s article, “Did Rueben Lie with Bilhah?”
 points out that in this verse there is an extra letter, a Pey, that precedes the word vayyishma (“and heard”).  This letter stands by itself.  It is not attached to any other word and it has no vowel pointing.  Inexplicably, the Hebrew text of Logos does not include this letter, but it is found in the JPS Hebrew text.  Dr. Tzoref notes that this is a case of “‘pisqa be’emsa passuq’ (a break in the middle of a verse),” for the purpose of creating a necessary pause.  We have examined this idea in the discussion of “Black Fire/White Fire,” where the spaces in the liturgical scroll are invitations to meditate on the presence of the Lord.  In other words, in a hand-copied scroll, there are intentional indications of the divine background of the text, but since they are literally empty spaces, they are untranslatable.  Furthermore, they almost never show up in printed texts because printers do not desire to leave empty spaces.  Such is the case with this unusual use of the letter Pey.  Because it seems superfluous, it is simply left out.  But what a mistake!  Now the disjointed thoughts of this verse no longer have the striking impact they should have.  Now it seems as if Reuben’s infraction is simply shoved to the side, as if it had no real consequence.  But as Dr. Tzoref’s analysis demonstrates, subtle references to this event continue to show up in the Tanakh and subsequent Jewish literature, and it is the reason for Jacob’s decision to remove the first-born birthright from Rueben.  Rueben attempts to prematurely usurp the head of the clan position by bedding his father’s woman.  This is sexual politics.  The result creates further family schism.  Eventually it means Rueben is removed from the expected position of power.

Centuries later Adonijah attempts the same sexual political move with Abishag.  Solomon recognizes the politics for what it is—a claim to the throne—and executes Adonijah for treason.  There is no extra Pey in Solomon’s story.  Instead, there is the immediate death penalty.  
Perhaps we might think that this is only of historical interest.  Kings and rivals are often embroiled in treason and execution.  But there is another “tiny” lesson here, an exegetical one.  When we no longer include the extra Pey or the empty spaces in our translations, we subtly alter the text.  The alteration has larger consequences.
To me, this seems to be a primary purpose of biblical narratives—to transmit a common lore of tradition to serve as a basis for discussions about what really matters. What “really happened” is less important for a religious reader than the lessons to be learned, and the conversations about these lessons. In such “trigger” texts, gaps are an important part of the story, generating valuable theological and moral discussion. The literal gap in the Reuben and Bilhah story–the pisqa be’emsa passuq– serves to remind us that our role as readers and transmitters is to fully engage the text and its possibilities, to pay attention to what is there, and what is not, and to consider together how we might fill in what is missing.

Do you think it is possible to read your Bible as a disengaged spectator?  Do you think your Bible is theology written in story form?  Or is the Bible an invitation to engage in dialogue, debate and decision—to become a member of the cast in the great play of God?

Do you “read” the spaces and the extra letters as significant parts of the text? 

Topical Index:  now, Pey, pisqa be’emsa passuq, spaces, Genesis 35:22, Reuben
February 14   Be imitators of me, just as I also am of Christ.  1 Corinthians 11:1  NASB
Copy Artist

Of me – Of all the people who probably least deserved to hear this exhortation, the Corinthians top the list.  Their lives are a mess.  They are involved in idolatry, sexual immorality, petty rivalries, family squabbles, lack of compassion and a host of disorderly actions.  Most of us would write them off as a lost cause.  But then most of us probably couldn’t make Paul’s claim either.  “Copy me!” 

“Wait, I didn’t mean exactly that.  I meant copy me in all those spiritually uplifting things that I do, but don’t look too closely at the rest of my life.  There are things that I wouldn’t want you to copy, that even I don’t want to admit are part of my behaviors.  Please, just pay attention to my words.”  Yes, that sounds more like us.  Don’t do a really thorough examination of my life.  Just do what I wish I could do.  

Paul seems to think that these people who are certainly not spiritually mature need to look at him—carefully—to model their lives on his.  That’s a powerful claim, not one that we feel comfortable making.  But why is it that we are so hesitant to offer our own lives as examples of godly behavior?  Is it because we know ourselves so well that we don’t think we match up?  We aren’t like Paul, right?  Well, maybe not so right.  Isn’t Paul the one who prayed three times to have some serious impediment removed, yet without success?  Isn’t he the one who was told that this “messenger from Satan” was a permanent part of his service to the Lord?  Didn’t Paul have a real falling out with one of his companions?  Didn’t he struggle with absolute commitment?  Wasn’t he engaged in resistance to the Messiah for a significant part of his life?  Maybe he isn’t so different after all?

The Greek text uses the verb mimeomai.  “The group is rare in the LXX and occurs only in the Apocrypha. In general the idea of imitation is alien to the OT and there is no thought of imitating God. The situation changes in the pseudepigrapha, which demand that we imitate exemplary people like Joseph, and also that we imitate God by keeping his commandments. Kings should take God as their example in dealing with their subjects.”
  Michaelis’ comment is significant.  What this means is that Paul is using an idea that originates in the rabbinic period, not in the age of the prophets.  Furthermore, because Paul relies on the pseudepigraphic concept, his idea must be distinguished from the use of that verb by Plato.  In other words, for Plato and all those influenced by him, life as we know it is not the real life.  This life is only a copy, an imitation, of reality, a reality that exists on another plane.  Later Christian thinkers adopted this Platonic idea when they spoke of heaven.  But Paul is using mimeomai in the rabbinic sense, that is, as an exhortation to literally copy his way of living because he is copying the lifestyle of the Messiah.  This involves real earthly decisions and actions.  This is not a spiritualized anticipation of another realm.  It is living according to instructions given for this age and this world.

Paul is not appealing to the Corinthians to set their eyes on heaven and wait for escape.  He is telling them that they are to look at real human examples of godly living and imitate those men and women.  Certainly every earthly example will have flaws.  Perfection is not an attribute of this world.  But holiness is.  The Corinthians, despite their problems, have a clear path before them.  “Live like me!” says Paul.  That raises an important question for each of us.  Are we able to confidently exhort others to live like us?  Are we walking so carefully that we can point to our own ways of living as examples of the Messiah in action?  

Who would you dare to address with the phrase, “Live like I do, and you will draw closer to God.”

Topical Index:  copy, imitate, mimeomai, rabbinic, 1 Corinthians 11:1
February 15  For when Solomon was old, his wives turned his heart away after other gods; and his heart was not wholly devoted to the Lord his God, as the heart of David his father had been.  1 Kings 11:4  NASB
Older and Less Wise

Not wholly devoted – The Hebrew for “not wholly devoted” is lo hayah levavo shalem (“not was the heart of him completed”).  Shalem is another pun on Solomon’s name, but this time it shows that he is not whole.  “It is as if the narrator is telling us that Solomon had stopped acting like Solomon.”

Wietzman’s insight startled me.  I am old.  I have experienced a lifetime of mixed devotion.  There have been periods of intense concern with God’s purposes.  And there have been just as many times of concern with my own.  My spiritual walk is more like an obstacle course; one that I have failed to complete often enough to know the terrain on reruns.  I am old, like Solomon, and I wonder if, like Solomon, I am also turning into a fool.  I think of the great commandment, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your nephesh and all your me’od (i.e., with everything you have).”  I falter over the word kol, “all.”  I often pray that God will grade on the curve—but I know He doesn’t.  It frightens me, thinking that I might end up like Solomon, seeking to know things only to discover that I have lost my “soul” in the process.  Not quite conquering all those ghosts of my past. Not being able to unpack all the baggage from my childhood.  

Like Solomon (if he wrote Ecclesiastes), I am bothered by the world.  I don’t understand the heartlessness of Man.  I can’t imagine the pitiful conditions of most of this world’s life, human and otherwise.  I can’t comprehend why I was born so privileged.  I feel the weight of it all—and the tragic mystery of the rape of God’s goodness.  Sometimes I think that there is only the fleeting pleasure of momentary escape.  But God’s grip will not let me run away from this incomprehensible betrayal of His design.  I know (there’s Solomon again) what it is supposed to be, but even I contribute to the torture of the design.  Maybe I too have been turned away, not by my wife but by my own desperation for worthiness.

This verse tells me that Solomon was not like his father.  David’s heart was wholly devoted.  At least this is what the text implies.  But the more I investigate David’s life, the more I see apathy toward those closest to him.  David seems to be a king going about being a king, just like all kings.  Except somehow David kept coming back to God.  One failure after another, many never cataloged among David’s “sins,” show David to be pretty much like me.  Not hayah levavo shalem.  But this verse says there was something significantly different between Solomon and David.  

Solomon represents what most of us want.  Wisdom, power, wealth, prestige, success. Solomon loved the Lord—but—there was this tiny problem that destroyed all those other words attributed to him. Maybe we all want what isn’t worth having.

Topical Index:  Solomon, David, wholly devoted, lo hayah levavo shale, 1 Kings 11:4
February 16  “How long will you go here and there,  O faithless daughter?  For the Lord has created a new thing in the earth—a woman will encompass a man.”  Jeremiah 31:22  NASB
Role Play

Encompass – I don’t like this choice of translation for the Hebrew tesovav (from the root sabab).  “Encompass” makes it sound like a woman “covers” a man, or “incorporates” him, or “dominates” him.  No, tesovav means turning or going around, encircling or giving thorough attention to.  It does not mean absorbing into or dominating.  According to Jeremiah, the “new” covenant environment will be marked by a return of women to the original role of ‘ezer kenegdo, a role where women act as the guardians of their men by encircling them with an active demonstration of God’s will.  This is a tough job.  It means knowing what God wants for the husband, and communicating that purpose in a way that encourages and nourishes fulfillment.  It does not mean badgering him into compliance and it certainly does not mean asserting personal desires as if they were God’s plan.
“Great!,” you say.  “All I have to do is wait for the return of the Messiah and things will be put back in proper order.”  No, not quite.  You see, the ‘olam ha’ba is the world coming, and it arrives each time you or I act according to the purposes of God right now!  So if you are a woman and you are in the role of ‘ezer kenegdo, then you should be actively demonstrating circling your man now.  What does this mean?  Well, let’s try a few questions to see how you’re doing? These are questions a husband might ask.   Oh, and by the way, men need to provide plenty of encouragement for the fulfillment of these actions.  So, husbands, ask—and then step out of the way to let her do what she needs to.

1.  Did you pray for me today?

2.  Did you ask God to show you what He wants me to do?

3.  Are you willing and ready to act on what God showed you regardless of your own desires?

4.  Did you decide to take responsibility for my welfare within God’s purposes for this day?

5.  Would you tell me what you think God is asking of me today?

6.  Would you help me commit to this?

7.  Will to stand by me today to make this happen?

8.  Will you encourage me with regard to my efforts to fulfill His will for me today?

9.  Will you correct me, gently please, when you see that I am getting detoured?

10.  Will you love me today no matter what today might bring?

A woman will surround a man.  Yes, won’t that be a glorious day!
Topical Index:  tesovav, sabab, encircle, surround, ‘ezer kenegdo, Jeremiah 31:22
February 17  For you were called to freedom, brethren; only do not turn your freedom into an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one another.  Galatians 5:13  NASB

Knives and Forks

Opportunity – Everyone must deal with forks.  No, not eating utensils.  I mean forks in the roads we travel.  We have to decide which way to go, and depending on how we decide, we may end up brandishing a knife or offering a spoon.  Paul exhorts us to choose the path of service to each other.  But there is another alternative and unless we are fully cognizant of its implications, we might find ourselves cutting into the divine fabric rather than being spoon-fed by the Spirit.

Paul uses the Greek word ahorme.  TDNT adds some important insight:

This word has such various senses as “start,” “origin,” “cause,” “stimulus,” “impulse,” “undertaking,” “pretext,” “possibility,” “inclination,” “opportunity,” and even “aversion.” Its use in the in LXX Ezek. 5:7 alters the sense by establishing a connection of the people with the Gentiles. It is added in elucidation in Prov. 9:9. In the NT it occurs only in Paul except for an alternative reading in Lk. 11:54, where it has a derogatory sense.

Jewish Greek, the kind of Greek used in the LXX, implies that this kind of  “opportunity” is a Gentile idea.  Why would Paul suggest such a thing?  Because the way of the righteous is the way of Torah.  The righteous know which fork in the road to take because their “freedom” is to follow God’s instructions.  But Gentiles see “freedom” differently.  They think that freedom is the absence of rules.  For them, freedom means not being required to live according to someone else’s instructions.  With this Greco-Roman view of freedom, ahorme is the chance to do what I want to do without constraint or limitation.  In other words, it is the opportunity to exercise whatever my yetzer ha’ra desires.  


Paul is appalled.  “How could you possibly think that YHVH releases you from obligation to Him?  What can ‘freedom’ mean apart from God’s instructions?  Are you crazy?  Do you think that living without a code of conduct makes you free?  May it never be!  You will simply become the slave to your passions, an addict of the yetzer ha’ra?  What kind of freedom is that?”

You come to a fork in the road.  You know you must decide.  One way appeals to your sense of duty, to the desire to serve God and others.  The other is the tantalizing possibility of experiencing your way.  Both are enticing.  It’s great to feel that you are making godly choices, that you are fulfilling a deep desire to make a difference in the world and receive the favor of your God.  But it’s also alluring to think that at this moment you can take the other path, the one that feeds your desire to mold the world according to your wishes, the one that gives you just a hint of what it means to be in total control.  You weigh the options.  Oh my, they seem so equal right now.  If you are going to choose the Torah fork, you will need more than this moment’s opportunity to motivate you.

Paul’s statement implies that the opportunity is real.  It simply isn’t the case that the way of righteousness will overwhelmingly force its choice upon you.  The balance scale seems even.  Before you is the impulse to act as an independent agent, to exercise the possibility of self-governing choice.  Right now (for it means nothing in hindsight) you and I must recall the dependent nature of our existence, not just dependent on God but on each other.  What we choose to do at this moment affects everyone else—and we will be responsible for the outcome.  Even this might not be enough to dissuade us from the opportunity for it is a rational stay of execution.  What must be added to this thought is the emotional trauma of the other.  At this moment, we must feel what it would be like to be the recipient of our wrong choice.  We must engage the trauma of the other in order to see how our choice might become a killing blade instead of a nurturing spoon.  It is always possible to overcome reason in favor of desire.  It is far more difficult to ignore emotion.  

Topical Index:  opportunity, ahorme, choice, Torah, Galatians 5:13
February 18  Shabbat

February 19  But Jesus, on His part, was not entrusting Himself to them, for He knew all men, and because He did not need anyone to testify concerning man, for He Himself knew what was in man.  John 2:24-25  NASB
I Don’t Believe You

Not entrusting – The NASB translation accidentally hides the fact that the Greek verb here is pisteuo, the same word used by John multiple times for “believe.”  In other words, Yeshua did not believe in these men in the same sense that his opponents did not believe in him.  Of course, we know that in John’s gospel, pisteuo is never a noun.  It is not “belief” in someone or something.  It is a verb—the act of believing into.  For John, this is the summary verb of paradigm shift.  I stop believing, that is, acting, as a result of my current paradigm and I begin acting, that is, believing, as a result of the paradigm represented by the Messiah.  My world changes, and my behavior reflects that change.  It is not about cognitive assent.  It is about what I do!

Now let’s read this verse again.  Yeshua did not act in ways that committed himself to the worldview of these men.  He did not take on their perspective.  He did not join them.  He did not express himself according to their way of seeing the world.  He didn’t believe into them.  Why?  Because he knew where their worldview would take him.  He knew where they were wrong.  He knew what would happen if he adopted their way of living.  In other words, he knew their hearts.  This does not mean that he had divine insight into their inner spiritual convictions.  It means what is obvious.  He could see how they acted and, as a result, could draw conclusions about their paradigm.  So can we!
Someone comes to you and says, “Why do you keep those Torah commandments?  Don’t you know Jesus fulfilled the law?  You are falling under Jewish legalism again?”  Do you have to have an impartation of the Spirit to know what paradigm such a person has?  Of course not!  You have the evidence right in front of you.  In fact, you don’t even need the speech.  If they worship on Sunday, enjoy bacon cheeseburgers, charge interest on non-business loans or plow the field on Shabbat, you can be fairly confident that they have a Greco-Roman Christian paradigm.  I am pretty sure that Yeshua would not believe into them.  By the way, that doesn’t mean he wouldn’t speak with them.  It doesn’t mean he would avoid them.  It doesn't mean he would castigate them.  But it does mean he wouldn’t adopt their way of living in the world.

John says that Yeshua “knew what was in man.”  The statement is general.  Yeshua knew something about human nature.  He knew that people are paradigm-dependent.  He knew change is the most difficult human task.  He knew tradition is often more powerful than text.  He knew that what we think we know is usually the greatest roadblock to learning anything.  And he knew that men are motivated by self-interest.  We know all this too.  The question is whether or not we apply what we know about human nature when we deal with others.  Yeshua was immune to the need for human approval.  He knew who he was and what the Father was asking from him.  We are not always so confident.  But perhaps we should be.  Then we can say, without remorse, “I don’t believe into you.”

Topical Index:  pisteuo, believe, entrust, human nature, John 2:24-25
February 20  For whatever was written in earlier times was written for our instruction, so that through perseverance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.   Romans 15:4  NASB

Looking Back

In earlier times – Ah, the problems on syntax.  English does not work like Greek.  In Greek we have one word, proegraphe, that requires five English words to capture the meaning.  “In earlier times” is nothing more than the prefix pro added to the verb grapho.  It means “writing before” and in this case it means “what was written before this particular time.”  Now that we see how the Greek compresses all this into a single word, we must ask, “But what is it?”  “What was written before this moment?”  The answer, of course, can only be one thing.  Torah!  Torah is the only thing written for our instruction.  Paul’s statement in the first century would not even include the Talmud, still in oral form.  It is Torah that is intended to preserve and encourage us so that we might have hope.  And what a tragedy that most of the believing world today knows so very little of the Torah!  How can we have hope when the words of God are not lodged deeply in our hearts?

Paul’s audience was saturated with Torah.  Oh, of course there were Gentiles, but one of the characteristics of synagogue communities in the first century was teaching Torah constantly.  Memorization.  Careful and deliberate tutoring.  Practice!  And for the Jews in the assembly—well, they had been following Torah instructions since birth.  Paul is preaching to the choir.  Everyone knew what he was saying.  Get Torah into your heart and you won’t be hopeless.  And the best part?  It’s already written.  You don’t have to go searching for the answers.  The prophets have provided them.

What’s the lesson for us, two thousand years late to this party?  We need a much deeper appreciation of the Scriptures that Paul knew so well.  Of course, the apostolic writings are important.  They provide the history of our Messiah and the commentary on applications of Torah.  But even those are of limited value without the foundation of God’s word through the prophets.  The context of Scripture is Torah.  It was delivered through Israel’s spokesmen for us.  It is just as relevant today as it was in the days of Moses and the days of Paul.  It is our access to God’s purposes and our compass for hope.  

Notice what Paul says about the goal of this material written so long ago.  Perseverance and encouragement.  Torah is the “keep going” motivator and the “you can do it” cheer.  Torah is not the 613 regulations.  It is the lives, the songs, the stories and the history of all those who previously attempted to follow.  They are just like us—in need of motivation and support.  You and I are just like them—seeking purpose and meaning in the chaos of life.  Paul reminds us that the good news of God doesn’t begin with Matthew.  It begins with Moses.

Topical Index:  Torah, in earlier times, proegraphe, Romans 15:4, perseverance, encouragement
February 21   An excellent wife, who can find?  For her worth is far above jewels.  Proverbs 31:10  NASB
Cultural Alterations
Excellent – By now we all realize that any translation of ‘eshet hayil that shifts the meaning toward internal qualities leads us in the wrong direction.  ‘eshet hayil is the Hebrew expression often translated “excellent wife,” “virtuous wife,” “wife of noble character,” or something like that.  All of these translations push us away from the warrior characteristics in the Hebrew terms.  “A warrior woman” is more like the Hebrew.  Hayil communicates the ideas of power, strength, bravery, competence and valor.  It’s associated with descriptions of armies and forces, land ownership and wealth.  This kind of woman is certainly not the demure, reserved, submissive little woman so often portrayed in religious circles.  She is more like Joan of Arc than the blond angels floating on cathedral ceilings.  Do you have her true character firmly in mind?

Good.  Now notice something quite odd.  “ . . . the women judged acceptable by Proverbs are largely desexualized, figures like the famous ‘woman of valor’ who is praised at great length in Proverbs 31 but who is of interest for her work ethic and wisdom, not her sex appeal.”
  Do you find Weitzman’s insight a bit uncomfortable?  There is a reason why most men are intrigued by a good looking woman strapped with a 9mm on her hip.  Sexuality is a form of power.  The combination is almost irresistible.  But the woman in Proverbs seems stripped of sexual appeal.  Why?

Perhaps the first approach to answering this question is to notice the author of this famous text.  It is the mother of King Lemuel, probably the king of Massa, a North Arabian nation.
  This means that the oracle given to King Lemuel and adopted by the Hebrew scribes who collected the material for the book of Proverbs originates outside of Israel’s community.  It might fit the context of Proverbs, but it comes from an unknown worldview.  

Second, notice the purpose of this oracle.  It is a warning to the king about behavior that will lead to trouble.  And it starts with an alarm about women.  “Do not give your strength to women, or your ways to that which destroys kings.”  In other words, Lemuel’s mother is keenly aware of the possibility of sex as power, and she specifically directs her son away from this fact of life.  She wants him to pay attention to the other qualities that a woman possesses.  She does not want her son, the king, to get caught in the grip of sexual politics.  Therefore, what she emphasizes is everything else.  Knowing kings as she does, she has no need to explain the birds and the bees.  That part is obvious.  

King Lemuel’s mother emphasizes the power of the warrior woman precisely because a king would recognize the advantages of having such a wife.  That this warrior woman is also sexually appealing is simply assumed.  And why not?  Kings can have what they want.  Our mistake (if it is a mistake) is to ignore the fact that this poetry comes from a woman who is trying to protect her son.  Of all people, she knows the power of sexuality and she wants her son to realize that there is a great deal more to the woman he needs.  But if we think that this poem is all that a biblical woman needs to be, we have missed the obvious.  This warrior woman is also a daughter of Rahab who was considered the most beautiful woman on earth.

Topical Index:  ‘eshet hayil, warrior woman, valor, virtuous, Proverbs 31:10, King Lemuel
February 22   When King David came to Bahurim, behold, there came out from there a man of the family of the house of Saul whose name was Shimei, the son of Gera; he came out cursing continually as he came.  2 Samuel 16:5  NASB

Payback?

Shimei – David’s last words seem to be nothing but payback.  Just before he dies, he instructs Solomon, “Behold, there is with you Shimei the son of Gera the Benjamite, of Bahurim; now it was he who cursed me with a violent curse on the day I went to Mahanaim. But when he came down to me at the Jordan, I swore to him by the Lord, saying, ‘I will not put you to death with the sword.’  Now therefore, do not let him go unpunished, for you are a wise man; and you will know what you ought to do to him, and you will bring his gray hair down to Sheol with blood” (1 Kings 2:8-9).  Why does David tell Solomon to kill Shimei?  Is it only revenge?  Is it a way for him to save face while his son does the wet work?    

Weitzman offers some important insight.  Shimei denounced David during the attempted coup of Absalom.  At that moment, the united monarchy was at risk, and there was a possibility that the house of Saul might reemerge.  “Shimei’s very existence reminded the people that David was a usurper, and that there were alternatives to who they might turn, which is why, in his last words to Solomon, David urges his son to send Shimei to his grave—not just as payback for a public insult but as a preemptive effort to snuff out any potential revival of Saul’s dynasty after his death.”
  In other words, David’s advice is politics, not payback.  He knows that Solomon must eliminate any possibility of a challenge to his throne, and the way to do that is the way kings have always dealt with potential rivals—eliminate them.

Why does this little bit of political background matter to us?  First, it should cause us to re-evaluate our approach to biblical texts.  Our concerns about the ethics of David’s instructions often ignore the political reality of the tenuous nature of Solomon’s ascension.  In other words, the text is about the real life situations of the people.  We might not like David’s solution, but unless we understand his circumstances we will miss the purpose and point of this bit of history.  We must know the context of the text before we start applying it to our lives.

Second, what we learn is that people are people whether God is invisibly in the picture or not.  David deals with power politics in the same way that all the kings of the ancient (and modern) world deal with power politics.  Squash the opposition.  If we find this uncomfortable it should not be because it is so different than our own times.  We might object that David didn’t leave the situation in God’s hands, but we should probably ask if we don’t do the same things today.  The Bible never whitewashes its actors.  That’s a good thing since it means that their lives confront behaviors in our lives.  History repeats itself—unless you and I make a determined effort to act differently.  

Finally we see that self-preservation is a powerful motivator, so powerful that it often causes even the most spiritual among us to take control in our own hands.  It is important to note that Solomon does not execute Shimei, at least not at the beginning.  He actually constructs a scenario that allows Shimei to live but removes him from any possible threat.  Ultimately Shimei presumes on Solomon’s graciousness and is executed, but the lesson is that the desire of the father, even for the son’s protection, does not mean that the son will do what the father wants.  Every man chooses.  Solomon did.   So do you and I.  We can change the course of history today.  Lesson learned.

Topical Index:  Shimei, politics, Saul, David, Solomon, 1 Kings 2:8-9
February 23   Then Solomon built a high place for Chemosh the detestable idol of Moab, on the mountain which is east of Jerusalem, and for Molech the detestable idol of the sons of Ammon. 1 Kings 11:7  NASB

Solomon’s Garden
Built – The women got him.  At least that’s the way most of us were taught (if we were taught anything at all about Solomon’s sexual exploits).  One thousand women turned the ideal king’s heart away from God.  Stay away from those idolatrous women.  Even contemporary Christian thinkers like Philip Ryken seem to conclude that the real lesson of Solomon is avoiding “unequally yoked” relationships.  As you might have guessed, I consider this pandering to Victorian morality, not exegetical rigor.  But it is a problem.  How could the wisest man who ever lived, recipient of a divine impartation of knowledge, end up in such a mess?

The rabbis struggled with this.  They were particularly concerned that Chronicles “simply eliminated the episode of Solomon’s sin.”
  The book of Kings may have revealed his darker side, but apparently Chronicles sought to redeem him by simply overlooking the mistake.  Things like this led a famous rabbi to say, “Whoever says that Solomon sinned is mistaken.”
  How does rabbi Yonatan ignore the verse in 1 Kings 11:7?  Weitzman explains:

“. . . the verb ‘built’ is in the past tense, but only when read in the context and in the light of what we now know about the grammar of biblical Hebrew.  Without that knowledge, the verb (yivneh) appears in a tense used to describe actions not yet completed—in other words, its form allows it to be understood as ‘he was going to build’ or ‘he would have built.’  Read literally in this way, the text can be construed as saying that while Solomon intended to commit idolatry, he didn’t necessarily act on the impulse.”

That might have worked for the first century, but it won’t work today.  Today we have the contradiction staring us in the face.  Solomon loved God but worshipped idols.  How is this possible?  There is a more plausible tradition that does not blame the female gender (as powerful as it is).  “According to this interpretation, Solomon falls into sin not because he forgot what his wisdom taught him or because his intellect was overcome by some emotion or passion; his wisdom is itself the cause of his sinfulness.  How so?  By revealing the secrets of life, wisdom removes the barriers that ordinarily confine human ambition. . . . Knowing what God knows, he simply is not constrained in the same way ordinary mortals are.  But humans, the Bible contends, need limits.  If nothing is hidden from them, if no secret or power is beyond their reach, they go too far, and this proves true even of Solomon, who knows so much that he thinks, falsely, that he can bypass the restrictions imposed on the rest of Israel.”
  In other words, Solomon takes us back to the Garden, to the temptation to know good and evil.  Solomon knows, and this knowing is itself lethal to the soul.  God did not forbid the Tree because it represented immorality.  He forbade the Tree because being able to know good and evil is itself a divine prerogative and can only be handled by divine beings.  It kills human beings.

Modern men and women don’t like to hear this.  Because of our worldview, we think that the universe is essentially rational and as rational beings we should be able to understand it in its totality.  Eventually.  Our quest is to know good and evil, perhaps not by eating some piece of fruit but by applying scientific principles to everything.  We are just like Havvah and Solomon is our hero.  Ah, if we could only know it all.  We never think to ask, “What is the result?”  God’s warns us, “and in the day you eat of it you will surely die.”  But that doesn’t stop us, does it?

Topical Index:  Solomon, idolatry, Shabbat 56a, yivneh, build, 1 Kings 11:7
February 24  But now the Lord my God has given me rest on every side; there is neither adversary nor misfortune.  1 Kings 5:4

Rebuking the Devil

Adversary – As I travel the world, I am privileged to observe first-hand the incredible diversity of culture.  From Asia to Africa, from Europe to Central America, each group seems to have a unique worldview that filters into religious experience.  When we think that we share great common truths, we are likely to be surprised to discover there are many more differences than there are similarities.  None is more emblematic than the role given to Satan.  Since the middle ages, Satan has been credited with more and more power, taking on characteristics that were once solely YHVH’s.  This particular verse and its treatment over the centuries is a good place for us to start thinking about how much credit we give where credit is not due.
“ . . . prior to the modern world people had a clear sense that there were certain things they were not supposed to know because such transgressive understanding would lead them astray or violate the limits that God imposed on his creatures.  We’ve lost that sense in the modern world. . . . The religious institutions that once reined in curiosity have lost their authority in Western secular culture.  It is now widely assumed that the pursuit of wisdom should be limitless.”

By the way, the modern world didn’t begin in 1900.  It has been with us for many, many centuries.  Even the rabbis were affected by a growing accumulation of “Satan fixation.”  That should be obvious from a comparison of the Tanakh with the apostolic writings.  What this means is that certain rabbinic traditions read this verse about Solomon in terms of exorcisms and power over the demons.  They read the Hebrew satan and pega ra as “Satan” and “evil spirit” rather than “adversary” and “misfortune.”  What they claimed is that Solomon was the world’s most capable spiritual warrior, the soldier of God against the dark domain. “[A] quite plausible rendering for ancient and medieval readers obsessed with the role of demonic forces in their lives—makes Solomon into a master sorcerer.”
  In other words, one of the “gifts” bequeathed to Solomon in divine knowledge was the power over evil, the secret incantations that would put the Devil in his place.  And now, of course, we must recover those secret rites so we too can rebuke the Devil.  I have witnessed plenty of religious people who hold medieval images of Satan as if they were biblically based.  It makes me wonder how much of Dante is canonized.

What great lengths we go to in order to bolster our courage against perceived evil domains!  Perhaps we really want to be supermen instead of ordinary human beings in the grip of the mighty God.  I wonder if we don’t need to reconstruct our view of true humanity rather than attach another fable to our view of the adversary.  “May the Force be with you.”

Topical Index: Devil, Satan, rebuke, 1 Kings 5:4

February 25  Shabbat
February 26   Now I find woman more bitter than death; she is all traps, her hands are fetters and her heart is snares.  He who is pleasing to God escapes her, and he who is displeasing is caught by her.  Ecclesiastes 7:26  JPS

The Misogynist

More bitter – We are often disturbed with some of Paul’s statements about women.  With the wrong interpretation, they appear to treat women as second-class citizens, prohibited from exercising authority, forbidden to speak out, relegated to submission.  Of course, all of this depends on a long history of particularly poor exegesis.  Paul actually held very different views, as my book Guardian Angel demonstrates.  But if we were even slightly inclined to consider Paul an opponent of women, we can hardly overlook Qohelet’s scathing remark.  How in the world can a man who claims to have investigated everything in the world to its depths conclude that involvement with women is displeasing to God and more bitter than death?  This demands some serious examination.

The Hebrew is so politically incorrect that several translations attempt to remove its misogynistic tone.  For example, the ESV translates the passage as “I find something more bitter than death: the woman whose heart is snares and traps.”  You’ll notice that this translation removes a general comment about women by focusing only on one particular type of woman, namely, the one that we already agree is a problem.  This kind of translation is motivated by cultural acceptability, not linguistic integrity.  Qohelet is talking about all women whether we like it or not.
Certainly the rabbis do not agree with Qohelet’s assessment.  B. Yevamot 62b says, “Whoever is without a wife lives without good, without help, without happiness, without blessing, and without atonement.”  Rabbi Joshua ben Levi adds, “and without life and without peace.”

Other biblical passages oppose Qohelet.  Compare Proverbs 18:22 or 31:10, where the sage proclaims the value of women and their absolute necessity in family and community.  Are we to conclude that the Bible contains contradictory statements, or worse, that God’s inspired word is inconsistent when it comes to women?  I think not.  Ecclesiastes is unique and unusual in its entire approach to examining the human condition.  It is the only place in the entire biblical text that contains such blistering remarks, not only about women but about life in general.  As far as Qohelet is concerned, life boils down to this:  get it while you can!  Qohelet’s world is a world without revelation.  It is the world inside the box, inside the frame of human understanding—and consequently limited to what men can determine without a voice from beyond.  With that framework in mind, it’s little wonder the Qohelet is pessimistic.  He is a man without hope.  He sees a world full of pain and suffering, but he doesn’t see a God of grace.  He looks at the brief span of human life but sees nothing beyond the grave.  For Qohelet, life is a one way journey to death.  

When Qohelet thinks about women, he notices only the obstacles they present.  He certainly knows the power of lust, the shackles of sexual desire and the incredible longing for connection—but he hasn’t found what he is looking for.  There is no one for him.  A life-long quest becomes the fodder for another round of despair.  If he can’t find the connection he so desperately desires, and he has looked harder than anyone else, then he must conclude that such a desperate desire cannot be satisfied.  And women, in general, represent in living flesh precisely this deprivation.  “Once bitten, twice shy” leads Qohelet to the logical end—there is nothing to be found here except heartache.

Kierkegaard came to much the same conclusion, centuries later.  In spite of his deep love for a woman, he realized that the eventual end of any potential relationship would be sorrow—from death, denial or betrayal.  As a result, he never engaged in the relationship.  The anticipated pain overshadowed the immediate joy.  His action was self-fulfilling.  So is Qohelet’s.  Once I determine that the outcome is all negative, I exclude any possibility that the journey is still worth it.  We might apply the same logic to our daily walk with the Lord.  Would we continue if we were not assured of heavenly reward?  Would it still be worth the effort and the pain?  Qohelet’s world ends at the grave.  He determined that life wasn’t worth much this side of the tomb.  What about you?  If it all ended six feet under would you still find enough joy to continue?

Topical Index: women, reward,  more bitter than death, mar mimmawet, Ecclesiastes 7:26
February 27   but after we had already suffered and been mistreated in Philippi, as you know, we had the boldness in our God to speak to you the gospel of God amid much opposition.  1 Thessalonians 2:2  NASB

Really Good News

Gospel of God – In one of his excellent lectures on Paul, Dwight Pryor notes that the Pauline expression of the good news is not about salvation through the Messiah.  Paul consistently uses the phrase “gospel of God,” in Greek, euangelion tou theou.  Paul’s emphasis is on God’s faithfulness toward men, God’s redemptive action and God’s effort to bring in the Kingdom.  Of course, Yeshua as the Messiah plays a crucial role in this project, but it is YHVH who engineers it all.  It is God’s good news that energizes Paul.  In fact, this good news about God has so transformed Paul’s way of living that he is willing to suffer persecution and conflict to proclaim its truth.

That’s quite an admission.  Today we don’t pay much attention to this declaration.  We think that Paul endured opposition because he proclaimed the truth of Christianity, that Jesus was God in the flesh who died on the cross and rose from the dead in order for God’s wrath to be appeased so that we might be forgiven.  Virtually all of those beliefs are post-Constantine and/or products of the Reformation.  None would have been found on the lips of Paul.

First, Paul went to the Jews in the Diaspora.  Of course there were Gentiles in those assemblies, but with the exception of his lecture on Mars Hill, Paul consistently taught in synagogues.  The “good news” was primarily a Jewish concept.  It has implications for the Gentiles, but its foundation was found in the Tanakh and the God of the Tanakh.  The good news was simply this:  God is faithful.  He has not abandoned Israel or the covenant promises.  Yeshua is the proof of God’s faithfulness.  It’s time to wake up to what God is doing.

Secondly, the Hebrew Scriptures were the unquestioned authority behind Paul’s message.  There was never any question that Paul abandoned the views of the prophets or the obligation of the Torah given to Moses.  Paul’s idea of the good news came directly from God’s covenant with Israel, as he was wont to tell his audiences over and over.  Anyone who attempts to build a case for the “gospel” without inextricable involvement with the Tanakh is not speaking about Paul’s good news.  Without YHVH, the God of Israel (and all that this entails), there is no “good news.”

Finally, Paul’s message always involved conflict.  Since he spent a great deal of time teaching Jews and Jewish proselytes, we might conclude that the conflict was caused by his Christian interpretation of Scripture.  But once we realize that Paul was not a Christian,
 then the conflict he experienced could not have been the result of Christian theology versus Jewish practice.  The conflict was about something else, namely, the claim that God’s faithfulness was exhibited in Yeshua who was the expected Messiah.  The argument was not about Trinitarian issues.  It was about the Messianic claims of the Jewish man, Yeshua.  And in that time in Jewish history, anyone’s claim to be the Messiah was a hotly debated issue.

The good news of God is that God remained faithful.  He kept His promise.  The Messiah had come and the Kingdom was at hand.  Get on board!

Topical Index:  gospel of God, euangelion tou theou, Messiah, conflict, 1 Thessalonians 2:2
February 28   Now these things happened to them as an example, and they were written for our instruction, upon whom the ends of the ages have come.  1 Corinthians 10:11  NASB

Story Lessons

Happened to them – Did you notice the implication?  Paul writes that the events in the lives of the men and women in the Tanakh are also instructive.  He uses the Greek synebainen ekeinois, literally “walked together.”  If we really want Torah to be our guidebook for living, we will have to pay attention to the stories as well as the regulations.  What happened to these men and women as they walked along the way teaches us.  

Now you know why so many sermons use examples from the lives of the people of the Tanakh as springboards for application.  That’s what we are supposed to do with these personal histories.  Of course, that doesn’t mean we can ignore the regulations.  They are also vitally important.  But it’s much easier to just pretend everything is allegory.  Not so.  Events in the lives of these people are valuable insights into God’s way of living.  I’m sure you will agree.

Of course, this means that you need to know the lives of these people.  The Sunday School versions won’t cut it.  Most Hebrew stories are chronicles of personal involvement.  In other words, they are stories that are written in ways that require you, the reader, to insert yourself into the plot and feel what is happening as if you are playing a part.  So Hebrew stories are like outlines where you are expected to fill in the emotional overtones, the subplots, the character development and the hyperlinks to other parts of the Tanakh.  You’ll recall we recently notices that Solomon’s request for wisdom pushes us back to the Garden, with all of its subsequent issues.  You should have also noticed that the result of Solomon’s request ends up in commentary in Ecclesiastes where knowing it all is itself problematic and pushes us toward apathetic resignation.  You might remember that Abraham and Sarah relive some parts of the Adam and Havvah saga.  And, of course, there are lots of connections with Yeshua.  What you must do if you are going to read these stories as Hebraic is make the connections, add the emotion and act as if you are the storyteller, with all the animation and intonation necessary to make it all come alive.  Then you will know what the Tanakh is trying to teach you.

It’s time to put the coloring book images of biblical heroes and heroines away.  It’s time to reject the purified versions suitable for six-year-olds.  It’s time to take a serious look at the truly human characters who struggle with God and men—and persevere.  Start over.  Ask yourself how you would feel, how you would react, to those scenes in Scripture.  Maybe you’ll discover that the stories are still in process today.

Topical Index:  story, happened to them, synebainen ekeinois, 1 Corinthians 10:11
March 1 And Satan entered into Judas who was called Iscariot, belonging to the number of the twelve.  Luke 22:3  NASB

The Other Story

Satan entered – Most of us think that Judas conspired with Satan in the betrayal of Yeshua.  Somehow the Devil made him do it.  Of course, we ignore the human side of the story because it has been converted into an instance of spiritual warfare.  But Judas obviously didn’t start this way.  Something happened that allowed him to choose this path; something that wasn’t operating when he was chosen as a follower.  For most of us, Judas is the quintessential bad guy.  This verse “proves” it.  But I wonder if we aren’t a lot more like Judas than Paul (or maybe Paul is really like Judas too).  So I want to share something with you.  A story.  A bit of fiction about the human side of Judas.  See if you don’t find something familiar here.

This is an excerpt from a new book, coming very soon:

For the last few months the tension had been almost unbearable. Every time the group needed to make even the smallest purchase, he agonized that one of the others would question where the money had gone.  So he kept to himself.  He wasn’t inclined to be outspoken anyway.  For as long as he could remember, small sins had plagued him until they grew to be living inkblots, publicly staining his character.  More than once he had run from those who found him out. But he always knew how to survive.  That was it.  He was a survivor.  He didn’t need anyone.  He could take care of himself.  Maybe it was his upbringing.  Maybe it was the need to always be on guard.  He had learned early that no one really cared, really understood.  No one could really be trusted with his soul.  Yet, somehow, he thought that this time it would be different.  The leader seemed so confident, so unruffled by those around him, as though he were looking into a different dimension when he saw the same barren hillsides they traveled together. 

That alone would have been enough attraction.  But when this man actually invited him to join his special company, the call was irresistible.  Finally, here was someone who didn’t care about the mistakes of the past.  Finally, he met someone who seemed to put unbreakable trust back into his life.

“But the past is never erased, is it?” thought Judas to himself. Even when Jesus seemed to be the perfect answer to all of those internal struggles Judas had carried for years, it turned out to be just another pipe dream.  

Judas stood by the door to the second-floor stairway as his mind paced itself through the last three years.  He remembered how hopeful he had been when that call came to him.  A new start.  A chance to begin again.  And not alone, but with a recognized leader who had already gathered some respect for his miraculous works. What joy he had felt those first few months.  What power he had seen.  How wonderful it was to feel the envy of those poor hundreds who tried to get close to Jesus but couldn’t.  He was one of the chosen.  

Then the trouble started.  He had only himself to blame at first. A few coins held aside just for his personal use.  It was really a petty amount and, after all, look at the indignity they had to suffer at the hands of those hypocritical spiritual charlatans.  So he took just a pittance for himself, just for a little something to ease his troubled mind.  He was just trying to survive.  

No one really knew.  He had done it countless times before he joined this rag-tailed band of no-accounts.  Actually, now that he really thought about it, any one of them might have done the same had they been given the opportunity.  Just watching out for old Number One.  What was the harm in that?

Of course, he had to admit that he might have overstepped the bounds occasionally.  If he had just been a little more discreet. A little more cautious.  But then they were the ones who put him in charge of the funds, weren't they?  And if they were that stupid, then they deserved whatever they got.

That incident with the perfume, though, that was a real blunder. It still rankled him as he thought about that whore being given such honor.  Here he had trundled along behind this spineless merchant of doom for three years, watching him excite the crowds to near frenzy with his magical powers only to see him run off to hide in the desert.  How many times had he endured the personal humiliation of Yeshua’s refusal to step up to the challenge?  Why didn’t he use that power he had to drive out the scum of Rome and set up a real kingdom, one with power and glory?  How many times had he pleaded with Yahweh to get this leader in line?  Then they could all be wealthy, secure, important.  

But, no, that wasn’t good enough for this Messiah!  Instead he spent his time with the losers.  He even had that hated Matthew as part of the group.  What an insult!  Too bad it would end now, before Matthew could be humiliated for his past allegiance.  At least the personal affront of association with that low-life bastard would soon be finished.  It was just dumb luck that Matthew never kept track of the funds.  He certainly knew how.  But he was under the leader’s spell just like the rest of them – still thinking that the dream would come true.  

“Not me,” Judas muttered out loud.  His own voice surprised him.  “This really is getting to me,” he thought.  Soon enough it would be finished and he could get on with his life.  Three years wasted on this crusade.  Not soon enough to get out.  Not one day soon enough.   

Judas bristled.  His thoughts returned to the whore.  It was possible that Yeshua really liked the woman.  She certainly was attractive and probably great in bed.  But anyone who intends to lead a nation can’t be dragging common street whores around with him.  Yeshua should have waited just a little longer.  Once they had the upper hand, he could have had any woman he wanted.  

It was so humiliating.  Under those circumstances, complaining about the waste of money was justified.  “If only that damn tax collector hadn’t been so quick to give me the eye,” he muttered. That had nearly done it, right there.  It took every cunning fiber in his being to get them off the subject of expenses once he blurted out his complaint.  But he prevailed.  He bluffed them all. To this very day, no one really knew.  

The wind whipped around Judas’ tunic.  He pulled it closer to gather in his body warmth.  He hated to wait.  All his life he had hated waiting.  Being part of the masses.  Being treated like the common garbage that most people were.  “That’s what it really came down to,” he thought.  He just couldn’t take the disgrace of being unrecognized.  Those early days held so much promise.  Now that he looked back on them, even he had been duped. 

Anger shot through him now as he recalled those incidents when James and John and Simon were given special consideration.  How could Yeshua have been so blind?  Of all the possibilities, why would he choose two half-wit brothers who were nothing but Mama’s boys and that oaf of a fisherman?  That guy was so stupid he didn’t even know when to shut his own mouth.  

Judas remembered his humiliation when those three returned from the mountain top.  They couldn’t stop talking about this vision thing they had seen.  Why on earth would Yeshua overlook the chance of putting someone in the inner circle who really knew how to use power?   Someone like him.  At least he had the satisfaction of seeing that buffoon Simon put in his place with the conversation about Elijah.  Judas had enjoyed that.  Especially since his answer to the question was wrong.  

Buying a few favors with what’s-her-name had helped him forget too. There was something very satisfying about secretly knowing that he was using the same money that Simon had been given to get a little for himself.  

Now that he reflected on the disappointments that had led him to this night, he realized that none of the petty incidents with the other followers had really pushed him over the edge.  Of course, it was nice to know that he was about to put them all in their places. But none of them were the real cause.  They were all such sheep. Lead, follow or get out of the way.  That was his motto.  And those other eleven certainly needed to get out of the way.  

No, now that he thought about it, the real culprit was Yeshua.  If anyone were to blame for this night, it was Yeshua himself.  How many times had Yeshua made promises that he did not keep?  “I will give you living water so that you will never thirst.”  “My yoke is easy and my burden light.” “I have come that you might live life abundantly.”  Now, after three years of waiting, where was the living water that an army could use to cross the desert without thirst?  Where was the victory to make burdens light?  Where was the life of wealth and pleasure and abundance?  

Nowhere!  Nothing!  Not a single promise kept!  It sounded great. It looked great when the crowds stirred with anticipation.  But in the end, Yeshua got hung up on martyrdom.  

By the time they came to Jerusalem, Judas had made up his mind.  He had to get out.  His possible exposure was getting more and more risky.  He actually ran into one of his suppliers just that week. Fortunately, the others thought that he was simply discussing arrangements for food when he stopped to talk to the man.  In the city, anything could happen.  

Besides, the whole scheme was collapsing around him.  It certainly wasn’t his fault that their one-time leader was going schizoid on them.  First Yeshua marched into the temple and beat the hell out of those money changers.  Judas reached into his inside pocket and felt the glow of a few of the coins he had “rescued” from the temple floor.  Yeshua had the whole city buzzing with great expectations.  Then he began to talk about his death wish.  What nonsense!  How was he supposed to inspire confidence in the masses when he went around talking about death all the time? That really confirmed Judas’ suspicions.  The man just couldn’t cut it.  Time to take the money and run.

That’s when Judas realized how he might turn this personal disgrace into a little profit.  This should never have had to happen if Yeshua had only consulted him about making it to the top.  Judas knew the ways of the world.  A little here, a little there, and pretty soon people were under your control.  Sheep.  That’s what Yeshua had called them and he was right.  But they were sheep to be used, not to be given gifts that belonged to the more deserving.  Yeshua had lost it when he confused benevolence with benefit.  

It was great to be kind to the sheep, but there was a limit to compassion and charity.  Heaven knows that all those sheep were ready to do whatever he asked.  They would have gladly sacrificed themselves if he had only given them a vision of a new regime.  Judas knew it.  He felt it as he had felt nothing else in his life. “Yeshua should have done it my way,” he thought.  But instead of the strategy of powerful comrades, Yeshua spoke of being servants.  How ridiculous!  No one ever got anything by being a slave.  The rich get richer and the poor get poorer.  That was the real way of the world.

Judas flicked his eyes to the right when he heard the scrape of sandals on the stone.  There he was, coming along the alleyway. Judas stepped from the door just as the man passed. As he came up behind the messenger, he whispered, “'Evening, friend.”  The man jumped as if he had seen a spirit.

“You startled me,” he replied.

“You can never be too cautious, you know.  No one watches your back for you.”

Without another word, they strode off into the dark.  Soon they came to the courtyard of the high priest.  Judas stepped over the sill and ducked inside.
[END]

Did you find someone else in this little story?

“For evil could not exist without the Holy; it fed on the holiness of a mitzvah tinged with self-centeredness.”

Topical Index:  Judas, Satan, Luke 22:3

March 2  But perceiving that one group were Sadducees and the other Pharisees, Paul began crying out in the Council, “Brethren, I am a Pharisee, a son of Pharisees; I am on trial for the hope and resurrection of the dead!”  Acts 23:6  NASB
Religious Politics

Resurrection – We probably think that Paul used the belief in the resurrection as a way to create dissention between the jurors at this trial.  It certainly accomplished that, but not simply because one group believed in the resurrection and the other didn’t.  What is at stake here is a question of inspiration and authority.  Paul’s declaration doesn’t just touch on this dispute.  It questions the entire approach to Scripture by the Sadducees.

The Sadducees rejected the idea of the resurrection of the dead because it was not found in the Torah of Moses.  Is this because they viewed the Torah of Moses as eternal and timeless instruction but the rest of the Tanakh as conditionally dependent of historical circumstances?  Notice that non-canonical books include the idea of resurrection of the dead, and these books were recognized in the first century BCE, but that did not change the opinion of the Sadducees.  Basically, the Sadducees only accepted the official Torah of Moses, that is, the Pentateuch.  Everything else was commentary and was not authoritative.  The Pharisees accepted most of what we now have as Hebrew Scripture as equally inspired by God and equally authoritative.  Paul’s statement doesn't question just one doctrine.  It challenges everything these two groups thought about Scripture.

Amazingly, the Sadducees were the conservatives of the first century.  They held to established tradition and a closed canon.  The Pharisees were the liberals.  Their view of Scripture and canon was fluid.  They were open to new revelation.  In our day, they would be considered the neo-orthodox.  It’s ironic that we consider the Sadducees obstructionists and theologically incorrect when it was the Pharisees who were pushing the envelope of scriptural authority.  Two thousand years later we have reversed the opinion of who was right and who was wrong.  Of course, if your theology teaches that the resurrection is not biblical, then you simply cannot accept a claim that Yeshua rose from the dead.  The evidence doesn’t matter.  It simply is not allowed.  Two thousand years later we side with the liberals of the first century because we accept the evidence.  And we don’t even notice that we have adopted first century neo-orthodoxy.

Did the Sadducees believe in the one true God?  Absolutely!  Did they believe the revelation of God through Moses?  Without question!  But their paradigmatic commitment to only this much prevented them from entertaining anything else.  They got stuck while God continued.  Reflect on this for just a moment.  Then ask yourself, “Is it possible that I’m stuck in my paradigm commitments while God is moving on?”

Topical Index:  Sadducees, resurrection, anastasis, Acts 23:6, paradigm, neo-orthodoxy

March 3   Now accept the one who is weak in faith, but not for the purpose of passing judgment on his opinions.  Romans 14:1  NASB

Who’s Invited?
But – The first thing we should notice about this verse in the NASB is that “but” and “the purpose” are both in italics.  This means they are not in the original Greek text.  In fact, there are several other issues with this particular translation.  We could start with “Now accept.”  The Greek syntax does not begin the sentence with the verb.  The priority of this Greek sentence is “the one weak in faith.”  That comes first.  What do we usually think about people who are “weak in faith”?  Perhaps we need to remember that weakness is a vital element of God’s approach to men.  In fact, God Himself is described by terms like this.  Paul makes it perfectly clear that weakness is cause for rejoicing and that Yeshua demonstrated faithfulness in weakness.  That should correct our automatic assumption that weakness is always something bad.  Here, of course, it represents an aspect of character that needs improvement.  These are people who are on the growth curve—like all of us.  They are learning obedience—like all of us.  They haven’t arrived yet—like all of us.  You get the idea.  We are the ones who are weak in faith from someone else’s perspective.

How are we to treat these people?  Our translation says “Now accept,” but the Greek is quite a bit stronger.  The verb is proslambano, literally, “to take toward,” that is, to deliberately act in such a way that these people are carried into your circle.  This verb is usually translated, “welcome.”  What is the difference between “accept” and “welcome”?  If you reflect for a moment on your own experience, you will probably recognize that being accepted is not quite the same as being welcomed.  Acceptance often implies tolerance.  Welcome is much more inclusive.  Accepting you sometimes means that I consider myself superior and I allow you in my circle in spite of your inferiority.  But welcome means that I need you and am glad that you have arrived.  I suggest to you that Paul is of this opinion.  Those who are weak in faith are essential to the group.  They are to be sought after and welcomed because without them we become arrogant.

This helps us see why the second part of the verse doesn’t need the glosses of “but” and “the purpose.”  The ESV is better (except it also includes the gloss “but”).  It reads, “not to quarrel over opinions.”  What would be the point of welcoming someone just to have a verbal sparring partner?  Is that welcoming?  Of course not!  Welcoming another is an invitation to positive relationship.  Quarreling is its opposite.  We welcome those who are different because we need differences in order to grow.  The spiritual gene pool must be refreshed from the outside.  Being unequally yoked is not a prohibition against spiritual diversity.  

Here’s this lesson:  How do you respond to those who do not agree with you?  Are you welcoming those who are weaker (in your view, of course) because you need them?  Or are you accepting them so you can convert them to your way of seeing things?

Topical Index:  weak in faith, welcome, accept, proslambano, Romans 14:1
March 4  Shabbat
March 5  The one who eats is not to regard with contempt the one who does not eat, and the one who does not eat is not to judge the one who eats, for God has accepted him.  Romans 14:3  NASB

Let’s Eat

With contempt – Yesterday we learned something about welcoming those whose spiritual walk is different.  Hopefully we realized that Scripture values these individuals.  They are essential for the well-being of the entire assembly.  When we look down upon them because they are not as mature as we think we are, we diminish the entire group.  Our arrogance breeds division.  Ego has no place in the assembly, even if it is couched in “holy” terms.  It’s important to see that Paul’s initial exhortation to welcome those who are a little behind us on the path is followed by a statement about eating.  As we know, Hebrew thought is primarily practical.  It’s about how we live, not how we think.  And the most welcoming expression in the Hebraic world is a meal.  

“I’m so glad to see you.  I can’t wait to hear about your journey.  Hey, let’s get something to eat and you can tell me all about your discoveries.”  This is table fellowship, the very heart of welcoming.  Abraham, the father of hospitality, is the quintessential man of faith.  And in his practice, he runs to get the best meat and the best drink for the strangers who suddenly appear at his tent.  Should we not do the same?

In Paul’s first-century world, Jewish dietary restrictions could become a source of rejection.  “What?  You still eat cheeseburgers?”  “You still like baby-back ribs? Don’t you know that you are violating a commandment of God? How can I sit down to eat with you if your diet doesn’t conform to my view?”  Ah, but maybe the question should be, “How can I not sit down with you to show you that God’s love is bigger than that shrimp cocktail?”  Relationship trumps food, every time.  Of course, that doesn’t mean license to eat whatever I want anytime I want.  It means that every meal becomes a wonderful discussion about the Torah way of living.  It does not mean walking away!  Peter did that once.  We all know the outcome.

Why does Paul treat eating as the prime example of welcoming?  Because eating is life!  Eating was a differentiator in the Roman world.  Those who came to faith in the Messiah from Gentile cultures knew next to nothing about kosher diets.  They were Roman!  But they could learn.  Imagine the tragedy of telling someone that he was not accepted in the assembly because he didn’t realize Torah included what to eat.  Imagine how you would feel if someone told you that you weren’t welcome because you didn’t:

1.  think the same thing about baptism

2.  eat the same foods 

3.  wear the same clothing – or ritual attire

4.  pray the same prayers

5.  espouse the same beliefs

What matters is being included while we are traveling on the way.  Eating is only the beginning.  If we are children of Abraham, we must set aside those obstacles to fellowship in order to enjoy each other’s company.  Learning to trust each other comes first.  All the rest will eventually work itself out.  And I’m not in a hurry.

Topical Index:  eating, with contempt, fellowship, Romans 14:3
March 6  but just as it is written,  “Things which eye has not seen and ear has not heard,

And which have not entered the heart of man, all that God has prepared for those who love Him.”  1 Corinthians 2:9 NASB
Imagine That

Have not entered – Another disappointing day.  Another round of the routine.  Another onerous obligation.  I imagine life without these annoyances.  Swinging in a hammock between two palms overlooking the bright blue waters of a warm sea, a refreshing drink in hand, laughter of enjoyable company, free of physical pains.  And that’s just the start.  I can imagine quite a bit more.  Opulence.  Strength.  Insight.  The joys of mind and heart.  I can quite easily construct the imaginary world where I feel at home, cared for and sufficient.  This makes me wonder what Paul could possibly have in mind when he tells me that the things God has prepared have not even entered my heart.  I have a very robust and active imagination.  How is it possible that God’s intentions are so incredible that I haven’t even come close to picturing them?

Perhaps we’re on the wrong track completely.  Paul’s reference to the Tanakh is a loose reference to Isaiah 64:4 (64:3 in the LXX).  But the Isaiah passage is not about some wonderful “heavenly” circumstances still to come.  In fact, while the Isaiah passage is in a future tense, Paul’s citation changes it to a past tense.  The Isaiah passage seems to be directed specifically to men in Isaiah’s time while Paul expands the range to include everyone.  So Paul isn’t really using Isaiah as a “proof text.”  He is merely using Isaiah as a springboard to introduce a new thought.  What is that new thought?  It is not that God’s eventual reward is so marvelous that we can’t even comprehend what is in store for us.  That is an ego-driven wish-fulfillment aberration.  God probably doesn’t have a black Lamborghini in store for me.  What Paul is talking about is the revelation of the mysterious way God accomplished salvation.  That is what men couldn’t imagine!  The dramatic intervention of God was something no human being could have ever conceived.  Furthermore, Paul’s reference to the passage in Isaiah adds one other important point.  Understanding what God actually did is not a function of intelligence.  God has revealed this amazing mystery to those “who love Him.”  It is love and devotion, not cognitive apprehension, that allows us to experience something hidden in the divine plan.  

I have often read this verse as if there is a great treasure in store for me, something far beyond my wildest imagination.  I have read this verse as if it were God’s promise to give me more than I could want.  In other words, I let my ego determine that God is a personal genie, ready and willing to grant me more than I can dream.  But that is a mistake.  God has already provided what I could not imagine.  He rescued me.  At the core of my being I could never have imagined that rescue could happen for me.  But it did.  Amazing!

Topical Index:  have not entered, imagination, rescue, Isaiah 64:4, 1 Corinthians 2:9
March 7  I gave you milk, not solid food, for you were not yet ready for it. Indeed, you are still not ready. You are still worldly. For since there is jealousy and quarreling among you, are you not worldly? Are you not acting like mere humans?  1 Corinthians 3:2-3  NASB

Eating Healthy

Still not ready – We all want the healthy stuff, right?  We want the full meal, the meat and potatoes, the diet that gives us spiritual strength and insight.  But are we ready?  Unfortunately, it doesn’t appear that we are.  Notice what Paul says about those who are still on baby food.  They aren’t ready for the real meal because they have the wrong doctrines, right?  No, sorry, they aren’t ready because they don’t follow the same rituals?  Oh, wrong again.  They aren’t ready because they attend that other assembly.  No, again.  Paul’s entry requirement to the banquet hall is rather startling.  The reason for a continual diet of baby food is jealousy and arguing.  Until we get over the ego issues, we can’t get to the adult’s table.

If what Paul’s says is true, then you and I are surrounded by a world of babies.  Everywhere I go there is jealously and arguing.  The Greek terms help us see the bigger problem.  Zelos (jealousy) is that fervent desire to have it my way.  In the early Church fathers, this Greek word is used in the sense of envy, to have what is yours simply because I want it.  This attitude is competitive and aggressive.  It is the, “You’re wrong, I’m right.  Shut up!” environment.  Of course, we can be jealous with civility.  We just dismiss the actions and thoughts of others.  “It’s too bad that they don’t get it, but isn’t it nice that we have the truth.”  According to Paul, this life style keeps us on strained peas.

“Quarreling” is the Greek term eris.  It is strife, contention, intransigent debate.  You and I have seen plenty of this in religious circles.  We don’t discuss anymore.  We argue.  We fight to claim we are right.  And most of all, we act as though we have nothing more to learn.  We are the guardians of the true gospel and anyone who questions us is anathema.  Between 303 CE and 428 CE the whole Christian world was caught up in this kind of attitude.  As a result, the Church murdered its own, claiming that God demanded the removal of those who did not agree.  Instead of killing each other, we just start a new assembly.  That way we don't have to repent over the graves we left behind.

Paul’s assessment?  “Are you not acting in typical human ways.”  The NASB adds “merely,” but the message is pretty clear.  You will not eat at God’s table until you give up your need to be right.  If jealousy, envy and strife are present, don’t expect to grow.  In fact, Paul might even call you sinners.  Perhaps the first step we need to take in this spiritual diet is a trip to the mirror.  If you discover that the person staring back at you has to be right, rejects any alternative, competes for prominence and won’t budge an inch, you might notice a severe malnutrition is setting in.

Topical Index:  still not ready, jealousy, zelos, quarreling, eris, diet, 1 Corinthians 3:2-3
March 8  Now He was telling them a parable to show that at all times they ought to pray and not to lose heart,  Luke 18:1  NASB

Spiritual Discouragement

Not to lose heart – me enkakein.  The Greek is the conditional negative (me) plus the verb enkakeo.  Literally it means something like, “Under these circumstances don’t be treated badly.”  The verb actually comes from the root kakos, “evil.”  So enkakeo means, “to be treated badly.”  But in the context of Luke 17, it means to grow weary, to slack off, to allow difficulties to interfere with the goal.  Yeshua tells his disciples the parable of the unjust judge and the widow in order to exhort them to keep going no matter what!  In the end, faith is perseverance.  It is not giving up.  “Faithfulness” is a more appropriate  translation than “faith” because in our Western world “faith” often means something cognitive.  But Yeshua is speaking about action.  Is the world making life difficult?  Are circumstances and emotions hindering your relationships?  Are you feeling discouraged?  Keep going!  Faithfulness is picking yourself up, remembering who you are and who God is, and pressing on.  You might not have all the right answers.  In fact, you might be feeling as if you no longer have any of the answers.  It doesn’t matter.  Keep going.  Take the next step forward.  Yes, it might not seem to make much difference.  Yes, it will feel as if it’s just the same thing all over again.  But do it anyway.  Don’t get sucked into myopic analysis.  Just make the move.  Put your foot forward.  Try once more.

A crisis of faith isn’t usually a monumental event.  Most of us don’t feel compelled to nail ninety-five proclamations to a door or debate with erudite scholars or confront demonic forces.  Most of us encounter our personal crisis of faith in nearly invisible moments when the futility of it all overwhelms us.  We might even be reading Scripture and suddenly we realize that we aren’t managing very well, we are still struggling with the same old sins, we are confronted with our failures or we begin to doubt that all those words really make much difference.  Maybe we find that we feel alone, abandoned, inconsequential.  Maybe we acknowledge that we have been waiting for God to show up for a very long time—and it hasn’t happened.  Maybe we are just tired of fighting.  We wish yisra’el did not mean, “to struggle with God and men.”  Most of the time a crisis of faith is the result of weariness.  We didn’t think it would take so long.  We hoped for something else.  We just want to stop.

But, in the words of an ancient king, “maybe God will change His mind.”  Maybe the next instant will be the healing moment.  Maybe freedom from oppression is right around the corner.  Maybe our cries will be heard.  Maybe splanchnon
 will arrive unexpectedly.  You never know.  

Spiritual discouragement is a symptom of hopelessness.  And in Scripture, hopelessness is forbidden to those who know YHVH.  Hopelessness is a lie no matter how you feel.
Topical Index:  me enkakein, enkakeo, not lose heart, treat badly, hope, Luke 18:1
March 9   I will ask the Father, and he will give you another helper who will be with you forever.  John 14:16  NASB

Going and Coming

Another helper – We all know this Greek word, Paraklete, “the Helper.”  Growing up in the Western Church, we were told that this is a circumlocution for the Holy Spirit.  This verse in John is typically used to establish the person of the Holy Spirit, the “other” helper who will come after Yeshua leaves.  Sure enough, the Greek text reads allos parakleton, an accusative, singular, masculine noun.  This construction indicates that the 
Paraklete is the direct object of the Father’s action.  “He will give another helper.”  

Now let’s put this into Jewish/Hebraic thought.  The “spirit” is the personal power of the presence of YHVH or His Messiah.  There is no person called the Holy Spirit.  In fact, until about 380 CE, there wasn’t even any official doctrine about the “Spirit” in Christianity.  In Jewish thinking, the “spirit” is the expression of God’s action among men, whether it is found in Genesis 1:2, at Sinai, in the words of the prophets or in the life of the Messiah.  It is God personally displayed.
 

Given this Jewish idea, I want to point out an interesting connection.  Yeshua tells us that the role of this personal presence of YHVH is to “convict the world concerning sin and righteousness and judgment” (John 16:8), to provide encouragement (John 14:18)
 and to testify of the Messiah (John 15:26).  We might summarize these functions as offering truthful criticism and conviction, providing nourishing support and witnessing to God’s great gift in the Messiah.  Here’s the interesting connection.  This is essentially the role of the ‘ezer kenegdo, the woman of Genesis 2.  She is to offer truthful criticism to her husband in order that he maintains a life of righteousness.  She is to judge his intentions and actions in light of God’s goodness.  She is to provide nourishment, encouragement and support when he is in alignment with God’s purposes.  And she is to be the embodiment of God’s offer of forgiveness.  Maimonides points out that the unusual preposition kenegdo entails the action of both coming and going.  It means to draw toward when the husband is following YHVH, and to pull away when he is not.  Could it be that Yeshua’s departure is also one side of the mystery of the ‘ezer kenegdo while the Paraklete is the other?  “Going and coming” seem to be a pattern in God’s interactions with men.  Maybe one of these patterns is the going to the Messiah because of the evil of this age and the coming of God’s presence to bring about the ‘olam ha’ba.  

Of course, this is probably a stretch.  It’s probably more than the text will support.  But we do know that YHVH deliberately designed the ‘ezer kenegdo after His own character and we know what she is supposed to do.  Why wouldn’t the Messiah’s role also include these intentions?

Topical Index:  Paraklete, ‘ezer kenegdo, John 14:16
March 10  You blind Pharisee, first clean the inside of the cup and of the dish, so that the outside of it may become clean also.  Matthew 23:26  NASB
The Inside-Out Problem

First – Since we are going to explore the word protos (Greek for “first”), it’s probably useful to first note that Yeshua’s scathing remark is not aimed at all Pharisees.  No, he is addressing those who held a particular theological view about the relationship between inner intention and outer action.  His invective, pharisaie typhle, is very strong language, especially for those who claimed to be the spiritual leaders in their communities.  In fact, this is a good place to notice that Yeshua breaks our mold of the mild, gentle and loving Messiah.  This is direct and aggressive confrontation bordering on insult.  


OK, we see that.  Now what about this inner-outer problem?  Notice Heschel’s remark on the same issue.  “This assertion—that what goes on in one’s inner life is of decisive importance—came as a shock to the stalwart guardians of tradition.  Had they not always taught that the essence of Jewish living was in the doing?  That inwardness, good intentions were desirable but not indispensable?  Was it not an established principle that the value of good deeds remained unimpaired, even when devoid of good intentions?  Many authorities had even questioned whether good deeds needed to be accompanied by good intentions.”
  

Heschel’s insight says something important about Yeshua as Messiah.  He actually raised this issue.  Jewish history includes a man who challenged this tradition.  Do you find it intriguing that Jewish sages were caught off-guard by Yeshua’s declaration?  If there is anything typical of Jewish faith it is tradition!  And here the Messiah is questioning (read “confronting”) a tradition; a tradition that put all of the emphasis on outer action.  In fact, Yeshua is going even further.  He is saying that outer action makes no difference unless there is proper inner intention.  Please remember that this issue was already of significant concern to other rabbis.  Yeshua is not raising a new problem.  He is merely siding with those who were already grappling with the coherence between inner intention and outer action.  Yeshua is challenging one tradition and declaring it inadequate.  God wants more than outward compliance.

It is unfortunate that the Christian Church read this as an attack on all Jewish thought.  It wasn’t!  It is even more unfortunate that the Christian Church ignored the implication of the word protos.  Yeshua is not saying that only inner motivation matters.  He is saying that inner intention comes first in a sequence that results in outer action.  His statement never suggests that the only thing that really counts is what happens in our hearts.  What happens in our hearts is the first thing that matters as we move toward outer obedience.  There are no grounds here for saying that Torah has been set aside in favor of inner spiritual submission.  First clean the inside in preparation for outward obedience.  

In the end, both extremes are inadequate.  It is just as insufficient to claim that it is just a matter of the heart as it is to claim that outward obedience is enough.  The real solution is both, and that’s what makes it so difficult.  If I only have to comply, my inner life can still resist, debate and rebel.  But if I only have to have the right heart attitude, I might never actually change how I behave.  We know that both must be present but we struggle to find the means to stand before the Lord with heart in hand.

Topical Index:  protos, first, Pharisees, heart, obedience, Matthew 23:26
March 11  Shabbat

March 12  The Lord was sorry that He had made man on the earth, and He was grieved in His heart.  Genesis 6:6  NASB
The Impassible God

Grieved – Does God cry?  Is He distressed about our condition?  Does He lament His decision to create this very broken world?  Theologians struggled with these questions, not because the Scripture is ambiguous.  It isn’t!  God feels, and in some cases, He feels terrible.  The reason theologians struggled with these verses is because they adopted a Greek philosophical concept of perfection.  They listed perfection as one of God’s essential attributes.  And perfection means that nothing can change.  If something is perfect, then any addition to it is unnecessary, and, in fact, a clear, logical indication that it wasn’t really perfect in the first place.  If something is perfect, then nothing can be taken away from it without making it less than perfect.  So if God is perfect according to this philosophical concept, it is simply impossible for Him to feel.  Why?  Because feelings are the epitome of things that change.  Rather than have a God who changes, theologians chose to alter the meaning of the text.  This verse, and others like it, are anthropomorphic, that is to say, they aren’t really about God at all.  They are only here because they make us feel better.  They portray God as if He were human, but, of course, we all know better.  God doesn’t cry!

This philosophical commitment means that our biblical text doesn’t really describe God at all.  That’s bad enough, but the really horrible implication is that God doesn’t share any of our emotional experience, not because He chooses not to but because as God He cannot.  God is a being without emotion.  How does that make you feel?

It seems to me that we must absolutely reject this philosophical assumption.  Yes, we will have to face many other implications involved with this rejection, but we will have a God who feels our plight, who agonizes over us and His decisions, who actually listens to our prayers with the intention of doing something about them.  I believe that if there is a truly personal God, He is emotionally involved.  He really was sorry He made Man.  He really was grieved about what happened.  And He still is.

“ . . . my grief is God’s grief.  If there is some consolation in the anguish that is shared by many, the anguish shared by the Divine Presence is far more than a consolation.”

God hurts and He can be hurt.  My relationship with Him involves disappointment, betrayal, anguish, heartache—on both sides—and joy, pleasure, excitement, relief.  It is a personal relationship, not an acknowledgement of some ultimate principle.  God is not the unmoved mover.  He is constantly emotive, just like us.  

“How does that make you feel?” is a legitimate exegetical question.
Topical Index: anthropomorphism, emotions, grieved, Genesis 6:6
March 13  “Otherwise it will come about, as soon as my lord the king sleeps with his fathers, that I and my son Solomon will be considered offenders.”  1 Kings 1:21  NASB

Bathsheba’s Sin?

Offenders – The NASB translation of hattaim tries to avoid the implication of the root word hata.  That’s because the root is usually translated “sin,” and thus we would read, “I and my son Solomon will be considered sinners.”  Actually, it might even be stronger than this.  “Will be considered” is also an attempt to soften the blow.  We might literally translate this as “I and my son Solomon have become sinners.”  Of course, it’s very unlikely that Bathsheba raises this concern with David on his deathbed.  She isn’t worried about being a sinner.  She is worried that she and Solomon will be executed after David dies because the new king will consider them a threat to his throne.  Clearly, we need to modify the meaning of hattaim in this context.  The rabbis recognize this.

“. . . in the Book of Kings I (1:21). King David is on his deathbed and his wife, Bathsheba, comes to him and says, ‘If Solomon does not become king after you then Solomon and I will be chataim.’ Solomon and Bathsheba will be sinners? It means that Solomon and Bathsheba will not reach their potential, will not make the grade, will not measure up.”
 (Please note that the online article in the footnote is critically important.)

The point of this translation exercise is not about the politics of ancient kings.  The point is that hata is not about sin.  “What?  Are you saying that just because it can’t mean ‘sinners’ in this instance, the root word isn’t about moral corruption and guilt?”  Yes, that’s what I’m saying.  AISH, an online Jewish site, notes:

“Off target,” “not reaching the mark,” “mistake,” and “unintentional” are all indications that the word chait does not mean “sin.”  A more accurate translation of the Hebrew chait is “error” or “mistake.”  People don't “sin.” People make mistakes. After all, we are human. And the Jewish way is to learn from our mistakes. We apologize, clean up any mess, and move on with life.

Of course, there can be real ramifications to our mistakes.

Does this change your view of your own struggles with “sin”?  Do you wonder how much of your critical self-assessment is really the result of a long cultural history of Platonism via Augustine and Luther?  Do you feel the same emotional trauma about “mistake” as you do about “sin”?  How much of our constant spiritual deprecation is really Protestant culture, not biblical exegesis?  When you make a mistake, with God or men, do you feel as though you deserve Hell, or do you just clean up the mess and get on with living?

Topical Index:  sin, hata, AISH, 1 Kings 1:21
March 14  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 Impossible Truth

Truth - “Love and Truth are the two ways that lead the soul out of the inner jungle.  Love offers an answer to the question of how to live.  In Truth we find an answer to the question of how to think.  This division, however, is dangerous and arbitrary.  There is love at the heart of Truth.  But is there Truth in our heart, in our love?  Significantly, ‘love’ is both a noun and a verb.  Yet ‘truth’ is never a verb . . .  It is impossible to find Truth without being in love, and it is impossible to experience love without being truthful, without living Truth.”

If Yeshua is the truth, does that mean He has all the answers?  Heschel’s insight implies that this is the wrong question.  Truth is found only in the context of love and love is the emotive, psycho-physical experience of being valued and valuing another.  Frankly, it has very little to do with being right.  There are plenty of people in the world who are right but are far from experiencing or giving love.  Unfortunately, a lot of these people are attendees at our gatherings.  I say “attendees” because without the truth-love component they are not really members or participants.  They are walking dictionaries of dogma.  In order to have any relationship at all with them, you must first agree to conform to their true propositions.  But by the time you take the step to do that, you realize that this isn’t a relationship at all.  It’s a catechism.

If Yeshua is the truth, then we cannot have an encounter with Him or enjoy a longer relationship with him until we experience love.  That might sound easy, but it isn’t.  You see, love is essentially vulnerability.  It’s being naked and not ashamed.  No, it’s not about going to the beach.  It’s about letting others see into me.  That is perhaps the most difficult human adventure one could ever imagine.  We have lots to hide.  Vulnerability requires transparency.  And if that’s what love really is, then Yeshua’s claim is the most powerful human transformation on earth.  He is basically saying that he is the fully human, totally transparent, willingly vulnerable man ready to enter into relationship with you and me without preconditioned belief statements.  I don’t have to be doctrinally approved in order to experience love.  I just have to be willing to remove my protective shell.  

That’s kind of a relief.  Theology is usually too much for me.  All those arguments.  All that debate.  It’s so complicated.  I long for someone to just say, “It doesn’t matter if you’re right or wrong.  I care for you.”  I’m so tired of trying to be right—and discovering later that I still got it wrong.  But I never tire of the longing to be accepted.  If Yeshua is the truth, then he believes in me even when I don’t.  He desires to involve me even when I want to run away.  He doesn’t give up on me even when I give up on him.  He loves me because he can.  And that’s the truth.

Topical Index:  truth, love, John 14:6

“Love and Truth are the two ways that lead the soul out of the inner jungle.”  Today you can order The Hidden Beast: Confronting the Enemy Within, my latest book, and discover how truth and love lead us out of addictive habits.

CLICK HERE
March 15  But it is not as though the word of God has failed. For they are not all Israel who are descended from Israel;  Romans 9:6 NASB

Paul’s Anti-Semitism

Descended – Isn’t it nice that the NASB glossed the Greek text so that it fits our politics.  The Greek is literally, “not all who are out of Israel this Israel” where the pronoun houtos (“this”) has about thirty different possible meanings.  Of course, the Church made a lot of this awkward expression, claiming that the true Israel is now the Christian Church.  The impact of this manifest destiny theology has been a horrendous blight on human history.  Gregory Baum wrote something nearly twenty years ago that articulates the audacity of this exegesis.
In recent Christian theology we find principally two ways of relativizing the Christian claims.  The first way removes Christianity’s monopoly on divine grace by regarding Jesus as the visible embodiment of a divine principle operative, in a hidden way, in the entire history of men.  This approach is a version of the ancient Logos Christology: Jesus is identified with the divine Logos that is creating the cosmos and redeeming the history of men.  Thanks to the omnipresence of the Logos, divine grace is available to people wherever they are; even the world religions may become mediators of salvation, even though this grace is fully and completely embodied only in the man Jesus.  This theology of universal grace, developed by Protestant thinkers in the nineteenth century and by Catholic thinkers such as Maurice Blondel and Karl Rahner in the twentieth, was able to influence the teaching of Vatican II and create the doctrinal basis for the Catholic Church’s new openness to the world religions and to secular culture in general.  According to this new approach, grace is as universal in human life as sin, and more abounding.  . . . according to this theology, other religions inasmuch as they are authentic are implicit Christianities destined to be superseded by explicit Christianity.  They are provisional and partial,  . . . We are left with a theology which, in a more refined form, negates Jewish existence as an abiding historical reality.  Judaism and the other world religions are stages on the way to the Church.  If Jews were faithful to their divine call, they would cease to exist as Jews.

When people suggest that the Jews are “incomplete Christians,” they are essentially espousing a deeply seated anti-Semitism based on the idea that Christianity is the destiny of the world.  This, of course, treats Yeshua as “Jesus,” the universal man.  He is himself a disguised Christian, pretending to be Jewish in order to show the world that Judaism has been supplanted.  This theology allowed Christians to murder Jews by the thousands because they refused to acknowledge the “truth.”  It continues today, especially in the claim that Paul founded the Christian Church.  Isn’t that obvious?  Just read this line in Romans!

It is critically necessary to stop this nonsense!   Perhaps you will need to re-examine your own version of manifest destiny and see if there is any hint that Judaism is just a stepping stone to the real Messiah.  Perhaps you need to repent of your own implicit anti-Semitism when you go to Church on Sunday and imagine that you are serving the God of Israel.  Perhaps you need to apologize to those who keep Torah, who desire to follow the God who involved Himself primarily with Israel and whose Messiah was Jewish to the core.

Or you could just go on pretending that history doesn’t matter and Paul was a Christian.

Topical Index:  anti-Semitism, Rosemary Ruether, Gregory Baum, manifest destiny, Romans 9:6
March 16  Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit,  Matthew 28:19  NASB
Fire Escape
Go - An article by Greg Laurie
 uses the image of your neighbor’s house on fire to spur you toward evangelism.  Laurie asks, “Wouldn’t you do something to save the occupants?”  His analogy suggests that passing by your neighbor without rescuing them from “a fate even worse than a house fire” is unconscionable.  Laurie claims that our motivation should reflect God’s desperate concern for the lost.  “The last thing God wants is to send any man or woman—deeply loved by Him and made in His very image—to this place called Hell.  That’s why He sent Jesus to live a perfect life, to die a perfect death on the cross for our sins, and then to rise from the dead.”
  This is why you should, no, you must, share your faith and lead others to Christ.  “I have found that the happiest Christians are the evangelistic ones,” he says.
  

There is little doubt that God desires sinners to return to Him.  Scripture is quite clear about the joy in heaven when someone turns away from a destructive path.  But it seems important to notice two difficulties with Laurie’s view.  The first is the standard claim that Jesus died the perfect death on the cross for our sins.  I can find no scripture that supports this claim.  It sounds good, but it raises some crucial questions.  First, what does he mean by “a perfect death”?  Is any death perfect?  Doesn’t God find all death an offense to His intended design?  And what characterizes the death of the Messiah as “perfect?”  Was it any different than any other crucified man in the first century?  Of course, what Laurie probably has in the mind is the meaning of the Messiah’s death, but even that raises problems.  As I have tried to show in my book Cross Word Puzzles, no Jewish believer in the first century would have considered the cross a place of atonement.  Furthermore, Yeshua himself indicates that his death was not about forgiveness of sins.  The whole cosmos is involved in this event, not just human sinners.  Laurie’s view might be typical but it is far too narrow to explain what happened on the cross.  Finally, Laurie’s understanding of the gospel is just as truncated.  In his view, the gospel is the good news of Christ’s death for the forgiveness of my sins.  But closer examination of “gospel” as used in the first century shows that the good news is not about the death of the Messiah but rather about the validation of the kingdom of God on earth and the faithfulness of God.  Yeshua says as much in his discussion with Pilate.

These objections lead us to ask, “What does sharing the gospel really mean?”  I would suggest that the real message your neighbor needs to hear is the message of life, not death.  Death is an inevitable reality for us.  Death is the enigma of life.  What does it all mean if we are going to die?  What is the purpose of living if it is all swept away in the grave?  Answers to these questions speak to everyone.  It isn’t necessary for me to recognize that I am a sinner in order to acknowledge my concern about dying.  The really good news is that God has established an eternal kingdom and death will not be the end.  If we share the evangelical gospel with the intent of rescuing others from Hell, we provide a fire escape.  But if we communicate the message that life matters—now and in the future—we provide meaning today and tomorrow.  I am not afraid of Hell, that “place” somewhere after life is over (if there really is such a place).  Of course, I don’t want to spend eternity in torment and torture.  But what matters right now is not what happens later.  Today I am afraid of living without meaning, of existing day-to-day without purpose.  I don’t need a fire escape.  I need a drink in the desert.

Topical Index: evangelism, Matthew 28:19, Greg Laurie, cross, Hell

March 17  Jesus said to them, “The Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the Sabbath.  Mark 2:27  NASB
New News?

Made for man – Because we have so little working knowledge of the rabbinic material, we often think that Yeshua was the original author of many apparent modifications of biblical regulations.  That actually isn’t the case, as we shall see.  But the reason we don’t recognize the continuity of Yeshua’s teaching with prior rabbinic development is also the result of a deliberate Christian anti-Semitism.  In other words, the Christian world intentionally suppressed knowledge of the rabbis and sages because they were Jewish and the Church desperately needed to distance itself from Jewish expressions.  The Church maintained that it was the spiritual successor of Judaism; that it had surpassed Jewish thought and experience.  With this in mind, it could hardly continue to teach that the rabbis, not Yeshua, really developed the ideas that the Messiah taught.  No, the Church needed a way to claim uniqueness, and there was no better avenue than to force a disconnect between the rabbis and the new Christian Christ.  

Over the centuries, few Christians ever realized that most of Yeshua’s teachings were either repetitions of prior rabbinic material or extensions of ideas that began with the rabbis.  Most Christians were taught that “Jesus” was radically different than the rabbis, that he opposed their legalism and taught a new religious order.  In fact, most Christians were taught that Jesus was the first Christian, giving up the outmoded Jewish way in favor of divine grace.  

But the truth is quite a bit different.  “That the Sabbath was made for man and not man for the Sabbath was also a familiar Pharisaic principle, which recognized the need to modify Sabbath law to accommodate basic human needs.  So, too, was the principle that it is the inner motivation that determines the righteousness of an act, and not just the external form.”
  Notice Ruether’s adjective “familiar.”  Yeshua’s statement about the Sabbath was familiar, that is, common knowledge.  He was not giving a new ruling.  Everyone knew Shabbat was modified when necessary.  It still is today.  So why did we grow up thinking that Yeshua’s statement radically altered Jewish thinking?  Why do we believe that Yeshua opposed the Pharisees when his teaching is virtually identical?  The answer is simple and condemning.  We were taught an anti-Semitic gospel and we didn’t even know it.  Perhaps we should read the lessons from 400 years of rabbinic development before we continue to claim that God revealed new truth in His son.  Perhaps Yeshua was much more a product of his own time and culture than the Church wishes to admit.  Perhaps admitting such is so damaging to the elevated Christian Christ that it simply can’t be allowed.

Topical Index:  Sabbath, man, rabbis, Mark 2:27

March 18  Shabbat

March 19   but sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and reverence;   1 Peter 3:15 NASB 
Holy Ground

Sanctify – What does “sanctify the Messiah as Lord” really mean?  When you think of the term “sanctify,” what images come to mind?  Do you think of the sanctuary, a place of holiness?  Do you imagine something without guilt or sin?  Do you think of acts of consecration?  Sacraments?  In our culture, all of these are related to this word, but in ancient times, “sanctify” was connected to the Canaanite root qds (qadosh).  It was used to describe the ground around the burning bush, the festival days, the tithe, certain offerings and, by extension, the name of YHVH.  Perhaps the most important thread in all these uses is the idea of awe and holiness.  To “sanctify” the Messiah is to treat him with awe and recognize his holy status.

But how do we do that?  According to Peter, this is first a matter of the heart.  It begins by acknowledging his authority over us.  It continues by submitting to his instruction.  It ends when our lives are in alignment with his.  In other words, sanctify is more than entering some holy place.  It is altering our lives so that our thoughts and behavior exhibit his character.  Paul says much the same thing when he exhorts us to take every thought captive.  Sanctification begins with what we think about and it ends with what we do about it.

With this in mind, it’s pretty easy to see who is sanctifying Yeshua as Messiah.  Just listen and observe.  What these people say and what they do will demonstrate their submission to the Messiah.  In fact, if this is really happening, it is more than likely that others will ask for an explanation.  That’s another sign of alignment.  If people aren’t asking you about the way you live, maybe you’re missing something.  

Finally, we should notice that Peter tells his readers to be ready to defend their faith.  Does this mean that we should all take a class in apologetics?  I don’t think so.  Giving an account of the hope in you is not providing proofs for God’s existence or moral arguments for biblical ethics.  The Greek is apologia.  The idea is providing a personal witness about what happened to you and why your life is different.  Of course, this assumes that your life is different.  Different enough for others to notice.  Something about you has changed and other people want to know why.  This is not formal justification.  This is person-to-person dialogue—with gentleness and reverence for the other person.  This is not harsh debate.  This is hand-holding, eye contact, intimate conversation.  

We all have opportunities to “defend” our faith.  What is often missing is the personal connection in the process.

Topical Index:  sanctify, hagiazo, defend, apologia, 1 Peter 3:15
March 20   Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth.  2 Timothy 2:15 KJV

The End of Education

Study - “It is easier to study than to pray.  It is harder to become a God-fearing person than a scholar.  The evil spirit permits learning.”

Heschel’s comment sends shock waves through our Greek orientation.  We read this Pauline verse as an exhortation to scholarship.  We went to Bible studies.  We bought books.  We listened to sermons and took notes.  We discussed (and argued).  We learned the languages.  We thought that we had to know in order to approach God correctly.  

We were mistaken.  

YHVH revealed Himself to ex-slaves.  While these were not simple people, they were certainly not erudite.  They were the am ha’eretz, the people of the earth, often looked down upon by even their own religious authorities.  We do much the same thing.  Simple faith is viewed as inadequate, uneducated, lazy.  But Heschel is right.  It is harder to pray than to study.  I know.  Maybe you do too.  I want to pray.  I want to let God into my very personal conversation.  I want to feel His presence in the quiet space of my life.  But I find it so much easier to investigate the grammar of Ruth 1:17 than to push aside the constant barrage of distraction when I turn to prayer.  Prayer takes enormous work for those of us whose lives are filled with “reasonableness.”  We are in strange territory.  We know the landscape of scholarship but in this neck of the woods we are lost.  Perhaps that’s because prayer is not something I can control.  

Heschel once mentioned that we do not pray in the same manner that we would have a conversation with another human being.  Prayer is not about me talking to God.  It is my attempt to have God notice me.  And I’m afraid to admit it, but most of the time I am too busy with my own thoughts and concerns to actually be ready for a conversation with God.  Most of the time I treat prayer in the same way that I am half-attuned to conversations with my wife.  I hear her words but I don’t hear her soul.  Maybe the reason prayer is so difficult is because I am not ready to hear the soul of the Lord weeping over me.  And there you go.  That last sentence was another example of intellectual control of the idea of prayer.

What would your prayers be like if you gave up trying to manage them?

Topical Index:  study, prayer, control, 2 Timothy 2:15
March 21  When the king heard the words of the book of the law, he tore his clothes.  2 Kings 22:11  NASB
The First Rule

The book of the law – We certainly aren’t confused about which book King Josiah heard.  The text reads sepher hat-torah.  Josiah heard the revelation of YHVH to Moses and it was so distressing that he tore his royal robes.  This was a king who came to the throne at age eight and for eighteen years had been restoring Israel to God’s ways.  But then the Book was discovered and what he heard, even after all his efforts, still left him feeling spiritually bankrupt.  The impact on the people was just as great.  When the Book was read to the people, they responded with weeping and joy, a mixture of emotions that overwhelmed them.  Torah was life, and life had returned.

Now let’s examine another factor in this story, a factor that should be present in every attempt to understand biblical stories.  We’ve thought about it many times, but perhaps we haven’t understood its full implications.  This is a good place to take another look.

The first principle of biblical exegesis is to understand the original audience.  That means knowing what was happening to the people who first heard the text.  We have a tendency to think that biblical stories are about the characters in the story, but that usually isn’t the case.  Biblical stories are about characters who relate in some way to the audience.  In other words, biblical stories are purposeful history, not necessarily event history.  What’s the difference?  We know what event history is.  It’s the retelling of the chronology sequence.  Yes, it has bias (all histories do), but its goal is accurate reporting of “facts,” the things that happened in some logical progression through time.  Purposeful history may use the same “facts,” but its goal is different.  Its goal is to provide some lesson, some insight, some transformation to the audience.  Therefore, it may rearrange the chronology, embellish some parts of the story, emphasize one thing over another, even leave out things that don’t matter too much to the goal in order to transform the audience.  We see a clear example of this in the genealogy of Matthew.
  What this implies is that we can’t really understand the meaning of the story unless we understand how it affected the original audience.  And in this case, the affect was significant.

What we often overlook in our closed-in exegesis is the social/political world of the audience.  Josiah (whose Hebrew names, Yoshiyyahu, means “healed by Yah” or “supported by Yah”) was considered on par with the Messiah, especially since he moved the country toward spiritual reform.  He was the golden child.  Everyone expected him to prevail over the powers of Egypt and the coming Babylonians, especially since he was righteous and favored by the Lord.  These political expectations are essential components for understanding what happened to the prophets during this time and why the discovery of the book was so significant.  When Josiah was killed by the Egyptian Pharaoh, the hopes of the people were dashed.  Cultural despair set in.  The story of the book is part of this story.

My guess is that few of us knew the political/social structure of the people of Israel at this time.  Our ignorance interferes with an appreciation of the impact of this scroll.  But this lesson isn’t just about the discovery of the sepher hat’ torah.  It is a lesson about the psychological state of Israel as a people.  And this isn’t the first time Israel goes through political psychological trauma.  Babylon comes next.  Jeremiah’s story is a part of that trauma.  Then there’s Rome.  Paul’s story is part of that trauma.  Then there’s the Church, the Holocaust, and today’s political anti-Semitism.  From the biblical perspective, these events and many more like them are purposeful history.  Purposeful history is all tied up in what God is doing and why.  Purposeful history explains what happened and what will happen with regard to the will of God and the sins of the people.

Try reading the text differently and see what happens.

Topical Index:  history, Josiah, sefer hat’ torah, the book of the law, 2 Kings 22:11

If you want to see how much of the historical setting affects the exegesis of the text, read Binyamin Lau, Jeremiah: The Fate of a Prophet (Maggid, 2013).
March 22   “I have listened and heard, they have spoken what is not right; no man repented of his wickedness, saying, ‘What have I done?’ Everyone turned to his course,

like a horse charging into the battle.  Jeremiah 8:6  NASB

Force of Habit

Charging – Have you ridden a horse?  The first thing you notice is that this animal is much more powerful than you are.  A thousand plus pounds of potential fury can be lethal to horse and rider if it isn’t controlled.  That’s why you have to learn to ride.  Both horse and rider practice how to control this energy.  But when it comes to battle, when the animal smells the excitement, the adrenaline takes over, the power is released and you better hang on or you’re going to be swept aside in the onslaught.

Jeremiah’s word from YHVH uses this familiar experience to highlight the power of addictive compulsion.  The horse snorts.  The wind carries the enticement.  And before you have a chance to rein in the beast, the explosion of desire overwhelms and you are lost to the chase.  “Jeremiah laments the evil of his contemporaries, for whom this defect is like a plague.  They turn a blind eye to their own actions, without taking heed to determine whether they should be engaged in or abandoned.  He says about these men (8:6), ‘No one regrets his wrongdoing . . .  Each pursues his course like a horse charging into battle.’  He means that they act out of impulse and habit, without leaving themselves time to evaluate their actions and ways, and, as a result, fall into evil without noticing.”

Luzzatto calls for watchfulness.  He does not mean forcing your life to follow the rules.  By the time you are occupied with the rules of riding, it’s too late.  He is pleading to consider the possible consequences long before you get on the animal.  He wants you to notice the smallest details.  The tightness of the cinch.  The breathing of the horse.  The feel of its coat.  The time of the day.  The humidity in the air.  Before you mount!  Because once you are in the saddle, things can change very quickly.  Project, anticipate, pay attention!  According to Jeremiah, Israel was like the mounted rider who discovers too late that he cannot turn the horse in full charge.  “Half a league, half a league,  Half a league onward, All in the valley of Death Rode the six hundred.”  And you and I are numbers 397 and 398.  Momentum.  There is no getting out of the rush once it starts.  
Jeremiah’s warning is a wake up call to those who have ridden into the valley of death more than a few times.  “Don’t you remember what happened?  Doesn’t this look like the same sort of thing?”  Tiny details.  Your mood on the last phone call.  The frustration you experienced in line at the bank.  Traffic.  The fact that your spouse didn’t really hear what you wanted to say.  Someone’s caustic reply.  All of the sudden your horse is charging.  Sometimes it’s better not to get on at all.

The Hebrew verb, shatsaf, isn’t actually about horses.  It’s about water, so much water that we get caught in the flood and are carried away.  “Overflowing torrent” is the imagery.  It shows up in two important contexts:  the first is God’s torrential judgment (charging into the valley of death) and the second, fortunately, is the idea of washing the blood off of you.  What matters is the direction of the flow.  We can let God wash or judge.  But it’s nice to know that He is so anxious to wash that He would use the same torrential verb for that action as He does for charging off to destruction.
Topical Index:  charging, Jeremiah 8:6, Moses Luzzatto 
March 23  It came about as her soul was departing (for she died), that she named him Ben-oni; but his father called him Benjamin.  Genesis 35:18  NASB

A Father’s Delight

Benjamin – No surprise here.  Jacob renames his last son Ben-jamin rather than Ben-oni.  To understand why, let’s put it in Hebrew transliteration.  Ya’aqov names the boy, Ben-yamin rather than Ben-oni.  Why?  Because the mother, Rachel, dies in giving birth to this son.  She names the child Ben-oni, that is, “son of my sorrow” or “son of my pain.”  Ya’aqov can hardly withstand the loss of his beloved wife, so he certainly will not want the constant reminder of this tragedy in the son’s name.  He chooses another name—“son of my right hand.”  But Ben-yamin is hardly the son of the father’s right hand.  The name portends power and reliable strength.  Ben-jamin demonstrates neither.  In fact, as youngest, he is often protected and sheltered.  The other sons demonstrate family power, especially in relation to dynastic order and tribal revenge.  If anyone might deserve this name, it would be Yosef who rescues them all from starvation.  Yosef’s name means “YHVH will increase,” quite fitting for his anticipated future, but hardly in line with “the right hand” image, unless, of course, we consider him the right hand of Pharaoh, something Ya’akov clearly did not have in mind.  

So back to Ben-yamin.  In what way is this last son the right hand man?  A little family history might help.  Benjamin is the only son born in Canaan, the promised land.  By this time, Ya’aqov had already encountered the mysterious “man” at Jabbok and had his own name changed to Yisra’el, the one who struggles with God and men but perseveres.  This last son is in this sense a promised inheritor of a new world, the world removed from the pagan influences of the past.  This son belongs to God’s land, away from the struggle with identity of the family of Isaac and Laben.  Perhaps Ya’akov sees him as the new right hand, the one who is truly part of God’s promise rather than the sons who all have one foot in the old ways.  Since “the right hand” is a Hebraic idiom for strength, perhaps Ya’aqov is projecting a new family dynamic where this youngest son will become the representative of God’s power in God’s land.   Or perhaps Ya’aqov just needs some strengthening comfort himself.  Having endured the family dysfunctional history in Mesopotamia, perhaps he needs a sign that the old ways are over and a new history with God will now take center stage.

But it was not to be.  Despite his longing, despite all the potential in such a name, it is Rachel’s choice that projects the future of the family, not Ya’aqov’s.  By the time Ya’aqov clearly understands just how prophetic his wife’s choice was, he has endured one emotional catastrophe after another.  He might be done with his past, but his past is not yet done with him.  Once again YHVH chooses the other, this time the first of Rachel’s sons, Yosef.  Frankly, in Hebrew history you never really know what God is going to do next.   But does it matter?

Topical Index:  Benjamin, Ben-oni, Jacob, Joseph, Genesis 35:18

Today is my youngest son’s birthday.  He has brought me nothing but joy.  He is truly the ben-yamin in my life.  Thank you, Michael.
March 24   And coming to Him as to a living stone which has been rejected by men, but is choice and precious in the sight of God,  1 Peter 2:4  NASB

Flunking Out

Rejected – We often wonder if we are really worthy of being followers of the Messiah.  After all, we know our faults so well.  We think Yeshua asks for perfection and we are far from being perfect.  We wonder if our character will ever be like his.  That’s when we need to read Peter’s statement.  We might not think we share in the righteousness of the Messiah, but I am sure that we have had our share in his rejection.  The Greek verb is apodokimázō.  The TDNT makes an interesting comment:  “From the stem word dokḗ (“watching”), dókimos means ‘tested,’ and thus a. ‘reliable,’ and b. ‘esteemed,’ ‘valuable’ (whether persons or things). adókimos is the opposite, used of persons.”

Did you notice that “throw-away” line at the end.  Adókimos is used of persons.  This kind of rejection is not about discarding defective things.  It’s about personal dismissal.  It’s you and me flunking out!  Ah, but by whose standard?  According to Peter, we have flunked out of the world’s system.  We are no longer considered worthy by the world.  Heaven be praised, the world has no more use for us!  We have graduated into Yeshua’s kingdom because we have been rejected by the system of men.  This time grade F is the most important grade you could ever receive.

But sometimes it’s still upsetting, isn’t it?  Sometimes we just want some tiny bit of recognition by the people who live in Babylon.  Sometimes, even though we know we are following in his footsteps, we still wish it weren’t so emotionally stressful.  Wouldn’t it be great if those who oppose the biblical way of life would just say, “OK, I don’t agree with you but I can surely see that you are trying your best to follow your way.”  No, it’s more likely that we hear, “You’re falling into error again,” or “You’re wasting your life with all this nonsense.”  Not even a smidgen of acceptance.  As far as the system of the world is concerned, you and I will never qualify for a D-.  We are total and complete failures.  Thanks be to God!

When Yeshua told his disciples that the world would hate them, he wasn’t kidding.  Of course, they didn’t think he also meant the religious world.  Of course the system of Rome would oppose them, but certainly not those religious friends and family they grew up with.  But the truth divides.  And it’s painful to divide.  We hoped for something different—for tolerance, for acceptance, for compassion—but it wasn’t designed that way.  Nevertheless, we are not the ones who turn away.  We are called to continue to show all the characteristics of the Father.  Compassion, mercy, long-suffering, patience, forgiveness, great hesed.  We don’t walk away even if we are left behind.  That is also what it means to be rejected.  Flunk out marvelously!
Topical Index:  rejected, apodokimázō, 1 Peter 2:4
March 25  Shabbat

March 26   “The Lord is righteous; for I have rebelled against His command; Hear now, all peoples, and behold my pain; my virgins and my young men have gone into captivity.  Lamentations 1:18  NASB
The Words of the King

Rebelled – According to the Talmud, these are the words spoken by Josiah as he was dying (Ta’anit 22b).  The Hebrew verb, mara, certainly describes defiance against YHVH, but in almost every case the verb is about the nation of Israel, not about individual persons.  With this background, we might conclude that Josiah is not speaking about himself but rather about the whole of the nation that he represents as the king.  But there’s a problem.

“As the Talmud was well aware, Josiah’s death raises serious theological questions.  A king dedicates his life to rectifying the religious state of the nation, reinforcing national values, and bringing the people closer to serving God, yet he is killed so senselessly.  Jeremiah’s fears are, sadly, well-placed, as he is moved to speak from the depths of his bleeding heart.  All hope seems lost.  A new future that is only beginning to coalesce has already been shattered.  Jeremiah bends down and hears the king he so admires affirming God’s justice with his last breaths: I am a sinner; and God is righteous.  At this, Jeremiah shrieks: You are the chosen one!  You are the Messiah of God!”

How can God allow the death of a man who acts with such righteous zeal?  How can God anoint His holy representative and then snatch him away at the hand of a pagan power?  What grounds are there for hope if this is the kind of world God made?  Where is justice now?

Now read these same emotions into the lives of the disciples.  Isn’t their distress the same?  Haven’t they read of Jeremiah’s agony and thought, “Yes, but this time God will not fail us.”  The new king, Yeshua, the anointed one, will prevail.  He is God’s chosen.  In the past we were confused.  We thought Josiah was the one, but now we know it is Yeshua.  God will redeem Israel for sure.

And then, the cross.  It’s happening all over again.  The same history, the same despair, the same questions.  No hope.  Disappointment.  Discouragement.  Where are you, God?  The words of this king, “Forgive them for they know not what they do,” are no less tragic.  What is there left to believe now?

Without the resurrection, the cross is just another defeat in the national life of Israel.  Without the resurrection, the cross is the end of another false hope, another failed dream.  Perhaps you and I can peel away our hindsight for just a moment and remember what it must have been like to see the hideous history repeated—until the resurrection.  Without it, there isn’t much point in continuing, is there?

Topical Index:  rebelled, mara, Josiah, Jeremiah, resurrection, Lamentations 1:18
March 27    Thus says the Lord, “Do justice and righteousness, and deliver the one who has been robbed from the power of his oppressor. Also do not mistreat or do violence to the stranger, the orphan, or the widow; and do not shed innocent blood in this place.  Jeremiah 22:3  NASB

The Fate of the Nation

Do – The division of ideology in American politics could not be more obvious—or more ridiculous.  Obstructionist, argumentative, uncooperative, arrogant, exaggerated, unforgiving—all these come to mind when I think of the political environment today. Newsmen are constantly asking, “Why is there such acrimony when we are all part of the same nation?”  I find the political-speak unsatisfying.   But perhaps I am too much a product of my own age.  Perhaps I should have expected all of this for some time.  I think Jeremiah tells us why we have such a mess on our hands.  God has written certain inevitable consequences into the laws of society.  A society can only ignore them for so long before the very fabric of the civilization begins to deteriorate.  As Lau says, “the prophet determines that government stability depends on social morality.”
  It seems that we as a society have reached the point of no return with regard to the social laws of God’s universe.

1.  Do justice – recent reports rank the USA near the bottom of countries with equal opportunities for self-realization.  We might quibble over the measurement, but any serious look at our society certainly demonstrates a lack of justice.

2.  Righteousness – since the Bible defines righteousness as alignment with Torah in relation to God, even a cursory review of American society shrieks disconnect here.  The fact that American religious institutions lead the way against Torah should be enough to make us shudder.

3. Deliver the one who has been robbed of power – Today’s legal environment seems to do just the opposite.  Coddle to the one in power.  Ignore the oppressed.  On a national scale, we fail.

4.  Do not mistreat – The Bible lists those near to God’s heart.  As far as I can tell, the stranger, orphan and widow have a very difficult time in this society.  There are approximately 400,000 children in foster care in the USA.  Perhaps we find solace in the fact that there are 60 million orphans in Asia, but what excuse is there for 400,000 in the richest nation on earth?

5.  Innocent blood – Since Roe v. Wade, almost 60 million children have been killed before they were born.  They are the most innocent of all innocents.  Did we think there were no spiritual-social consequences for this atrocity?

Jeremiah is right.  We have the results.  In Jeremiah’s time it led to Babylon.  Do you think God changed the rules somewhere along the way?

Topical Index:  social justice, American politics, Jeremiah 22:3
March 28  “He pled the cause of the afflicted and needy; then it was well.  Is not that what it means to know Me?” declares the Lord.  Jeremiah 22:16  NASB

The Litmus Test

To know Me – Do you know God?  Ah, before you answer, perhaps you might consider God’s reply to Jeremiah.  Jeremiah is distraught over the condition of Israel, particularly in light of the death of Josiah, presumed to be the Messiah.  God responds to Jeremiah with a rather startling decree.  What does it mean to know YHVH?  It means to plead the cause of the afflicted and needy.  “Wait!  Are you telling me that God doesn’t expect me to have the right theology, to say the right prayers, to have a proper religious attitude?”  It would seem so.  How do I know if I know God?  All I have to do is look at my personal involvement in upholding the afflicted and needy.  By the way, that’s personal involvement, not proxy check-writing, “let the missionaries do it,” involvement.  How are you getting your hands dirty in the work of God’s concern for the afflicted and needy?  Maybe I could ask it this way:  we started a project for the abandoned children of the prostitutes in Jakarta.  It’s called “Children Under the Bridge.”  It is the direct effort of a woman who was kidnapped into sex slavery.  The invitation was sent to 935 readers.  To date, 36 have offered to help.  The 4% rule.  What do you think God would say about this?

Oh, of course, I know that you may have other really needy projects that you are helping directly.  That’s wonderful.  This is not a criticism.  It is a challenge for you to look at what you are actually doing.  If all 935 readers provided only $1 a month to the “Children Under the Bridge,” the amount of support would grow by 30 percent.  $1.00!!  
Lau comments:  “man’s service of God is measured by his social conduct.”
  This is amazing!  Is there any other religion that measures godly devotion in terms of social conduct?  All the rest focus on spiritual matters, those actions of the soul that have no direct outward evaluation.  But not the worship of YHVH, God of Israel.  You and I have a very simple, straightforward measure of how we know YHVH.  We take care of others!  We act with social responsibility.  We follow the Golden Rule.  

Forget all the theological posturing.  Forget the spires, the prayer books, the hymns, the band and the sermons.  Forget the “gathering together” to make ourselves feel religious.  If we are neglecting this, we don’t know God!  Oh, we might read the Bible, pray and perform religious duties, but according to the word of the Lord to Jeremiah, we are far from the God who cares for the afflicted and needy.

So what are you going to do about this?

Topical Index:  to know Me, social responsibility, afflicted, needy, Jeremiah 22:16

March 29   He shall make atonement for the holy place, because of the impurities of the sons of Israel and because of their transgressions in regard to all their sins; and thus he shall do for the tent of meeting which abides with them in the midst of their impurities.  Leviticus 16:16 NASB

Don’t Read It Like This

Which – How would you prefer to read this verse?  Oh, did you think that there was only one way to read it properly?  Did you think that the NASB translation (or similar version) was the definitive understanding of this text?  Remember that the original contains no vowels, no punctuation and no clarification of ambiguous words.  Context is key.  So, what’s the context?  Well, that depends on a lot of factors including the presuppositions of the reader.  If we begin with the presupposition that God is offended by sin and cannot bear the presence of disobedience, then we might read this verse so that the last two prepositional phrases are about the tent of meeting.  God isn’t around, but the tent of meeting still is.  So if we sin, God leaves, but the physical symbol of His now-departed presence is still with us.  Thus, we use the word “which,” referring to an inanimate object (the tent).  

But the Baal Shem read this verse differently.  “Sinners who know that they sin are humble.  Therefore the Lord remains close to them—who ‘abides with them in the midst of their uncleanness’ (Leviticus 16:16).  But he who is arrogant, though no evildoer, alienates God, for He says of him: ‘He and I cannot live together in the same world.’”

In other words, the verse should be translated with “who,” not “which.”  God remains despite our impurities.  It isn’t the tent of meeting that matters.  It is the presence of the Lord.  The tent of meeting doesn’t atone.  YHVH forgives.  He is right there in the midst of our impurity, exhorting us to repent and embrace the relationship He offers.  David put it another way.  “When I make my bed in She’ol, You are there.”  The rabbis read creatively, based on their deeper understanding of YHVH’s character.  As we shall see in subsequent investigations, far too often our Western theological influences misdirect us because they are steeped in a representation of a God who is much more like a Roman emperor than a shepherd Father.  Unfortunately, unless we are paying very close attention, we will absorb the subliminal messages about God from this misdirection.  The result is a supernal Policeman, a transcendent Judge, who is offended by our very existence and has to be coaxed back into the fragile relationship of perfection.

Oh, by the way, the attribute of perfection is never found in the Tanakh.  The Greek teleios (cf. Matthew 5:48) is rather oiktirmon (LXX), as found in Luke 6:36.  The God of Israel is not described as perfect.  Instead, He is described as merciful.  With that in mind, how would you prefer to read Leviticus 16:16?

Topical Index:  which, merciful, atonement, perfection, Leviticus 16:16, Luke 6:36
March 30   He heals the brokenhearted, and binds up their wounds.  Psalm 147:3  NASB

Born with a Broken Heart

Brokenhearted – How are you doing today?  Things going “fine,” like we always say no matter what’s really happening?  Today I am in South Africa (God willing), confronting my own life traumas.  A history of a broken heart.  And not just mine.  There are plenty of people on my radar who were brokenhearted because of choices I made.  Maybe that’s why the Blues speak so deeply to me.  Of course, life changes.  Things are different than they used to be.  “Don’t weep for me, Argentina” is a pretty good song too.  But brokenhearted doesn’t mean hopeless.  In fact, didn’t Heschel once say that despair is forbidden?  

“The difference between the two kinds of men is that the bad one may undergo a spiritual awakening and do penance, whereas there is no hope for the self-styled tzadik.  It will never occur to him to be contrite.”
  Brokenhearted is a description of movement toward recovery.  Self-confident spirituality is not.  

“Wait!  Aren’t we supposed to be confident?  Shouldn’t we discover strength in our deepening spirituality?”  Ah, but you missed the point.  “Self-confident spirituality” relies on self, not on God.  True spirituality is always tinged with a bit of a broken heart.  Why?  Because true spirituality confronts a very broken world, a world filled with things that certainly break God’s heart, and those things affect us even when life for us at this moment is good.  Yeshua wasn’t having a terrible day when he wept over Jerusalem.  He was experiencing the broken heart of YHVH.  If your life seems to be filled with nothing but clouds with silver linings, maybe you are avoiding confrontation with a weeping God.

The Hebrew term, shabar, is most often used with God as the subject, but most of the time it isn’t about God weeping.  It’s about God bringing shattering punishment or judgment.  We have to add the word lev to arrive at “broken heart.”  shevure lev—the shattered heart.  An inner state of collapse that comes about when we confront our sins or when we confront the consequences of Sin in general.  The disruption of harmony that affects everything.  That’s why brokenhearted people come to God with tears.  And that’s why He hears them.  The common language of creation is pain.

There’s one more conclusion to draw from God’s promise to hear the brokenhearted.  Avoiding pain is the equivalent of refusing to visit the doctor.  God heals those who hurt.  If you won’t let yourself hurt, how do you expect to be healed?  The purpose of pain is proleptic.

Topical Index:  brokenhearted, shevure lev, pain, healing, Psalm 147:3
March 31  You shall have no other gods before Me.  Exodus 20:3  NASB

Sleep Worship
No other – “The vast majority of people are satisfied with compromises, or they remain unaware that they are worshipping a multitude of gods, that their actions constitute a maze of contradictions.”
  Are you part of the “vast majority”?  Living with compromises, contradictions and spiritual prejudices because it’s easier.  Could you hear yourself saying, “I’m comfortable with what I believe” as a way of avoiding confusion and conflict?  Heschel points out that most people are religious because of drift, that is, they float into their beliefs due to tradition, culture, personal experiences or assimilation.  Few people actually investigate, decide, evaluate and pursue.  Those actions are uncomfortable and the true measure of spirituality is being comfortable, right?  No, I don’t think so.  It seems to me that the men and women of the Bible who were useful to God and experiencing His presence were typically uncomfortable.  Unless there is spiritual tension in life, we exist as sentient protoplasm, doing nothing more than making life as easy as possible one day at a time.  But men were created for interaction with the divine, and that always leaves us wanting.

Let’s consider Heschel’s observation.  Perhaps you might list a few of the more obvious compromises you have accepted.  Life seems to offer plenty of them.  Living in community probably necessitates a few—and they aren’t bad for us.  Voluntary compromise is part of character growth.  But not when it comes to worshipping the one true God.  There’s no compromise in that arena.  Relationship to Him requires truehearted devotion.  In Hebrew, the expression is lo yihye lecha elohim acherim.  “Not shall you have gods other.”  The strongest possible prohibition at a very personal level.  But what does this mean?  For those who follow YHVH, it must mean living in accordance with commitment to one and only one God.  No assimilation of the ways of other gods.  No syncretism.  No accommodation.  No deviation.

It might be worthwhile to do a serious inventory of our worship behavior.  Do we follow His instructions or are we practicing what seems comfortable to us?  Do we even know what He requires?  Or have we simply adopted what we have always done before?  Do we know where the ideas of our worship practice actually came from?  Have we asked why we do it this way?

Or are we sleep-walking our worship?

Topical Index:  worship, no other gods, drift, Exodus 20:3
April 1   Shabbat

April 2  who keeps lovingkindness for thousands, who forgives iniquity, transgression and sin; yet He will by no means leave the guilty unpunished, visiting the iniquity of fathers on the children and on the grandchildren to the third and fourth generations.”   Exodus 34:7  NASB

Generational Gymnastics (1)
Visiting – Does God pass iniquity to the children of sinful fathers?  Or to the grandchildren and great grandchildren?  If this is true, aren’t we all in terrible shape, suffering for sins committed long ago, perhaps without even knowing what they were?  Is this a God of proleptic vengeance, making sure that someone pays?

The text in this most-crucial passage about the very nature of God seems to support a Greek view of reprisal, not a Hebraic view of a God of mercy.  Scholars have had a difficult time with this verse.  In fact, in my opinion, if I mistranslate what Moses says here I can easily misunderstand what Yeshua accomplishes on the cross centuries later.  If I believe that someone must pay for sins committed in the past, it’s easy to conclude that Yeshua dies for all those past sins since Adam, sins that we inherited because of the iniquity of our fathers all the way back to the first human father.  In other words, if this is really a statement about God’s future punishment of the innocent because of the guilty, then the entire theological construction of the original sin of Adam as the federal head of the human race leads us to the necessity of payment on the cross.  We end up with the Reformer’s penal theory of atonement.

But is this really true?  Does God really exact punishment from those who did not actually commit the offense?  TWOT notes:  

The basic meaning is to exercise oversight over a subordinate, either in the form of inspecting or of taking action to cause a considerable change in the circumstances of the subordinate, either for the better or for the worse.

It has been said of this verb, which occurs more than three hundred times in the ot; “There is probably no other Hebrew verb that has caused translators as much trouble as pqd” (Speiser, BASOR 149:21).
Speiser considers the root meaning to be “attend to with care” or “take note.” It is impossible to prove whether this is the actual origin, but the fact that at least half of the occurrences involve positive action by a superior in relation to his subordinates strongly suggests that such action is a vital part of the meaning of the word, an idea that is supported by the fact that the LXX most frequently translates it by episkeptō or a similar word.

Despite these linguistic concerns, important commentators continue to view paqah as retributive punishment.  For example, Hamilton cites the use in Hosea 1:4 as evidence that the word means punishment.  He goes on to say, “There is no such thing as iniquity without consequences, either for the perpetrator or for the perpetrator’s kin.”
  Other Christian commentators take a similar approach.  

But Jewish scholars have a different view.  “Divine forbearance does not mean that sinners can expect wholly to escape the consequences of their misdeeds.  Yoma 86a interprets the sentence to mean: ‘He remits punishment for the penitent, but not for the impenitent.’”

  Thus, this action of YHVH is incorporated in the Thirteen Attributes of God (shelosh ‘esreh midot) of Jewish liturgy with the intention of emphasizing the importance of repentance and the corresponding compassion of God.  Thus the Jerusalem  Targum renders the verse as, “Remembering the sins of the wicked fathers upon the rebellious sons . . .”, i.e., those who remain unrepentant following in their father footsteps.

Given the linguistic evidence and the character of YHVH throughout Scripture, it is my opinion that this verse speaks about the oversight of God through four generations.  That oversight, as pahad demonstrates in other verses, is designed to attend to the consequences of past sinful acts.  It does not assign guilt to those who experience these consequences.  Hamilton is right.  Every sin has consequences.  But he is wrong to suggest that consequences are the equivalent of guilt.  We all know that wicked actions of past generations affect us.  That is plainly obvious.  But Scripture is quite clear that no man is guilty for another man’s sin. I believe that this statement, given in the context of a God who is above all compassionate and merciful, is a declaration that God’s oversight will be present even in those consequences.  In other words, God does not abandon us to the results of what our fathers or our fathers’ fathers did.  He watches over the inevitable chain of consequences so that we are not left without succor.  This God, who is compassionate, gracious, full of hesed and faithfulness, does not hold the innocent accountable for the guilty.  That is a Greek idea arising from the Greek notion of ultimate justice.  This God, the God of Israel, protects and provides for those who inherit the results of past sins.
There are no generational sins even if there are generational consequences.  Generational curses are Greek mythology.

Topical Index:  paqad, visiting, generational curses, Exodus 34:7
April 3  And His disciples asked Him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he would be born blind?”  John 9:2 NASB

Generational Gymnastics (2)

Who sinned – Hellenism!  Yes, Greek Hellenism affected the first century world of Yeshua and his disciples.  Hellenistic ideas crept into Jewish thought as early as the fourth century BCE and by the time Yeshua began teaching, many Greek ideas were part of the culture.  Those ideas included an elaborate conception of the afterlife, heaven, hell, the Devil and—reward and punishment now and in the hereafter.

The problem for the Greeks is fairly clear.  Not all wicked men are punished in this life.  In fact, some very wicked men seem to get away with it, living well in this world and dying before they have to pay.  So the Greek idea of justice wasn’t served.  The solution?  Either these wicked men pay in the next life or the children of these wicked men pay in this life.  This is the true foundation of the idea of generational curses.  It is a powerful idea because it rights the scales of blind justice.  Someone has to pay!  When the disciples ask Yeshua who is responsible for the catastrophe of being born blind, they reflect this Hellenistic idea.  Blindness is a curse.  This man is a clear illustration of a curse from birth.  Therefore, he is paying for some sin.  The only question is, “Whose?”  

Yesterday we investigated the Hebrew word paqad.  We determined (hopefully) that the idea of generational sin is mistaken.  That is to say, while there are certainly consequences for sins committed by others in our past, God does not punish us for someone else’s disobedience.  Every man is accountable for himself.  But the disciples are caught in Greek logic.  Since blindness is a horrible state, they conclude that it is punishment for someone’s sin.  There must be a responsible party.  And since it is difficult to imagine that a fetus could sin in such as way as to merit blindness, it follows that someone else must be responsible.  

Notice Yeshua’s response.  “It was neither that this man sinned, nor his parents.”  Let’s say it a bit louder.  There is no generational curse here!  This man is not being punished for parental sins!  Yeshua changes the focus entirely.  Why was this man born blind?  So that the glory of God could be shown in his life today!  Yeshua focuses on purpose, not cause.  He looks toward God’s future actions, not men’s past decisions.  What appears to us to be sinful consequence is in reality God’s opportunity.  The Greek text reads, oute hemarten (not sinned).  The negative is very strong.  Something like “not a chance” or “in no way at all.”  In other words, put this idea right out of your head.  There is no possible way of explaining what is happening here unless you completely stop looking to the past.

The day before Yeshua arrived, we could all be Greek.  We could all think that past sins, even the past sins of others, resulted in God’s punishment to us.  But that was yesterday.  The day after, everything is different.

Topical Index:  John 9:2, who sinned, tis hemarten, generational curses
For a longer article on this subject, see https://skipmoen.com/2009/02/the-day-before/
April 4   They seized upon that statement, discussing with one another what rising from the dead meant.  Mark 9:10 NASB

Assumptive Theology

Meant – Do you find this verse a bit odd?  It suggests that the disciples didn’t quite know what Yeshua was talking about when he told them to keep quiet until the Son of Man should rise from the dead.  It’s noteworthy to recognize that they were not confused about the reference to the Son of Man.  They were confused about rising from the dead.  But haven’t we assumed that Jews in the first century believed in the resurrection of the dead?  If that’s the case, then why are his disciples confused?  The Greek text shows us that their confusion was deeper than a question about definitions.  syzetountes estin nekron anastenai is “questioning the existence (the being of) the dead rising.”  In other words, they were not confused about the meaning of Yeshua’s words.  They were confused about whether or not such a thing was even possible!

That should tell us something about the theology of these disciples.  They probably weren’t in the camp of the Pharisees.  By the first century, the Pharisees already adopted the idea of the resurrection of the dead.  But some circles of Jewish thought, particularly those associated with the more conservative view of the Torah as the Pentateuch, did not believe in resurrection.  The Sadducees rejected the idea of the resurrection of the dead because it was not found in the Torah of Moses.  Is this because they viewed the Torah of Moses as eternal and timeless instruction but the rest of the Tanakh as conditionally dependent on historical circumstances?  Notice that non-canonical books include the idea of resurrection of the dead, and these books were recognized in the first century BCE, but that did not change the opinion of the Sadducees.

We see this great conflict in the life and trials of Paul.  Here we have some of Yeshua’s disciples questioning the same idea.  Can a man rise from the dead?  Is it even possible?  Now perhaps we can appreciate the utter despair of the disciples when Yeshua is crucified.  If they didn’t believe resurrection was possible, what reason would they have to hope for his return from the grave?

We could skip over this little lesson, ignoring the implications about the disciples’ thought, and simply declare that since Yeshua spoke of his resurrection, they should have believed it just as we do.  But that would mean we would have to ignore the sitz im leben of the first century disciples.  We would read the text from our perspective, with perfect hindsight, not acknowledging that the disciples were products of their age and culture.  In other words, we would completely overlook the emotional impact on the disciples when they heard things they didn’t think were possible.  As a result, we wouldn’t see these men as they really were—followers of a champion of their own making.  They had a lot to learn.  So do we.

One of the most important tasks in biblical interpretation is to get inside the heads of those who were there.  This usually means putting aside a lot of our assumptions, often hidden to us because they have been so much a part of our own biblical training.  But real connection with the events of Scripture means trying, as best we can, to be part of the experience when it happened.  The effort is to rewrite the text for ourselves by becoming actors in the story instead of observers from another time.  These real men and women struggled to understand things we take for granted.  Maybe we’re the ones who need a bit more confusion.

Topical Index:  exegesis, resurrection, confusion, meant, Mark 9:10
April 5   [1Now after He had risen early on the first day of the week, He first appeared to Mary Magdalene, from whom He had cast out seven demons.]  Mark 16:9  NASB
Variants

Now – Forget the word.  Pay attention to the little number 1 in front of the word.  Notice that this little number indicates “Later mss add vv 9–20.”  That means the end of the gospel of Mark is not part of the earliest manuscripts that we possess.  In fact, consulting the United Bible Societies standard Greek New Testament shows that dozens of the early manuscripts do not contain the verses from 9 to 20.  

You might think this is unusual and surprising, but it’s not.  Even a cursory glance at the standard Greek New Testament demonstrates that every page contains footnotes about textual variants for almost every verse.  Most of the time these are minor issues like spelling or the use of a different word.  Most of the time they are not theologically significant.  Let’s assume, for the moment, that the translation you hold in your hand is accurate.  We might find out later that a few of these variants make some real difference, but most of those differences are pretty well known among scholars.  The point of this investigation is not to look at these differences.  It is to point out how dissimilar this kind of textual history is from the transmission of the Hebrew Scriptures.  This difference is amazing.  In fact, when copies of the Hebrew Scriptures were found in the Qumran caves and compared to the standard Masoretic texts used for virtually all translations of the “Old Testament,” the differences between these copies and the standard texts were almost negligible.  In other words, the text was meticulously transmitted over the course of 1000 years with hardly any variation.  How strikingly different is this from the transmission of the “New Testament” texts where variations occur on a regular basis!

What does this tell us?  First, it demonstrates the enormously high regard for the exactness of the Tanakh.  Faithful recopying of the text over more than 1000 years as evidenced by comparison with the Dead Sea scrolls provides assurance that our Tanakh is virtually the same as the one used during the time of the Messiah.  We can’t say that about the “New Testament” manuscripts.  Yes, we can fairly confidently say that the reconstruction of those manuscripts allows us to recognize where variations occurred, but that isn’t the same as saying that we are absolutely confident that our versions of the apostolic writings is exactly the same as the ones written in the first century.

Second, and more importantly, this investigation demonstrates the need for caution with the Greek text.  The last eleven verses of Mark have been used to argue for particular ideas about the relationship between baptism and salvation.  Other examples come to mind, like John 8 and Matthew 28.  Perhaps we need to rethink the authenticity of such claims.  No one need doubt what the Jews read from their Bible in the first century, but apparently there is room for latitude when it comes to the apostolic material.

Topical Index:  Mark 16:9-20, textual variants, Qumran

April 6   But if I say, “I will not remember Him or speak anymore in His name,” then in my heart it becomes like a burning fire shut up in my bones; and I am weary of holding it in, and I cannot endure it.  Jeremiah 20:9  NASB

The Prophet’s Disease

Holding it in – Once I met a man whose business card carried the title, “Prophet.”  He seemed confident.  He was polite, well-dressed and charismatic.  It struck me that he was just the opposite of the biblical prophets of the Tanakh.  Those men were distraught, disheveled and in agony.  They were abused, rejected and tortured by their calling.  In fact, as Jeremiah demonstrates, they would gladly have given up the role.  It was not what they wanted.  It was something they couldn’t help despite efforts to stop it.  The prophets carried a spiritual disease that attacked them to the point of despair.  They experienced the heartache of God without filters.  As Heschel notes, these are “some of the most disturbing men who have ever lived.”

Somehow in the process of constructing systems of belief we have abandoned the human emotional impact on God’s messengers.  We imagine that revelatory contact with the divine is nothing more than transmission technology.  We have forgotten that God’s words sear those who carry them.  “By insisting on the absolutely objective and supernatural nature of prophecy, dogmatic theology has disregarded the prophet’s part in the prophetic art.  Stressing revelation, it has ignored the response; isolating inspiration, it has lost sight of the human situation.”
  What is the prophet’s human situation?  It is to be privy to the agony of the broken world and be helpless to do anything about it.  It is to have one’s consciousness attuned to the horror of humanity’s self-imposed nightmare while knowing the God who desires to redeem a resistant race.  It is, quite simply, to lose one’s mind.  The prophet is the Bible’s mentally disturbed man, caught in an insane world while delivering the Creator’s evaluation.  

How do suppose you would react to such a call?  What would happen to your psychological grip on reality if you actually felt how God feels about this world?  How would you cope with the knowledge that God is willing but Man is defiantly recalcitrant?  Would you cry out with Jeremiah, “I determined not to speak of Him any more, but it was like a fire within me, consuming my very bones and I just couldn’t endure Him any more”?

“The prophet . . . experiences his prophecy from within—there is no real distinction between his logic or emotions and his prophetic inner voice.”
  The terror, the agony, the throes of the divine consciousness are the prophet.  

Perhaps you desire to be a prophet, thinking that this is some laudable role commanding great spiritual insight.  Perhaps you haven’t yet come to terms with the human side of spiritual psychosis.  As for me, Lord, rescue me from the calling of the navim.  I know I could not endure it either.

Topical Index:  prophet, navim, holding it in, Jeremiah 20:9
April 7   The people also to whom they are prophesying will be thrown out into the streets of Jerusalem because of the famine and the sword; and there will be no one to bury them—neither them, nor their wives, nor their sons, nor their daughters—for I will pour out their own wickedness on them.  Jeremiah 14:16  NASB
Political Suicide

I will pour out – Wake up, people!  Don’t think that our relationship with YHVH will spare us from political suicide.  God acts as executioner when it serves His purposes.  The story of Jeremiah should be one of the most frightening lessons we could ever learn.  
“Jeremiah keeps returning to his most deeply held principles:  God controls geopolitics, and He has chosen Nebuchadnezzar to rule the world at this time.  This decision cannot be revoked, and anyone who rebels against it is in fact rebelling against God.”
  

Compare the text of Jeremiah 27:8-10.  God warns the people that He will punish anyone who does not bow his neck under the Babylonian king’s yoke.  “This is unprecedented in the Bible.  The prophet beseeches God as the people’s defender, yet God refuses to hear him.  The prophet fails.  The gates of mercy remain impenetrable.  Death stands at the door.”
  No one in Israel could believe what Jeremiah was saying.  How could God expect His people to serve a pagan tyrant?  It was unthinkable!  Didn’t God promise over and over to protect those whom He had chosen in His eternal covenant?  This prophet must be a false proclaimer of doom.

“The prophet’s job is not to tell the future, but to open the eyes of the people and their leaders to the emergent reality and to cogently and soberly sketch what will unfold.”

What magnitude of catastrophe must occur for Israel to forsake forever its past mistakes?  How deeply must God sear the national consciousness in order to restore Israel’s recognition of His role as Father?  The answer is found in the Babylonian captivity.  Devastation, slaughter, starvation, terror, genocide.  How can we imagine that these become the instruments of a compassionate God?  But the book of Jeremiah corrects our myopic self-concern and misplaced hope.  No one knew what was happening except the prophet and what he knew killed him.  A century later Israel could say, “Oh, so that’s what was happening.”  But in the midst of it, horror, despair, disbelief.

Do you think you know what God is doing in today’s geopolitics?  Are you convinced that you and yours are secure in His love?  Have you forgotten about the interconnectedness of life?  There is always collateral damage, and sometimes when God sweeps away the wicked, the righteous are caught in the torrent as well.  Shaphkti ‘et ra’atam—I will pour out evil.  Can any government prevent that when it comes/

Topical Index:  geopolitics, pour out, prophecy, judgment, Jeremiah 14:16
April 8  Shabbat

April 9  “For I know the plans that I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans for welfare and not for calamity to give you a future and a hope.”  Jeremiah 29:11  NASB

Excavation Plans

Know – Why don’t we dig a little deeper here?  Let’s take a bit longer today to examine most of this verse.  It starts with yada, a word that occurs nearly 1000 times.  It signifies the many contexts of gaining information through the senses.  It is used of God’s understanding of men as well as our understanding of God.  It describes the context of being acquainted with other persons, of distinguishing between good and evil, of moral insight and judgment and of the prophetic revelation directly to men of God’s will.  It is also used euphemistically to describe sexual intercourse and sexual perversions.

The Bible uses this word to proclaim God’s complete knowledge of creation.  Nothing can be hidden from His understanding.  God’s perception and recognition extend to every act and circumstance.  God’s knowledge extends to our relationships, tendencies, behavior, talents and emotions. Someone with that kind of knowledge would certainly know what is best for us and exactly how we should fit into His world.

The word “plans” is from the Hebrew root hashab.  In this case it is the noun mahashaba.  The verb form “make plans, reckon, account” or “think” is used 121 times.  There are several different meanings but they are all within the context of creating a new idea.  In the noun form mahashaba, the word means “thought, plan” or “invention”.  It is used in Genesis 6:5 about the evil thoughts of all mankind, in Jeremiah about the plans that men follow and in 2 Chronicles about creating an invention.  Again, the context is about new ideas.

“I know the new ideas I have for you,” says God.  God’s plans are never cast in concrete.  They are flexible, adjusting to our lives as our circumstances change.  It is easy to think that God has only one perfect plan for your life and that if you make a mistake or sin, the plan will be forever destroyed.  Then you will have to live with second best, then third best and so on each time you fail to meet expectations.  But God does not have one perfect plan for you.  He has one purpose—one goal—that you become all that you were meant to be through conformity to the image of the Messiah.  The goal never changes.  But the plans are new ideas every day.  God is full of surprises.  He is the eternal inventor.

“I know the plans I have for you,” reads the text.  But the word is really not “have.” We translate it this way because it makes sense in English, but in Hebrew the verse really says “I know the plans that I plan for you” or “I know the purposes that I purpose for you.”  So, the word for “plans” that we looked at is really used twice, first as a noun and then as a verb.  In the second case, the verb has a little different sense.  The noun is mahashaba.  It means “new ideas.”  The verb is hashab.  The verb means “make plans, reckon, account” or “think.”  In the Hebrew text, the repetition of this word emphasizes its importance.  There is nothing static about God’s interaction with you.

“I know the plans I have for you.  Plans to prosper you and not to harm you.”
Prosper is the word shalom.  It usually means “peace.”  But it also has the meanings “perfect, whole, complete, prosperity, well, health” and “safety.”  It is far more than just the absence of conflict and strife.  It encompasses the entire range of well-being.  Therefore, it includes spiritual and physical completeness, harmony and fulfillment.  But shalom comes from a Hebrew culture, not a Greek culture.  The word is couched in relationship, not possessions.  Ultimately, shalom is about our relationship to the One who can provide all of the other aspects of completeness.  Without the primary relationship as the fundamental purpose of life, all of the other aspects of living are unsteady.  They will lack a solid foundation.  In this verse, the active agent is God.  We do not find prosperity, peace and wholeness on our own.  God’s direct activity in our lives is the basis of shalom.  The intention of God’s purposes for us is shalom.  

“I know the plans I have for you.  Plans to prosper you and not to harm you.”
Literally, this should say “and not for evil.”  First, it means that God’s new ideas for you are for your good.  His purposes are to bring you shalom, not evil.  He is not a vengeful or malicious God.  He is a God of holy grace, compassion and care.  God has no plan to do you evil.  In fact, His plan is just the opposite.  

The word for “evil” is ra.  The root behind ra is a noun that means “rotten, spoiled” or “good for nothing.”  It is most often used in conjunction with the word tov which means “good”.  The first instance of this word is in the Garden of Eden in the expression “tree of the knowledge of good and evil.”  The Bible recognizes that men often have varying ideas about what is evil.  We acknowledge this fact about cultural differences every day.  Sometimes it surprises us when we see what other cultures consider morally correct.  However, even though the Bible recognizes this fact, the final verdict on good and evil is always in God’s hands.  Since He is the Judge of the world, His determination about what is evil is the last word on the subject.  If God says that some act or event is evil, there is no negotiation on the matter.  The essence of evil is disobedience to God’s will.  It is progressive.  Evil begins with a lack of acknowledgement.  We do not recognize God as God, we refuse to give Him honor as the Creator.  From this lack of acknowledgement, we proceed to an attitude of ingratitude.  We are not thankful for what God has done.  Refusal and ingratitude become ingrained as habit, then compulsion.  The result is that we do injury to others and to ourselves.

In this verse, God tells us not only that He has no plans to harm us, but that His plans and purposes will keep us from self-inflicted harm.  God’s plan is for harmony, unity, peace and life.  Ignoring His plans for us will lead to strife, hostility, injury and death.

“I know the plans I have for you.  Plans to prosper you and not to harm you.  Plans to give you a future with hope.”
The last part of the verse reiterates the intention of God’s plans.  God has two goals in mind.  The first is “a future.”  The word is aharit.  What is unusual about this word is that it literally means “afterward, backwards” or “after part.”  How can it be about the future?  H. W. Wolff says that the Hebrew concept of time is like a man rowing a boat.  He sees where he has been, but the future is toward his back.  He backs into the future.  It is entirely unknown to him because it is behind him!

This picture has some very powerful theology in it.  First, God must set our course since only He can see “behind” us.  But secondly, we have as our guide what we see, the course we have been following.  We see the past because we are facing it.  The past is in “front” of us.  No wonder our history with God is so important.  It is not just about where we came from.  It is the visible guide for our course into the future.  Finally, there is a great connection with the idea that we must trust God’s direction and not fear.  If we are “backing” into the future, we must trust the guide.  We cannot see where we are going, but He can.

There is a tremendous example of this word in a story from Genesis.  When Lot and his wife ran from the destruction of Sodom, they were told not to look back.  Lot’s wife did look back and she saw her future.  She died there.  Looking back was a choice not to obey the guide who was taking her out of harm’s way.  

So much of our lives seem to be consumed with plans for our future.  We all want to “look ahead” as though we will be able to guide and protect ourselves from what may come.  But God says that the real direction of our life should be to the past.  The course of our life was set in the past.  The victory over the future happened in the past.  It is our history with God that gives us peace and confidence.  

Now we know the full linguistic story of this little verse.  But there is one more thing we must add—the historical context.  This is the word of the Lord in the time of Jeremiah, a time when Israel faced the possibility of destruction and captivity.  If there were ever a time to hear these words, it was then.  Amazingly, God’s plans were completely different than the expectations of the people.  They thought they knew what God would do—and they were totally wrong.  But that didn’t change the purpose of God to bring them hope and a future.  Perhaps remembering who heard this first will give us confidence that we can trust what God is doing even when it seems as though our world is falling apart.

Topical Index:  Jeremiah 29:11, know, yada, plans, new ideas, mahashaba, prosper, shalom, not to harm, evil, ra, future, aharit
April 10  “For the mind set on the flesh is death, but the mind set on the Spirit is life and peace.”  Romans 8:6  NASB

The Perfection Syndrome

Life – Life is a paradox.  In this verse, Paul presents us with one of the most paradoxical truths of existence. What seems like “life” to those whose worldview is determined by the best the world has to offer is in reality only death.  Real life is found only in life with God.  We know this.  After all, we are believers.  But far too often knowing isn’t quite enough.  Something else is needed.  Heschel puts it like this: “The problem was not whether to trust God but whether to trust one’s acceptance of God.”
  
But I would slightly alter this insight.

“The problem was not whether to trust God but whether to trust one’s acceptance by God.” 

It seems to me that believers are particularly prone to self-incrimination.  As a result, they have a hard time experiencing life for they fear that they are unworthy of God’s goodness.  Perhaps it helps to realize that the Greek word is zoe, the root of zoology.  It covers the entire range of all living things.  In particular, this word is used to describe life with God, a life that is characterized by moral purity, spiritual purpose and divine blessing.  We probably struggle with the perfection syndrome concerning moral purity and spiritual purpose.  We know we don’t meet the ultimate standard.  But why should that prevent us from experiencing life.  Life isn’t perfect.  It just is.  And it’s everywhere.  All around us God is showering us with blessing.  We are enveloped in His zoology.  Perfection is not the living standard.  Celebration is!

Paul forcefully reminds us that the word that describes everything living is related to Spirit, not to this world.  Here is the irony of the gospel.  The more I grasp from this life, the less life I have.  The more I struggle for the best the world has to offer, the less my life has real value.  Real life, the life given by God, is opposed to all the patterns of this world.  It will never be found in the latest toys, the biggest bank account, the greatest possession or the most prestige.  What everyone wants—life and peace—is not available in the marketplace.  I’m sorry, but it just can’t be purchased, earned or collected.  The great irony is that no matter where I look in the world, I will not find it for sale.  What I want most is life and peace, and those are exactly the things that I cannot go out and get.  They are gifts, given to me only by God and only in intimate relationship with Him.

If I am “minding” the Spirit, I do not need to collect life and peace.  They are the automatic and natural results of a worldview that has God at the center.  What I thought I needed turned out to be useless.  What I found I inherited when I started “minding” the Spirit turned out to be all that I wanted.

Topical Index:  life, zoe, trust, celebration, Romans 8:6
April 11  “I have heard you,” replied Jeremiah the prophet. “I will certainly pray to the Lord your God as you have requested; I will tell you everything the Lord says and will keep nothing back from you.”  Then they said to Jeremiah, “May the Lord be a true and faithful witness against us if we do not act in accordance with everything the Lord your God sends you to tell us.  Whether it is favorable or unfavorable, we will obey the Lord our God, to whom we are sending you, so that it will go well with us, for we will obey the Lord our God.”  Jeremiah 42:4-6  NIV

Statute of Limitation
Keep nothing back – Jeremiah promises not to hold back anything.  The Hebrew is lo ‘emna dabar.  You will recognize both the negative (lo) and the noun debar.  The verb is mana, “withhold, keep back, refrain, deny, hinder.”  He promises to tell the people every word God gives him.  We might wonder why the people need to press Jeremiah to do this. Aren’t prophets psychologically compelled to speak God’s words?  Didn’t Jeremiah himself proclaim that withholding God’s message was impossible?  Something has happened to Jeremiah so that he must be coerced to perform what he was destined to do. 

“Let us note the difference between Jeremiah’s words and the people’s.  In the original Hebrew, he speaks twenty words; they reply with twice as many.  He speaks cautiously and hesitantly; they answer excitedly, with complete commitment.  The difference between Jeremiah and the people is clear but dismal: He has lost all desire to prophecy, while they have only just begun to crave the word of God.  He, who has devoted his life to speaking God’s word, now agrees to do them a favor by acquiescing to their demands.  They, who have been estranged from God’s word all their lives, now fervently vow to ‘listen to the Lord, our God.’”

Jeremiah has experienced a spiritual statute of limitation.  He has reached the end of his hope that God’s word, and God Himself, will rescue the people.  He has given up.  There are plenty of reasons for his despair.  For forty years he has tried to warn these people.  In vain.  For forty years he has been rejected, abused, imprisoned, scandalized.  For forty years God has compelled him to act as the harbinger—and to take the punishment of a rejecting audience.  For forty years Jeremiah has hoped in change—and things only got worse.  Now, with the supposed Messiah Josiah dead, there seems to be no point in continuing.  It’s over.  The promises are finished.  The end is near.  Why try anymore?

We know the history.  The people do not turn back to God.  Babylon destroys Israel. Jeremiah dies disconsolate.  But knowing the history does not mean we feel the history.  Try putting yourself in Jeremiah’s place.  Ah, but maybe you don’t have to work too hard to do this.  Maybe you too have come to the end.  Maybe you have tried and tried to get them to listen—and you’re discouraged to the point of giving up hope.  Maybe what you feel is what happened to Jeremiah.  And maybe, just maybe, God is still doing something despite your hopelessness.  Maybe God’s statute of limitation isn’t ours.

Topical Index:  keep nothing back, lo ‘emna dabar, discouragement, Jeremiah 42:4-6
April 12   All the ways of a man are clean in his own sight, But the LORD weighs the motives.  Proverbs 16:2  NASB

Breath Control

Motives – The NASB and other English translations gloss the Hebrew word in this verse.  Why?  Because the context of the verse requires some changes to make sense in English.  But in Hebrew the word translated “motives” reveals much more than inner intentions.  The word in Hebrew is ruhot, from ruah, a word you will immediately recognize as “spirit, wind, breath.”  In Hebrew this word is much more than the inner frame of mind.  It is the animating energy of life.  That means this verse isn’t limited to just those inner thoughts you have before you make a choice.  This verse speaks about everything that makes you who you are—all the habits, fantasies, calculations, decisions, emotions, body language and reactions that exhibit your personality.  The Lord weighs your life, not just your cognitive evaluations.  Thus we can amplify Heschel’s comment:  “ . . . the power of darkness that draws its vital energy from good deeds performed with ulterior motives”
 by adding that the power of darkness draws its energy from good deeds performed with life oriented in the wrong direction.  What the Bible asks us to do is to practice breath control; to keep a close watch on how we live so that our actions are a pure representation of God’s purposes.  Oh, and by the way, only you will be able to do this.  Only you know why you are really doing what you are doing.  
“Love and Truth are the two ways that lead the soul out of the inner jungle.  Love offers an answer to the question of how to live.  In Truth we find an answer to the question of how to think.  This division, however, is dangerous and arbitrary.  There is love at the heart of Truth.  But is there Truth in our heart, in our love?  Significantly, ‘love’ is both a noun and a verb.  Yet ‘truth’ is never a verb . . .  It is impossible to find Truth without being in love, and it is impossible to experience love without being truthful, without living Truth.”

If God weighs our ruhot . . . Notice that the word is plural.  You have more than one life operating in your embodied condition.  You are made up of all those living relationships that constitute your personality . . . then He is examining the connection between love and truth in us.  He is asking whether or not we are a living truth.  It is typical to say that all we need is love, but this is terribly mistaken.  Love is not enough.  Love enveloped in truth is what we seek and what we need in order to exhibit ruhot that matter.

“The central issue is not Truth in terms of a doctrine, but veracity, honesty, or sincerity in terms of personal existence.”

Topical Index:  ruhot, motives, love, truth, Proverbs 16:2
April 13   Then God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness; and let them rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky and over the cattle and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.”  Genesis 1:26 NASB
The Human Verb

Image – In God’s image.  How many times have we heard this expression as the justification of human tolerance?  “We are all created equal, therefore we all have the same rights and privileges.”  This idea is fundamental to Western democracy, perhaps even to Western civilization.  But is it biblically true?  We might argue that God is the sole creator and therefore all human beings are to be treated as His creation.  But this is an ethical appeal, not an ontological one.  I believe the biblical text of this verse does not suggest that all homo sapiens are born in God’s image.  As far as I can determine, Hebrew thought is verbal.  That means we become God’s image as we act like God.  Since God is spirit, His image is seen in action, not object.  Therefore, this verse implies that we are made with the potential to become human, that is, to participate in the actions of God so that our lives reflect His actions.  We are born to be verbs.

But, of course, a verb does not exist independently of its performance.  In other words, I can’t paint a verb on the ceiling of a cathedral (although obviously I can paint nouns, i.e., pictures of “God”).  A verb exists only as it operates.   I throw only when I am throwing.  So, if being in God’s image means being a verb like God, then doing what God does means being human.  If I don’t do what God does, I am not human.  I might still be a homo sapien with the potential to become human, but Genesis 1:26 doesn’t make me human by being born with a human shape.

Notice what Heschel says with regard to actions:  “Creed and commitment are final; but how does one live one’s creed?  How does one exercise one’s ultimate commitment? Neither [Kierkegaard or the Kotzker] was satisfied to accept a definite, final commitment, once and for all.  The issue was: how does one renew his commitment day after day?  Man lives in time, and there is no finality, no standstill in existence.  Human personality, the Kotzker and Kierkegaard insisted, was never to be interpreted as a simple, static state.  The self was always in motion.  Because it lacked permanence, because it was in conflict with itself and passionately concerned with itself, the essence of self was fraught with danger.  The great task was to perpetuate one’s condition to challenge it.  To many people the inner life is a no-man’s land.  To Kierkegaard and the Kotzker it was the deepest concern.”

The inner life is the place of becoming, and that is the true measure of being human.  What am I becoming?  How do my desires, actions and intentions shape my direction?  At the end, will I be able to say, “Now, with God’s help, I have become His image”?

Topical Index:  image, human, become, Genesis 1:26

April 14  And I say also unto thee, That thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.  Matthew 16:18 KJV

Big Business

Church – It should be evident to most believers that Yeshua is not speaking of what we call “the church” when he addressed Peter in this famous conversation.  The Greek, ekklesia, is often translated “church,” but that is a cultural accommodation.  The word literally means “assembly,” and in classical Greek it is never used for a religious assembly.  Furthermore, Yeshua wasn’t speaking Greek.  In Hebrew, the word is qahal, a word that also means “assembly,” but in Jewish context carries the idea most similar to a synagogue.  We should then ask the question, “Why does the Bible routinely translate this Greek word as ‘church’?”  The answer is a bit disturbing.  It’s really all about a massive change in the paradigm that governs our world.

Perhaps the best way to articulate this change is to refer to the book by Peter Leithart,   Against Christianity.  It is a penetrating examination of the difference between the post-modern view of the world and the biblical view.  According to Leithart:

Modernity refers to the civilization of the West since about 1500.  Culturally, modernity is characterized by “value pluralism,” which entails the privatization of religious institutions and religious claims.  Every individual and every group chooses its own shared values, and civil society is the arena where those values enter into combat.  Politically, modernity is shaped by “liberalism,” the political system dedicated to the one proposition that political systems must not be dedicated to one proposition.

Through its roots in the patristic period, Christianity in its more developed form is the Church’s adjustment of the gospel to modernity, and the Church’s consequent acceptance of the world’s definition of who we are and what we should be up to.  Christianity is biblical religion disemboweled and emasculated by (voluntary) intellectualization and/or privatization.

Christianity is not merely haphazard embrace of the values and practices of the modern world.  Worldliness in that sense has plagued the Church since Corinth and will be a temptation to the end of time.  Christianity is institutionalized worldliness, worldliness accepted in principle, worldliness not at the margins but at the center, worldliness built into the foundation.
 

Leithart draws a needed distinction between Christianity (the “official” religion of the West) and the Church (God’s people in the world).  Christianity is a part of the world culture, accommodated to the systems of the world through its organization, goals and operation.  Just think about the scope and actions of the Roman Catholic Church.  It is big business with a worldwide organized hierarchy.  In fact, it is probably the first multi-national company.  Of course, any of the mainline denominations fit the bill today.  What this implies is that the members embrace a cultural orientation that is dictated by the religion and that religion is in cooperation with the state.  So, state and religion work out a pact of mutual non-aggression.  The state passes laws that endorse or protect certain religious freedoms and the religion endorses and supports certain activities of the state.  Just consider the almost universal acceptance of democracy as the proper political system of Christianity.  Nothing in the biblical record supports this idea.  Where did it come from?  From the Greeks.  The Church is not a democracy.  The Kingdom of God is not a democracy.  But most Christians have accommodated to the state by accepting democracy as the correct political system.  

This same shift can be seen in economic policy, social liberties, civic responsibilities, education, ethics and philosophy.  The biblical worldview is an all-embracing reorientation of life to a radically different culture.  It is Semitic, ancient, theocratic, without hierarchy, distributive economics and maximized personal responsibility.  Its legal system is compassionate but without appeal (there is no supreme court that can overrule God’s law).  Its educational system is focused nearly exclusively on Torah.  It is exclusive (drawing careful distinctions between those who are followers and those who are not) and intolerant (demanding repentance).  In fact, it is a lot more like the culture of Islam than it is like the culture of the West.

Most Christians today have absorbed the cultural values of post-modernity.  They believe in tolerance, inner truth, private religion and the separation of State and Church.  They just don’t realize that none of these are biblical.  So, they act more like Greeks than followers of the King, but they aren’t aware that there is really a difference.  

It’s time to open this discussion, to realize that living a “Christian” life is not the same as being a good, morally upright member of the nation.  Everything must change if we are really going to embrace the teachings of the Messiah and make him our King.  How can “Your will be done on earth” be our motto if what we do is nothing more than proper ethical behavior as outlined by the laws of the land?

Topical Index: Christianity, ekklesia, Matthew 16:18
April 15  Shabbat

April 16   and My people who are called by My name humble themselves and pray and seek My face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, will forgive their sin and will heal their land.  2 Chronicles 7:14  NASB

A History Lesson (1)

And – Is this promise good for us?  Is it conditional?  Does it begin with “and” or with “if”?  

Most translations seem to treat the promise as an eternal conditional declaration.  What I mean is that the opening vav is translated as the conditional “if” rather than the consecutive “and,” and the promise is applied to everyone who believes he or she is called by God’s name.  So it becomes an eternal conditional.  All we have to do is humble ourselves and God will heal our land, right?  It’s possible to translate the vav as “so, that, then” or “also,” but the usual word for “if” is not the attached vav.  It is one of the following:  ‘im, ‘illu, lu’, ‘ilmal’.  The NASB is correct.  This is not a conditional promise.  It is a declaration about the future actions of God’s chosen people at the time it was delivered.  

The first nine chapters of 2 Chronicles recount the history of David and Solomon as Israel finally achieves a united monarchy.  But the audience is not the people who lived under the reign of David and Solomon.  The audience is Israel in post-exilic times.  Traditionally, the author is Ezra, who recalls Israel’s history in order to provide the current, post exilic audience with hope that the glory of the past can once again become reality.  What this means is that the original audience are those who have already experienced the collapse of the kingdom, the exile and the return to the broken world of Israel.  Now Ezra (if he is the actual author) exhorts these people to remember what God did in the past and bring themselves into alignment with God’s commandments in order that Israel will once again rise to prominence.  

In this verse, the technical phrase “who are called by My name” is probably better translated as “over whom My name is called” since the verse is passive reflexive, i.e., an action done by another affecting the subject.  In other words, these people do not call themselves God’s people.  Someone else calls them His people.  Who is that?  If we pay attention to the intended audience, it would be the Gentiles who occupied the land when the returning Israelites arrived.  They are still God’s people, of course, but they are not God’s people because they self-designate themselves as His people.  In this case, God and Gentiles provide the recognition.  

Does this apply to us?  Well, that’s a big question.  We are not returning from captivity.  We aren’t looking for a new united monarchy.  We probably aren’t even recognized as God’s people by a pagan populace, especially if we are not Jewish and do not live like Jews.  In other words, if we adopt the first principle of exegesis, this verse is not about us and its promise is not for us.  Maybe.  Tomorrow we will see what else we can find here.

Topical Index:  ‘im, ‘illu, lu’, ‘ilmal’, if, 2 Chronicles 7:14
April 17   and My people who are called by My name humble themselves and pray and seek My face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, will forgive their sin and will heal their land.  2 Chronicles 7:14  NASB

A History Lesson (2)

Turn – A little historical pun.  That’s why the choice of shuv in this instance is so fascinating.  It isn’t simply that these people whom others recognize as God’s chosen are asked to turn from their past disobedience.  It is also that they are returning to the promised land.  So their actions are both internal and external.  As they physically return, they are asked to spiritually return.

Shuv is also a significant concept in the pre-exilic arena.  Jeremiah uses it dozens of times with at least a dozen different nuances.  The failure to turn back is the cause of the captivity and now those who are returning need to recognize their ancestors refused to turn around so that they have to make the return.  Shuv is woven into the history of Israel in so many ways.  Ultimately, it is also our word.  In this sense, the entire story of the Bible is the story of recovery, that is, returning to the fatherhood of God.

A few days ago I pointed to Heschel’s comment, ““The problem was not whether to trust God but whether to trust one’s acceptance of God.”
  I mentioned that I would alter this insight to, “The problem was not whether to trust God but whether to trust one’s acceptance by God.”  I think the story of the exile, both before and after the actual captivity in Babylon, is another case of learning what it means to be accepted by God.  

Perhaps the most difficult thing for us, those who have grown up in the post Augustine-Luther original sin, federal headship of Adam environment, is to realize that God is our living, loving Father.  We have been trained, perhaps subliminally, to believe that God is the moral policeman of creation.  That He demands obedience.  That He punishes.  That He condemns.  And that we deserve it.  Therefore, we are separated from Him as far as human beings can imagine.  But the Bible says otherwise.  Of course, it does speak of judgment, but its real message is the recovery of the Father, the necessity of realizing at the deepest possible level that God is our Father who loves us beyond compare.  To Him, shuv is a celebration, not a requirement.

History lesson number 2:  when the people did not turn, they were sent into captivity so that they might turn and return.  This principle applies.  It does not mean that our land will be healed.  After all, we don’t live in Israel.  But it does mean that we also can turn and return to God as Father, and that has incredible social consequences.  The promise in this verse might not be a conditional eternal one, but it can certainly point us in the right direction.  And that direction is to reverse course and go back to Him.

Topical Index:  shuv, turn, return, 2 Chronicles 7:14
April 18   When the accusers stood up, they began bringing charges against him not of such crimes as I was expecting, but they simply had some points of disagreement with him about their own religion and about a dead man, Jesus, whom Paul asserted to be alive.  Acts 25:18-19  NASB
Angels and Demons

Religion – Did you see the Tom Hanks’ movie, Angels and Demons?  A nice “who done it?” drama that intimates that all church spirituality is really human ego.  In the same vein as the earlier Da Vinci Code, “religion” becomes a man-made delusion designed to control the ignorant populace.  We who believe are very much inclined to reject this nonsense.  But maybe we shouldn’t.

The word “religion” is not actually in this Greek text.  That’s because the word “religion” didn’t exist when the text was written.  “Religion” comes from the Latin religare, meaning “to bind” as in the case of a vow or obligation.  It arose in the fourth century CE in support of Christian philosophy and theology.  In other words, “religion” is in fact a system of obligatory vows and creeds that control the believing population.  The word is not found in the biblical texts because the biblical texts are about how we live, not what we must think.  And life, as it is lived, is a lot more elastic than a creed; a lot more flexible than a dogma.  So in a sense Angels and Demons is actually true of the Church.  It is about power, control and delusion—those necessary elements to keep the people in line.  But when it comes to Luke’s recounting of Paul’s trial, “religion” has nothing to do with the circumstances.

In Greek the term is actually deisidaimonia, a word that is constructed from two other words, deido and daimon.  It literally means “fear of demons” or “fear of the divine” which in the Greek world was essentially the same as the fear of those deities that might bring havoc to your life.  With this linguistic background, is it even possible that the Jews at Paul’s trial were arguing about “religion”?  Not a chance!  They were contending with Paul about how we should live according to the Torah.  Paul believed that as a result of the historical occurrence of the Messiah, Gentiles were now openly invited into the Kingdom without first becoming Jewish proselytes.  But not all Jews agreed.  Some continued to insist that membership in the Jewish community demanded conversion, i.e., the process of becoming a proselyte.  In addition (and it is no small addition), Paul claims that Yeshua is alive.  These Jews deny his claim.  But, of course, that claim is simply a matter of evidence, not spiritual practice.  So the real debate in the trial boils down to how believers should live, and since there was already a wide variety of living practices in the Jewish world, this doesn’t seem like it should have been a problem.

Except . . . 

Except that it involved Gentiles.  Except that it challenged what the standard was of entering into the community of faith.  Except that it appeared as if the traditional means of gaining entrance were no longer valid.  And that was a big exception.  What’s quite amusing from the perspective of two thousand years later is that we have the whole argument upside down.  We think that the issue of the “New Testament” is how Jews become believers, but the issue of the apostolic material is how Gentiles become believers.  Twenty centuries of angels and demons have completely reversed the problem.

Maybe Tom Hanks is right.  Maybe the Church really is all hocus-pocus.

Topical Index:  religion, deisidaimonia, demons, Gentiles, Acts 25:18-19
April 19  Praise the Lord from the earth, sea monsters and all deeps; fire and hail, snow and clouds; stormy wind, fulfilling His word;  Psalm 148:7-8  NASB
Surprise

Sea Monsters - “Even piety will not sustain the tedium of unlimited repetition.  To preserve one’s commitment with the intensity of its first ardor requires more than obedience.  Surprise, spiritual adventure, the search for new appreciation—all these are necessary ingredients for religious renewal.”

Heschel is right.  Ritual can lead to boredom.  Good behavior alone is not enough reward.  Life demands adventure.  We must be attuned to surprise; to relish its arrival.  When sea monsters praise YHVH, we must be ready to marvel at the creation.

This raises a very important question for us.  What are we doing to prevent spiritual boredom?  What actions are we taking that generate the potential for wonder and surprise?  What adventures are we planning?

Boredom is a serious malady of modern man.  Perhaps it has always been so, but in an age when little effort needs to be expended in order to meet survival needs, boredom is a constant threat.  Thus, modern man invents distraction.  Everything from digital relationship substitutes to the temples of sports worship are really symptoms of the struggle to overcome boredom.  Without surprise, life deteriorates.

Of course, there’s the other side of the coin.  We want control.  Surprise is the epitome of “out of control” experience.  In order to maintain our grip on life-as-we-want-it, we often sacrifice the unexpected.  Unfortunately, our efforts to rein in potential disruption mean that we create routine, and routine is just a death spiral of indeterminate length.

Today I am on my way to Siena.  I am looking forward to something unexpected.  I am hopeful of beauty and trauma.  I am trusting that YHVH will discover me curious.

What are you doing for spiritual adventure today?  Where are your sea monsters hiding?

Topical Index:  surprise, sea monsters, routine, Psalm 148:7-8

April 20   And He took him outside and said, “Now look toward the heavens, and count the stars, if you are able to count them.” And He said to him, “So shall your descendants be.”  Genesis 15:5  NASB
Incredible

Look – This Hebrew verb is one of the five instances where God is the subject and the letter Na is attached to the root verb.  So instead of habbet, we have habbet-na.  The reason this is so important is that it is a case where God asks something that seems incredible, that is, beyond human comprehension.  Who can count the stars?  Impossible!  So God does not command.  He asks.  He politely requests Abraham to consider this, just as He politely requested Abraham to consider the sacrifice of his son Isaac.  It was not a command.  It was a suggestion.  An impossible to comprehend suggestion that could have been refused.  But Abraham did not refuse, not because he understood God’s word as a demand but because he was so anxious to please God that he would even do what was humanly incomprehensible.

Did you think your relationship with YHVH consists of clearly defined commands, carefully articulated and exactly performed?  Is your faith prescribed?  Or is there more, the subtle interplay of suggestion and response?  Would you rather have rules or reciprocity?  Dogma or direction?  How comfortable are you with interpersonal intention instead of orders from above?

Oh, and since I am in Siena today, consider the stars.

[image: image1.jpg]



Topical Index:  stars, look, na, habbet, Genesis 5:15

April 22  Shabbat
April 23   Ask of Me, and I will surely give the nations as Your inheritance, and the very ends of the earth as Your possession.  Psalm 2:8  NASB
Textual Torture

Your – Bear with me today.  This is a bit academic but incredibly important.  

What is the context of this verse?  Who is speaking?  To whom is the promise addressed?  What do the words mean?  Ah, before you rush to the Psalms to discover the answers, perhaps you might be interested in what the early Church fathers did with this verse and many more like it.

“The Church reads texts such as ‘Thou art my Son; this day I have begotten thee.  Ask of me and I will give the nations as thy inheritance’ (Ps. 2:7-8) as a statement addressed by God to Christ promising him the gentile Church as his inheritance (cf. Ter. Adv. Jud. 12).  By juxtaposing such texts with others, such as ‘On your account the name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles’ (Isa. 52:5), read as referring to the unbelieving Jews (Ter. Adv. Jud. 13), one reads the Psalms and the Prophets as texts for the election of the Gentiles and the reprobation of the Jews. . . . In the period after the establishment of the Church as the religion of the Roman Empire, this argument, that the gentile Church is a messianic fulfillment, takes on a new political tone.  The universalism of the nations, gathered in the Church, is equated with the universal sway of the Christian Roman Pax.  The ecumenical empire comes to be identified with the millennial reign of the Messiah over the earth.”

Do you understand what Ruether discovered in her study of the early Church fathers?  She demonstrates conclusively that these men hated the Jews and did everything possible to portray the Jews as rejected by God, reprobate, immoral, rebellious and responsible for the death of “Jesus.”  The Church fathers framed the theology that led to the Crusades where Christian believers were encouraged to exterminate the “Christ killers.”  The Church fathers provided Luther with all he needed to write the theology of the holocaust.  The Church fathers twisted Scripture, fabricated evidence, mounted a campaign of malicious propaganda and participated in ruthless acts toward Jews because their paradigm demanded that the Jews lose.  It was the God-deigned destiny of the Church to rule the world (in God’s name, of course).  Therefore, the Jews must either become Christians (as Luther expected) or be eliminated.  By torturing the text so that everything negative was about the Jews and everything positive was about the Church, the early fathers were able to produce theological justification for anti-Semitism.

Ruether concludes that the early fathers believed “ . . . the Jews, in not receiving Christ, do not and never have received God’s Word, and have never known God through their Scriptures, since these Scriptures are revealed through God’s Word.”
 In other words, since Jews reject the Trinity, they cannot know God at all.

In summary, Ruether notes, “For Christianity, anti-Judaism was not merely a defense against attack, but an intrinsic need of Christian self-affirmation.  Anti-Judaism is a part of Christian exegesis. . . . to affirm the identity of the Church, which could only be done by invalidating the identity of the Jews.”

Maybe you already realized this.  Maybe your grip on history is solid enough to recognize that the Church required an anti-Semitic understanding of Scripture.  Maybe you knew that these early framers of Christian thought were vicious, cruel, fabricators who incited the populace to pogroms.  But if you knew all this, what makes you think that they have any place whatsoever in God’s Kingdom?  And if they don’t, then what does that say about the philosophical and theological underpinnings of Christianity?  Rosemary Ruether is a Catholic scholar.  She recognizes that her own faith is built on violence, lies and spurious exegesis.  Christianity as a religion is posturing for political supremacy.  It is about ruling, not about righteousness.
Listen, history doesn’t lie.  What was said, what was done—can’t be erased simply because we choose not to think about it.  Most Christian believers have no idea what their great men of the faith actually taught.  Most Christian believers do their very best to honor and serve God as they understand Him.  But that is not the same as knowing what the Scriptures say about God—and, frankly, the Scriptures are Jewish.  You cannot serve the God of Israel through the mouth of Saint John Chrysostom because he did not serve the God of Israel.  He served another God, one that he made up from Roman philosophy and twisted Jewish texts.  And he wasn’t the only one.

Topical Index:  early Church fathers, your, Gentiles, nations, anti-Semitism, Rosemary Ruether, Psalm 2:7-8
April 24   Then it happened in the spring, at the time when kings go out to battle, that David sent Joab and his servants with him and all Israel, and they destroyed the sons of Ammon and besieged Rabbah. But David stayed at Jerusalem.  2 Samuel 11:1  NASB
The Telltale Sign

Then it happened – We are about to read the story of David and Bathsheba.  As the Bible heading in the NASB says, this is “David’s Great Sin.”  But before we run to the juicy details, perhaps we should pay attention to the set up.  There is a little phrase that we have encountered before in the story of David that portends disaster.  It is the Hebrew vayhiy, “and it happened.”  Interestingly, the ESV ignores this word entirely.  But it can’t be ignored.  It is the signal to the reader that something unexpected and foreboding is about to happen.  We have seen the word announcing the circumstances that caused the jealous rift between David and Saul.  We have seen the word introducing the death of the Amorite who assisted in Saul’s suicide.  Vayhiy isn’t always the predictor of bad circumstances.  It is also found in the story of Ruth.  It just happened that she ended up in a field owned by Boaz, for example.

What can we make of this word about fate?  What we discover as the stories proceed is that it isn’t fate at all.  This is a Hebrew expression for the idea that it appears to be accidental, it looks like fate, but what is really occurring is God engineering.  Hebrew is a phenomenological language.  It describes the world the way it appears.  It does not usually attempt to describe the underlying, but hidden, reality.  Hebrew is a “what-you-see-is-what-you-get” worldview.  This we must keep in mind as we read the text because our Greek Western view is very different.  In the Greek Western view, we expect to find linguistic penetration of reality.  We desire and assume that language will take us under the surface where we can discover how things really work, what is really happening.  The Greek Western world is built around the idea of control and I cannot control something I do not understand, something that just happens completely randomly.  But Hebrew is not about control.  It is about obedience and obedience does not require that I understand why.  It only requires that I understand how.  Vayhiy is a word about the apparent randomness of life because I do not always understand why things happen.  In hindsight I might be able to explain circumstances, but that doesn't help me much as they are occurring.  What I need is trust that someone does know what’s going on even I don’t.  That is the Hebrew idea of “and it happened.”  God knows.  I don’t.  It’s OK.

What circumstances in your life seem to be accidental trials and tribulations?  How many times have you come up against the brick wall of understanding and found it impenetrable?  When have you given up trying to make sense of things?  Maybe you’re trying to force a Hebrew circle into a Greek square.  Maybe it’s all designed to get to you say, “I don’t understand.  You do.  It’s OK.”

Topical Index:  vayhiy, and it happened, fate, phenomenological, 2 Samuel 11:1
April 25   Now when evening came David arose from his bed and walked around on the roof of the king’s house, and from the roof he saw a woman bathing; and the woman was very beautiful in appearance.   2 Samuel 11:2  NASB

Bathsheba’s Bath

Bathing – Inexplicable.  Oh, did you think that what was strange about this verse was David’s sin?  No, there’s a lot more to it than that.  First, let’s notice that this verse begins with the same “accidental” wording as the previous verse.  Vayhiy (or vayhi’)—and it happened—but for some inexplicable reason, the NASB chooses to render this as “now.”  In other words, the accidental engineering is obscured.  We don’t see that it is just as odd that David is at home when kings should be at war as it is for him to be on the roof at sundown.  But this is just the beginning of our inexplicable verse.

The second element is that fact that David arises from bed at sundown.  Oh, yes, the verse says “late in the afternoon,” but the Hebrew is le’et ‘erev.  Do you practice ‘erev shabbat?  Then you know that this expression is not “late in the afternoon.”  It is just those few minutes immediately before and after sundown.  This should cause us to ask a few questions.  First, why is David in bed before the sun does down?  The text tells us nothing, but perhaps the fact that he is not where he is supposed to be (at battle) has led him to introspection and mental exhaustion.  Now he gets up.  The sun is just going down.  He goes up to the roof.  What does he see?  A naked woman bathing.  Perhaps his already diminished defenses are caught off-guard and instead of looking away, he observes.  Understandable?  Certainly.  But this act also requires some explanation.

David has already had at least seventeen other women as wives or consorts.  Bathsheba will be number eighteen.  So David is not a man of sexual restraint.  In fact, sex and politics have been part of his life since his first encounter with Saul.  You might review the intrigue of sexual maneuvering surrounding Saul’s daughters and Saul’s wife.  David is no stranger to another sexual partner.  But in the past, beauty has not been the primary motivator.  Politics dominates David’s sexual liaisons.  Now (as it happened), something else takes over, something else catches him at a moment when his resistance is low.  Inexplicable?  Maybe not, if we know a bit of David’s history.  The big difference here is that this woman offers no political advantage.  And maybe that’s why she is so appealing.  Sex with her does not require careful evaluation of inter-dynastic impact.  It’s just pleasure and, at this point, pleasure is a nice escape from the trauma of avoiding the responsibilities of a king.  Why not just forget about it for one evening?

And then there’s Bathsheba.  The inexplicable element of Bathsheba’s side of this story is why she is on the roof in view of the palace in the first place.  If she is the chaste, innocent victim of a king’s lust, how do we explain her choice to bathe where only the king can observe her?  Are we to imagine that this woman of virtue is so naïve that she pays no attention to the fact that someone on the roof of the palace can see her?  If she were really the pure woman we want her to be, would we not also be shocked at her exhibitionism?  Inexplicable.  Except—

What if Bathsheba engineered the event?  What if she bathed naked on the roof in order that the king might see?  What if it were her purpose to provide enough sexual temptation to a man that she knew had few sexual restraints so that she might advance herself?  According to the story, it just happened that David’s one-night stand with her resulted in pregnancy.  How likely is that?  Are we to assume that Bathsheba didn’t know that she was at a fertile time of the month?  Are we to believe that it “just happened”?  Or does it make more sense that Bathsheba engineered the circumstances so that she had the greatest potential to bear the son of a king, and thereby become part of the king’s dynasty?

How much of this bath was about the baby?

Topical Index:  Bathsheba, vayhiy, ‘erev, and it happened, 2 Samuel 11:2

April 26  Then David said to Uriah, “Go down to your house, and wash your feet.” And Uriah went out of the king’s house, and a present from the king was sent out after him.  2 Samuel 11:8  NASB

Really?

Wash your feet – You’ve been on the front lines.  The commander-in-chief sends a message that he wants to speak with you personally.  But he’s far away, safely at home in the city.  That means travel, in this particular time, probably at least a day or two.  Walking.  When you arrive, you are taken to the king’s palace to be presented to him.  What normal protocol would you expect?  Does it strike you as a bit odd that the king needs to instruct you to wash your feet?  Would that not have been the normal process before meeting the king?  And why would a king need to give you these precise instructions?

Let’s consider Ruth 3:4.  “It shall be when he lies down, that you shall notice the place where he lies, and you shall go and uncover his feet and lie down; then he will tell you what you shall do.”  The same root, ragal, is behind the instance in Naomi’s and David’s instructions, but it seems fairly clear that Naomi is not talking about feet.  She uses the term euphemistically for penis.  Do you suppose David is doing the same thing?  “Go home and have sex with your wife,” is David’s desire, but he uses a euphemism so that his instructions aren’t so obvious.  If this is not the case, then explain why a king gives such a pedestrian suggestion?  Or maybe it’s just a way of saying, “Take some time off.  Don’t return to the front right away” as Uriah might have expected.  Maybe.

Examining the story of Bathsheba and David raises a lot of questions—about personal motivations, linguistic oddities, hidden agendas and disguised divine engineering.  The story tells us how things appear, but like all Hebrew stories, it expects the reader to fill in a lot of the details.  So it provides subtle clues, linguistic hints and emotional gaps—precisely the things necessary for us to become active participants in the story.  And then we discover that the story is about more than Bathsheba and David.  It is about us.

When did you find yourself so physically or psychologically exhausted that you just wanted to get away?  When were your usual defenses down at the moment a particularly potent temptation arrived?  What have you done in your past that opened the door for another lethal act?  When did you decide to take “fate” in your own hands and manipulate the circumstances for your own gain?  When did you make sure you could be seen so that someone else would be drawn to you?  When did you try to cover your tracks by providing an opportunity to another?  When did you become a master manipulator?  When did you lie with your body?  And where was God when all of this was happening?

When did “and it happened” describe you?

Topical Index:  wash your feet, ragal, Ruth 3:4, 2 Samuel 11:8
April 27   Therefore Jesus also, that He might sanctify the people through His own blood, suffered outside the gate.  Hebrews 13:12  NASB
Distinctive Difference

Sanctify – It’s easy to get a bit confused by this verse and others like it.  Not differentiating “sanctify” from “atone,” we might think that this verse supports the idea that Yeshua died for our sins.  But the verse doesn’t actually say that.  The reason it doesn’t is because it uses the Greek verb hagiazo (to sanctify), not hilaskomai (to be propitious).  Let’s examine the technical differences.
First, hagiazo, the Greek verb used in this verse, means “to be sanctified, to be set apart for God’s purposes.”  It is the moral result of atonement.  It is not atonement.  This is the process that describes being consciously used by God for His purposes.  It is the development of holiness.  That might take a long time for us, but the reason it is even possible, according to the author of this text, is that Yeshua’s sacrifice enabled us to be recognized as worthy of this development.  I have argued that the death on the cross overcame the final symptom of defilement, namely, death itself.  And once death is conquered, then the resurrection of Yeshua signals the first-fruit acceptance of all those who are his followers.  To be sanctified is to be a participant in the kingdom established by the act of the king’s perfect representative.  

Atonement, however, is described by another word group, found in the same letter in Hebrews 2:17.
Therefore, He had to be made like His brethren in all things, so that He might become a merciful and faithful high priest in things pertaining to God, to make propitiation for the sins of the people.
Here the term is hilaskomai—to be propitious, gracious.  It is the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew kaphar (Strong’s 3722).  The TDNT notes:
Among the people of God nothing is to be left unexpiated. God himself has provided the means of expiation. Expiation restores the disrupted relation with God except where sinners cut themselves off from the community by willful transgression. Whatever is affected by sin or uncleanness needs expiation, for it cannot stand before the holy God and his threatened judgment. Expiation is made supremely by the blood of offerings. God has ordained that this should be so, and blood is appropriate in view of the life that it contains. Life is threatened if expiation is not made, and preserved if it is. Since life is thus saved by life, the idea of vicariousness is undeniably present in some sense.

Surprisingly, other words in the same group are rare in the Greek apostolic material. 

In the NT hiláskomai occurs only in Lk. 18:13; Heb. 2:17, exiláskomai not at all. In Lk. 18:13 hilásthēti is a cry to God for mercy. In Heb. 2:17 the task of Jesus as High Priest is to expiate sins before God. The idea is not to make God gracious nor to conquer sins ethically.  The interesting thing in the construction and meaning of hiláskomai and exiláskomai is the addition to the sense “to propitiate” (with accusative of the person propitiated) of the sense “to purge” (with accusative of the person or object purged) and “to expiate” (with accusative of the guilt expiated or with perí, apó, etc.). This was a natural development, since that which makes God gracious also purges from sin and expiates its guilt. No less striking, however, is that words that originally denote our human action in relation to God are now used instead for God’s divine action in relation to us and on our behalf.

What can we conclude in this very brief consideration?  That the atoning work of YHVH belongs to YHVH alone, but the entry into participation in the kingdom is facilitated by the Messiah’s sanctifying effort.  We need both but they are not the same.  We are forgiven through God’s atoning process, some of which includes the sacrifices described in Leviticus.  God forgives, but that is not the end of the story.  God forgives in order that we might be sanctified, that is, in order that we might become full participants in God’s purposes, and that possibility is based on the first-fruit example set by the Messiah.

Topical Index:  sanctify, atone, , hagiazo, hilaskomai, Hebrews 13:12, Hebrews 2:17
April 28   He felt compassion for her, and said to her, “Do not weep.”  Luke 7:13 NASB

Funeral Feelings
Compassion – Today I am in Assisi, Italy.  You’ll probably get a picture or two of the basilica here, the one dedicated to St. Francis.  And St. Francis is associated with compassion, I thought it would be appropriate to review once more the uniqueness of the Greek term used to describe Yeshua’s compassion.  It all begins in Nain.  
The village named “pleasant” or “beautiful.”  But on this day the Hebrew name does not fit the mood at all.  Today is the day of a funeral.  Today is a mother's worst nightmare – death invades life.  Her only son is carried to the grave. 
As Yeshua approaches the city gate, he comes upon a scene of grief.  The funeral procession moves through the gate, carrying the body of a man.  Within minutes the crowd discovers that this man is the only son of a poor widow.  Many of the townspeople are walking with her, attempting to console her while they lament the cruel hand of God.  To lose a husband is difficult enough.  But to lose an only son after losing a husband.  What will she do now?  She has no one to care for her.  The fate of widows and orphans was well known.  She looked forward to poverty and abandonment. 
There are two critical words in this very brief encounter.  The first describes Yeshua's character; the second his action.  They are inseparable. 
“And when the Lord saw her, He felt compassion for her.”  Compassion.  The Greek word is splanchnizomai.  It is the original Greek word for “intestines.”  Over time the word became associated with those emotions that deeply upset us.  In particular, it is connected with pity.  This word is very graphic and very physical.  
Imagine those times in your life when something affected you so dramatically that it literally “turned your stomach.”  You had a hot flash.  You felt faint.  What you saw brought instant discomfort, an outrage at life's inequity.  It is the immediate reaction over something tragic.  Everyone in America got a taste of this on September 11, a nation's heartache and agony. 

Yeshua and the disciples are walking toward Nain.  They are probably busy talking among themselves about the past few days.  Suddenly they come upon the funeral.  It was certainly not the first funeral the crowd witnessed.  Death was a constant companion of those who lived in Roman occupied lands.  Yeshua stopped.  The crowd jolted with him.  Compassion.  A rough, physical word expressing the jarring, disorienting feeling of life gone haywire.  Splanchnon presents an unusual word mystery.  Most Greek words have direct Hebrew associations.  But splanchnon has no Hebrew connection.  When we look for a Hebrew connection, we find a different Greek word – oiktiro – the word for “sympathy.”  Splanchnon is a word that surfaces much later.  By the time Luke related this story in Greek, splanchnon had taken over the meaning “pity” and “sympathy.”  That isn’t the end of this curious story.  The Hebrew concept eventually captured by splanchnon helps us see an important distinction.  The Hebrew word behind pity and sympathy is racham.  But racham is the Hebrew word for “womb.”  In Hebrew thought it is the symbol of intense, personal identification.  Nothing establishes a bond of identity more than the same birth mother.  When emotions cause us to completely identify with our common humanity, with being born into this world, we experience racham.  The unity of brothers and sisters, the bond of parents and children, is extended to evoke the shared experience of being one who is born – and one who dies.  From God’s point of view, we are all brothers and sisters.  When splanchnon took over the meaning of this Hebrew concept, it carried with it the intense identification of common humanity, an identification that was particularly acute in times of trouble.

There is still more to this story.  The Hebrew concept is not limited to a “feeling.” Sympathy is an emotional response of heartfelt identification.  Pity is an emotional response to another's suffering.  Empathy is an emotional response to common-bond oneness.  But racham is more than emotion.  It is action elicited by emotion.  Racham is the action of love expressed as a result of sympathy or pity.  Racham does not pass by the circumstances of sorrow with a mournful sigh.  Racham steps into life's heartbreaking trials and actively engages in an effort to lift the burden.  Zechariah 7:9 instructs us to "make and accomplish compassion."  Psalm 69:16 calls for the action of compassion from the God who is filled with compassionate acts.  Divine compassion is not an arm around the shoulder and a shared tear.  Compassion is warfare!  It is active resistance to evil in a world.  Compassion is me taking the place of you.  It is personal action identification.  It is Yeshua on the cross, enduring brutality, horror and torture for my sake because God is compassionate.

The most common subject of the word racham is God Himself.  From the Old Testament context, it is abundantly clear that compassion is not an action prompted by the merit of the suffering party.  I don't earn compassion.  God's compassion, and the compassion of all who follow His example, is relief given simply because it can be given.  If I am to follow the model of Yeshua, my actions of relief will not be based on how worthy the suffering person is.  My actions will be based only on my ability to offer help because I can without any thought of reciprocity.

Exodus 34:6 is God's self-definition.  The very first word God uses to describe Himself is “compassionate.” If you gave your own self-definition, would that be the first word on your lips?  The widow of Nain provides us with a window into the heart of God – and what we find is racham.  The God Who cares.

Topical Index: compassion, splanchnizomai, racham, Luke 7:13, Zechariah 7:9, Psalm 69:16, Exodus 34:6
April 29  Shabbat
April 30   “Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is broad that leads to destruction, and there are many who enter through it. For the gate is small and the way is narrow that leads to life, and there are few who find it.”   Matthew 7:13-14  NASB
“Supernatural Commercialism”

Few – Kierkegaard proved that typical Christianity was a sham by noting that it claimed to have millions of followers.  If the way is narrow and difficult to find, then how do we explain the prodigious success of this religion?  Even its most important figure told us that few would discover it.

Heschel explored this criticism from another angle.   “Truth is not a feeling, a mere thought.  Truth confronts us as a behest, an insistent summons, austere, uncompromising.  Are we able to respond to it in the recesses of our souls?”
  “Truth is severe, harsh, demanding.  We would rather hide our face in the sand than be confronted by it.  ‘To live means to be indebted’—who wants to hear this?  ‘I am commanded, therefore I am’—who knows how to cherish it?”

This is the problem, isn’t it?  It’s easy to believe when that system of thoughts coincides with aspirations of success, peace and goodwill.  It’s easy to believe when we are surrounded by others who share the same open appreciation for comfort.  But what if really believing means living a life of indebtedness?  What if truth is severe, cutting right through relationship wish-fulfillment?  What if truth is really command?  Then how do we feel about the narrow way?

Given Kierkegaard’s insight, we probably must conclude that most believers in Christian circles are walking the broad road.  There simply cannot be millions who are the “few.”  But why do they uniformly think they are on the narrow path?  The answer is difficult, not because it is difficult to articulate but because it is difficult to stomach.  The answer is that they want to believe they are on the narrow path.  They accept a paradigm that is self-justifying.  The evidence of their “narrow” lives surrounds them, and when someone challenges their perception, it is a clear indication that the challenger is blind to the “truth.”  In this regard, Christianity as a religion (not at the level of each individual) is “supernatural commercialism” (Heschel’s brilliant phrase).  It is self-interest par excellence because it promotes as religion exactly those objectives that make us feel good.  

“To satisfy one’s own needs is entirely legitimate.  But Judaism expects man to satisfy one’s own interest for God’s sake and then to transcend self-interest for the sake of God.  However, it is also a tradition in Judaism to disparage religious acts motivated by self-interest, for spiritual existence dominated by striving for a reward is easily degraded to opportunism.”

Heschel’s solution is “ . . . to live in militant opposition to the ego.”
  We might agree.  But agreement isn’t living.  It is the “living” part that takes us down the narrow road, and that is the part that causes so much abrasion.  Perhaps we should look at it like this:  to believe is to bleed.

Topical Index:  believe, few, narrow road, Kierkegaard, Christianity, Matthew 7:13-14

May 1  I also say to you that you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build My church; and the gates of Hades will not overpower it.  Matthew 16:18  NASB

Required Ruether (Not Religiously Correct)
Church – There are only two places in the gospels where the word ekklesia is used.  This is one of them.  But today we won’t look at the Catholic versus Protestant arguments.  We won’t try to decide if Yeshua is talking about Peter himself or Peter’s declaration at Caesarea Philippi.  For that you can watch the video shot on location in the Lessons from Israel series (https://skipmoen.com/books-audio/lessons-from-israel-series-2/ ).  Today we will look at the result of deciding that Yeshua is building the Church.  We will briefly look at Christianity’s early interpretation of ekkelsia as “church” and the imperial power employed to back up this claim.  And for this bit of investigation, Rosemary Ruether is required reading.

Written more than twenty years ago, Ruether shocked the Christian world by articulating the early Church fathers’ rabid anti-Semitism.  Furthermore, she provides documented evidence that once the Church enlisted the powers of the Empire, Christianity systematically and deliberately reworked the Bible to support its efforts to marginalize, excoriate and ultimately eliminate the Jews.  Page after page of citations and Roman legislation provides a scorching critique of the theological hatred vomiting from Church texts, sermons and canonical law.  Noting Justinian’s efforts that parallel similar undertakings in the Latin part of the Empire, Ruether concludes:

Justinian added other specifically religious laws, such as that which ordered that the Jewish Passover is never to fall ahead of the Christian Easter, and a remarkable demand that the scrolls of the Law be read in the vernacular, rather than Hebrew, and without rabbinic commentary, in the synagogue service.  This latter law was a direct effort to make the synagogue service itself open to Christian proselytizing by eliminating the rabbinic interpretation of the Scriptures and hence, presumably, making the reading of the Old Testament open to Christian exegesis.  Since Christianity was convinced that its own Christological exegesis of the Jewish Bible was self-evident, it was clear to Justinian that once the “blindness” of the rabbinic commentary was removed, the Jews would be able to hear directly the Christian meaning of their own Scriptures.

As Ruether remarks, Justinian’s edicts converted the “Christian theological view into public social policy.”  

We do not need to reiterate the social and political outcomes.  Economic depression, ghetto development, legal denials, political repression and ethnic disdain eventually led to the theological roots of the Holocaust.  These atrocities are well recognized, at least by scholars.  But let’s be clear about this:  the Church is responsible!  The Church deliberately sacrificed the Jews in order to promote its own human agenda.  This was not God’s plan, as even a cursory reading of the Bible suggests.  This was empire-building on behalf of men whose objective was to raise themselves through religious manipulation and personal vendetta.  And these men are the saints of the faith.

How can you enter even once more a sanctuary knowing that it is built on lies, cruelty and political avarice?  How can you continue to read the “great works of the fathers of the faith” and not be struck with spiritual diarrhea?  Where is your historical conscience?  Are you so callous that you can continue to espouse doctrines and theological interpretation that arose directly from genocidal desires?

And what kind of God do you think endorsed all this?

“Falsehood is a refuge, an asylum for the cruel, the violent, for consummate criminals.  What begins in a lie ends in blasphemy.”

Topical Index:  Rosemary Ruether, anti-Judaism, Church, Matthew 16:18
May 2   and they said to him, “Behold, you have grown old, and your sons do not walk in your ways. Now appoint a king for us to judge us like all the nations.”  1 Samuel 8:5  NASB

A Curious Case of Coronation

Appoint – First, a bit of technical stuff.  The Hebrew text is the word sima(h)-la’nu, from the verb sym (Sin-Yod-Mem).   But you might have a hard time finding this word in a lexicon, because it is also spelled Sin-Vav-Mem (sum) where the Vav acts as a vowel.  Furthermore, there is also an Aramaic equivalent.  The TWOT number is 2243, Strong’s 7762.  Once you actually find it, then you see that the verb is a primitive root used over 500 times in the Tanakh.  In general, the verb means to put something somewhere.
One of the six different categories of usage is “to appoint people to positions.”  It describes many occasions when someone like a king appoints another person to a position of authority.  That is the intention here, but if we think about it, the request seems a bit strange.  Basically, the people ask Samuel, not God, to make a king, that is, to appoint someone to rule over them.  Perhaps the request itself already indicates how far they have strayed from God’s theocracy.  Furthermore, they do not ask Samuel to make this appointment because they desire a dynastic tradition or the glory of a king.  They ask because “you have grown old and your sons do not walk in your ways.”  In other words, they want a replacement for Samuel’s guidance.  They recognize that his sons are not adequate.  They have already witnessed bribery and mismanagement by the two boys.  But instead of asking for a new prophet to direct them, they chose another alternative, one that is obvious in other cultures.  “Give us a king.”  Why?  Because if I am about to lose the only trustworthy prophet, I will need someone who is considered to be the voice of God to replace him and that person in the surrounding cultures is the king.  I cannot wait for God to raise another prophet.  That would involve overturning the dynasty of the existing prophetic line.  No, let’s start fresh.  Give me a new way, a new leader.

Of course, this assumes that God is not capable of raising a new prophet.  In essence, this request removes God’s supervision and turns it over to the will of the people.  They decide.  Yes, they ask Samuel to choose for them, but since his choice is determined by their request and not by God’s, they have effectively replaced God’s sovereignty.  Both Samuel and God recognize this.  The decision spells disaster.  The politics of the people is incompatible with the political God.

Notice what the people expect.  “A king to judge us.”  The Hebrew uses shapat, the verb for the process of government.  TWOT adds some important considerations:  

Since, however, the ancients did not always divide the functions of government, as most modern governments do, between legislative, executive, and judicial functions (and departments) the common translation, “to judge,” misleads us. For, the word, judge, as šāpaṭ is usually translated, in modern English, means to exercise only the judicial function of government. Unless one wishes in a context of government—civil, religious, or otherwise—consistently to translate as “to govern or rule,” the interpreter must seek more specialized words to translate a word of such broad meaning in the modern world scene. For the participle NIV uses “leader.”

The meaning of šāpaṭ is further complicated by the fact that although the ancients knew full well what law—whether civil, religious, domestic or otherwise—was, they did not think of themselves as ruled by laws rather than by men as modern people like to suppose themselves to be. The centering of law, rulership, government in a man was deeply ingrained. 

The people are not asking for a leader.  They are asking for a final authority in matters of civil and religious practices.  In other words, they want a “god” they can see, like the other cultures around them.  When we actually consider this, it’s not so unusual.  Who can imagine a government without a visible authority?  Only Israel has ever been a nation whose final authority is an invisible, incorporeal deity.  And for most of us, it’s just too risky, too unsettling, to trust in an invisible head-of-state.  In fact, even in our ordinary lives today we still have enormous problems trusting in Someone we cannot see.

The curious case of coronation isn’t so inexplicable now, is it?

Topical Index:  sym, appoint, shapat, judge, government, king, 1 Samuel 8:5
May 3   So Samuel spoke all the words of the Lord to the people who had asked of him a king.  1 Samuel 8:10  NASB

Back to the Golden Calf

Spoke all the words – Does history really repeat itself?  Well, if you read Hebrew history from a biblical perspective, you might come to that conclusion.  The text certainly draws your attention to phrases that occur over and over, reminding you that the stories are connected.  Samuel speaks all the words of the Lord to the people.  But someone else did the same thing centuries before.  Moses, the first prophet, also warns the people with all the words of God.  This should help us realize that what is occurring in Samuel’s time is a pattern that already occurred in the time of Moses.  Once the people were rescued from Egypt.  Now they want to return (once again).  In fact, in verse 8 there is a specific reference to a violation of the first commandment.  They have chosen other gods.  

This setting helps us understand the disturbing situation at the beginning of Israel’s monarchy.  It demonstrates the level of apostasy among the people.  But we need even more background to explain why they are so willing to fall back under the authority of a new Pharaoh, even if the new Pharaoh is appointed by YHVH.  The rest of the background is found in the book of Judges.  It is a tale of civil unrest, moral decline and social disregard for life itself.  “Every man did what was right in his own eyes” is a summary of chaotic behavior; behavior that left the general populace in a state of constant risk.  Under the judges (really, chieftains), each tribe had its own agenda and its own rules.  The tribes fought each other, and the members of each tribe knew no safety.  Judges ends with near social collapse.  It is the story of Ruth that begins to heal the entire population by establishing characteristics necessary for a return to order and respect for God.  But not yet.

Now, at the moment when the population can no longer deal with the chaos, they ask for one chief, one ruler, one authority.  Perhaps that will bring the change they desperately desire.  Perhaps that will heal the broken land and the shattered people.  What is entirely missing from this perfectly understandable request is God.  There is no call for revival, no general repentance, no teshuvah.  There is only the request for a political solution to a spiritual problem.  God grants it, as He does with most human inadequate attempts, but the consequences are inevitable.  Pharaoh returns with a vengeance.  It just takes a few decades.

Does history repeat itself?  We should hope not, but unfortunately, it certainly seems that it does.  We should hope that Israel would learn its lesson.  We should hope that we would learn the lesson.  But apparently we don’t.  We propose the same political solutions to the same spiritual problems again and again, never recognizing that the history of human solutions is a nightmare.  And here we are again—back to the Golden Calf—claiming that all we really need is an authority we can see, and things will be better.  When will we recognize that the problem is also invisible, buried deep within human consciousness.  And you don’t fix an invisible problem with a visible god.

Topical Index:  monarchy, Judges, Ruth, Pharaoh, 1 Samuel 8:10
May 4   Now after Samuel had heard all the words of the people, he repeated them in the Lord’s hearing.  1 Samuel 8:21  NASB

The Deaf God
Lord’s hearing – Do you suppose that God didn’t know what the people said so that it was necessary for Samuel to repeat their words?  No, of course not!  Then why does the text tell us that Samuel repeated all the words of the people beozne YHVH (“in the ears of YHVH”). This is an idiom expressing responsiveness and understanding.  Samuel wants to be sure that the people realize what they are saying, so he repeats the words, not because God didn’t get it the first time, but because the people, who are still standing there, will now hear what they themselves have spoken to the Lord.  They will be witnesses to their own apostasy.  They will attend to their own dismissal of God as their sovereign.  And when the day comes, as it surely will, that they cry out to God in their misery under the king, Samuel warns them, “the Lord will not hear you in that day” (v. 18).  In that day, you will have no excuse.  There will be no justification for your complaint.  You are bringing it all on yourselves.  And today, in this repetition of your own words, you are testifying to abandoning your God.  He is listening now, but the next time you cry out, He won’t be listening.

This is a very scary warning, and not just for Israel.  If we want to appreciate just how terrifying this warning really is, all we have to do is review the history of the kings of Israel.  They all lead to just one place—destruction!  The warning is just as ominous for us.  How many times have we heard God’s warnings and chosen to ignore them?  How often have our own protests and requests come back to haunt us?  Do you suppose that if God is willing to abandon Israel to its own consequences after warning them, He will not do the same for you and me?  Do you think that the God of Israel is a one-sided God of ultimate love and mercy, never exercising justice and punishment?  Oh, it’s not so nice to think about, but here it is in the text (and this isn’t the only occurrence).  There will come a time when YHVH will no longer hear.  It is no good citing the fact that God ultimately embraces Israel; that He never completely reneges of His eternal covenant with Abraham.  That might be consolation in the end, but in the meanwhile, during the time when we are actually living in this world, the specter of God’s deaf ear is very real.  It might be true that in the bye-and-bye we will see the face of a loving God again, but until then it is always possible that the face of God will be turned away.  

The people of Samuel’s day wanted peace and security.  They thought it would be found in a duplication of the governing models of the Gentiles.  They were wrong—dead wrong, but that didn’t stop them from choosing to override God’s intention.  It doesn’t stop us either.  It is dead wrong to place our hopes for peace and security in government, especially government that is modeled on the plan of human sovereignty.  But we do it anyway.  We hope, we even pray, that our government officials will be godly, when there is absolutely no reason to believe that they will.  They are just like us—human, flawed, clawing for power and advantage, afraid to fail, self-concerned.  There is only one sovereign who can be completely trusted, and you won’t see Him on television.

Topical Index: ozne, ears, government, king, 1 Samuel 8:21
May 5   The one who does not love does not know God, for God is love.  1 John 4:8 NASB

Yes, But

Love – John’s statement seems pretty clear, right?  God is love.  We get that.  Unless you’re one of those who doesn’t understand the necessity of judgment in the fabric of love, and you conclude that all the violence under God’s direction in the Tanakh means that God isn’t love (at least not in your definition).  But then you can always claim that the God of the New Testament is a radical improvement of the God of the Old Testament, so we can ignore the difficulty.  Or you can believe that the God of the New Testament is really Jesus and He would never act in the same ways that YHVH does in the Tanakh.  Of course, you’ll have to explain the passages where “Jesus” intimates a coming judgment.  So there’s controversy all around, it seems.  But we’ll leave that for another day.  Today we want to ask a much simpler question.  

God is love.  OK.  Now, what does that mean?

You won’t have much trouble with the Greek here.  Agape is familiar (we think).  The linguistic history tells us that agape is the equivalent of the Hebrew ‘ahav.  On ‘ahav, TWOT notes: “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.” 
  A few other elements are important.  “Our love for God is accepted without any attempt at closer definition. It is sometimes connected with fear (Dt. 10:12), but more often it involves delight and striving, a seeking of God for himself (cf. Abraham).”
  Furthermore, “God’s love for us is primarily national rather than individual.”
  

Turning to the apostolic texts, we should note that Yeshua “usually speaks about God’s forgiveness or mercy and rarely employs either nouns or verbs for love in relation to God.”
  Paul and John provide us with our “love” vocabulary.  However, they also underscore the communal nature of love.  “Our own love is here again supremely a love of the brethren. Love of God is the final reality for the fellowship, and abiding in this love is the law of its life.”
 

Briefly, then, we can answer the question, “What does it mean to say that God is love?” with the following:  God’s love means 1) His unbreakable promise in the covenant with Abraham for His people, Israel; 2) His expectation of communal involvement as citizens of His kingdom; and 3) the delight and joy that comes from experiencing the result of acting as God acts with regard to others, His creation and Him.   Love is a verb, a way of being in the world that fully embraces who we are together under the sovereign blessing of our Creator.  When we say God is love we express the full range of hesed, in all its dimensions.

There is no biblical debate whatsoever that God is love.  The only real question is whether or not we express the same quality.  You will notice that John equates our loving with knowing God’s love.  It is fundamentally about others, not ourselves.  According to John, if you can’t express benevolent compassion, trustworthy reciprocity and extended selflessness toward others, then you don’t know God’s love either.
Topical Index:  love, agape, ahav, hesed, 1 John 4:8
May 6  Shabbat

May 7   Whoever believes that Jesus is the [a]Christ is [b]born of God, and whoever loves the [c]Father loves the child [d]born of Him.  1 John 5:1  NASB

A fortiori

Born – Today we leave all the indications of marginal notes in the text.  The NASB has four notations (a, b, c, d) that explain that the Greek text uses a slightly different word than the English.  For example, where the English text has “Christ,” the Greek reference is really to “Messiah.”  So, “Whoever believes that Yeshua is the Messiah” is the proper rendition.  The rest of the notations all involve the word “begotten.”  The text actually reads, “Everyone who believes that Yeshua is the Messiah is begotten of God.”  The Greek verb is gennao, here a perfect, passive, singular.  In other words, God is the parent (the generating party) of this person.  God performed the action and this person is the beneficiary of that action.  Furthermore, the action is completed in the past but has continuing effects in the present.  The one who believes that Yeshua is the Messiah has been made a child of God by God and that status continues.

OK, pretty straightforward.  You believe and on that basis you are generated as a child of God.  Furthermore, the one who has been generated as a child loves the Father and the child whom the Father generates.  Two implications here.  First, John reiterates Yeshua’s claim that if you love him, you will also show that love for those who are his followers.  In other words, love of God manifests itself in the love of those who follow God. 

The second implication is a bit more complicated.  Could John also be referring to Yeshua HaMashiach?  Could he be saying that if you believe Yeshua is the Messiah, then you have been made a child of God and as a child of God you will love the child begotten by God, that is, you will love Yeshua?  You see, the text does not say that if you love Yeshua you will love those who have been generated as God’s children.  It says that if you believe Yeshua is the Messiah, then love will manifest itself in your life in certain ways.  John uses his favorite verb, pisteuo.  But he doesn’t mean, “If you hold a cognitive proposition to be true about Yeshua.”  He means, “If you actively enter into the worldview expressed in the life of the Messiah, then you will love the Messiah who is also generated by God.”  The verbs are singular.  The Greek text doesn’t include the noun “child.”  It uses a form of the verb gennao to indicate that the last demonstration of love is for whoever has been generated (born) by the parent, the Father.  But this is exactly a description of Yeshua.  He is God’s son, born of the Father.  

This implication gave the early Church fathers considerable distress.  Desiring Yeshua to be divine, these men began speaking of “eternal generation,” in order to avoid the implication that Yeshua was born like all human beings are born.  You can appreciate their dilemma.  But it isn’t John’s problem.  John is Jewish.  In spite of attempts to make his theology fit the ideas of Athanasius, John’s Messiah is a Jewish Messiah.  And all of the Jewish ideas of the Messiah present in the first century never include the thought that the Messiah is God.  A fortiori, to believe that Yeshua is begotten by God as the Messiah is to believe that Yeshua is a specially selected human being uniquely chosen to play the role as Messiah.  

You know, I actually hate to even bring up this point.  It will probably generate more controversy.  But until we recognize that John’s Messiah is Jewish, we will fall under the influence of Athanasius and Gregory whose Greek philosophy and social circumstances produced a Messiah unrecognizable to Jews.  Isn’t that amazing?

Topical Index:  born, generate, gennao, pisteuo, Messiah, 1 John 5:1
May 8   For I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a good work in you will perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus.  Philippians 1:6  NASB

The Long Ride
Will perfect it – How long will God have to work on us before we arrive at His intended destination?  How long will it be before we are complete (that’s actually the Greek word here, namely, epitelesei from epi + telos, “to carry out, to complete”)?  According to Paul, we can have confidence that God will not stop until we get there.  He will continue to work on us, with us and through us until we are finished with the changes.  How long will that take?  Until the day of Yeshua HaMashiach?  And when is that?  Oh, when he returns.  In other words, God has no intention of halting the process of correction and improvement until the return of the king.  So you and I are in for a very long ride.

This is good news—and not so good news.  It’s good news because we often feel as if we aren't getting anywhere.  We feel as if we keep going around and around the same issues.  We wonder just how much progress we really make.  Or we look back and realize how long it has taken to get where we are—and how far we still have to go.  The good news is that God doesn’t quit.  He will keep going as long as it takes.  While we get discouraged, He doesn’t.  He has an objective in mind for us and He is going to see it through, no matter what.  The good news is that even with all the ups and downs we are still on the journey toward the goal.  So hang on.  Keep going.  It’s all part of the plan.

The bad news is that it will take the rest of your life—and then some.  After all, unless the day of the Messiah’s return happens while you are still breathing, you should not expect that God will quit working on you just because you’re dead.  Sure, you get a little R&R, but there is still more to do until you wake up.  God is active even if you are asleep so you can expect to see changes when the general resurrection comes.  Maybe that’s also good news.  God’s plans for you don’t really end at the grave.  You take some time off but He keeps going.  When you get back into action, He will have already been there ahead of you, preparing what comes next.  

What does epiteleo mean for each of us?  It means today’s highs and lows aren’t the end of the story.  It means we can push through the worst of times, celebrate the best of times, and still know that it won’t be boring after we’re done with this part.  It means that if we don’t get it all done now, there is still time to do things later.  All we need to do today is what we can do today.  It means “this too shall pass,” and we can keep going, knowing that He is the constant in life, the unfailing touchstone of our being.  Paul was entirely confident (fully persuaded), that what God starts He finishes.  We might think there is no way we can accomplish all God wants for us, but He is perfectly able even when we can’t imagine how.

We’ll get there.  “Now, with the help of God, I may become who I am.”  Soren Kierkegaard.
Topical Index:  epiteleo, epitelesei, carry out, perfect, finish, Philippians 1:6

May 9   Moses was eighty years old and Aaron eighty-three, when they spoke to Pharaoh.  Exodus 7:7  NASB

Time Travel

Eighty years old – Today is my birthday.  I will be celebrating it on an airplane flying over the Atlantic.  I have been celebrating birthdays at 35,000 feet for quite a number of years now.  Seems like the preparation work for a birthday on land isn’t quite finished.  It reminds me of Moses.  When he turned my age, he was on the backside of the wilderness, tending sheep.  He was probably wondering what happened to his life.  Once he was destined for royal occupation.  Once he was respected.  Once he was somebody.  But now, all these years later, he was simply a shepherd in a remote part of the country, anonymous and unfulfilled.  Preparation time.  Only he didn’t know it.  He didn’t know that a decade later he would be standing in front of the most powerful man on earth, proclaiming the will of YHVH.  He didn’t know he would lead the people out of bondage.  He didn’t know that he would become the most famous prophet of Israel.  All he knew was that he was traveling in some far corner of the world, trying to figure out why his life seemed so purposeless.  I’m guessing that if he celebrated birthdays he had more than one in a remote place all alone.

Please don’t take my reflection on Moses as if I were complaining about my birthday.  No, I am blessed.  I’m flying over the Atlantic so that I can get to Virginia Beach to spend quality time with dear friends.  I’m flying over the Atlantic because I have spent almost a month with Rosanne in Italy, doing a bit of research for some pretty exciting projects to come.  I’m flying over the Atlantic because I have the ability to go from one continent to another in a few hours instead of months.  No, don’t feel as if I am missing out on anything.  Just recognize that I am experiencing time travel—the time I have traveled on this life long journey to discover myself and my God.

Some cultures don’t celebrate birthdays.  I’m not sure why.  It seems to me that the day of birth is a real celebration.  It is the beginning of a personal journey toward intention, and beginnings are important.  Of course, so are endings, but just like our birthdays, we have very little say about our end days.  What we can do something about is all the in-between days, all of those celebrations of still being here, alive and kicking, moving toward the end day in a deliberate way.  And today I have the opportunity to reflect on all those in-between days of my life.  All the things that have happened that I never expected.  All the twists and turns of my life that have brought me to this place, 35,000 feet above the Atlantic.  All the people I have met, the friends I have made, the ones I love.  What a blessed life I have!  What an honor it is to live today!  How exciting to know that God still has more in store.  I have been given the great gift of life and the thrill of becoming human.  It’s just amazing.

So, thank you.  Each of you.  You’ve changed me.  I wasn’t on this path before God got His hands on me and altered my course.  And now the direction of my life wanders through your life.  I couldn’t have asked for a greater challenge or a greater reward.  I’ll wave to you from 35,000 feet—and I hope to see you soon.

May 10   (Formerly in Israel, when a man went to inquire of God, he used to say, “Come, and let us go to the seer”; for he who is called a prophet now was formerly called a seer.)  1 Samuel 9:9  NASB

Who’s the Audience?
Prophet/Seer – Once in awhile, if you are paying attention, you run across a sentence like this that clearly indicates that the audience of the story is not the characters in the story.  When the story took place, the particular person in question was called a rōʾeh, but now, when the story is being told, this particular person is referred to as a nābîʾ.  We hardly notice this.  We read right over it, simply assuming that the author is providing us with some interesting historical background.  But if we do not stop and consider what is being said, we will naively assume that the verse was written so that we would understand the change.  That would be a mistake.

Unfortunately, it is a far too common mistake.  Over and over we encounter people whose interpretation of the text is really a product of their own culture and historical period.  Rarely do we find people who actually fret over what the words meant to the original audience.  And in this case, as in so many others, the original audience is not the people who were present during the time of Samuel.  If they were, there would be no necessity of explaining the change in title.  In other words, we should date this text after the word rōʾeh evolved into the world nābî’.

First we need a little background.  What’s the difference between rōʾeh and nābî’?

A name for the nābîʾ (prophet) is rōʾeh (seer) suggesting that the act of seeing God’s message (by dreams or visions) was so important that the spokesman (nābîʾ) might be called one who sees (divine things), that is, a “seer” (I Sam 9:9, 11, 18, 19 and at least seven other times in the ot). This feature placed certain limits on prophetic communication about the future and prophetic interpretation as God was careful to point out (Num 12:4–8) and as the prophets regretfully acknowledge (Dan 8:27; 12:8). The vision often needed further interpretation.

“Since, quite obviously, the same individual can be designated by the three terms, what if any, is the distinction between them? … The word nābîʾ … stressed the objective or active work of the messenger of the Lord in speaking forth God’s Word. The terms rōʾeh and ḥōzeh, translated seer on the other hand emphasized the subjective element, namely the receiving of divine revelation by seeing. In Isa 30:10 the rebellious Israelites say to the seers, ‘See not.’ The term prophet emphasized the prophet’s utterances, rōʾeh and bosʿh indicated his method of receiving divine communication” (Hobart E. Freeman, An Introduction to the OT Prophets, Moody, 1968, pp. 40–41).

With this in mind, it appears that the two are almost synonyms, the real difference being the method rather than the person.  But this is even more curious.  If the terms are interchangeable, then why does the writer bother to tell us that there has been an evolution in classification?  The answer must be that his intended audience used to classify these actions as actions of a “seer” but now they call them actions of a “prophet.”  And this tells us something else about the way we read the Bible.  

The audience is not always the same.  Some texts are written to one group of people, some to another.  So it’s not simply a matter of culture and historical period.  It is also a matter of the sub-group of the culture.  What particular group of people does this text address?

You’re probably wondering why we would even bother with things like this.  Isn’t the message pretty much the same no matter who it was originally given to?  What does it really matter?  Ah, but then we come to the account of the triumphal entry of Yeshua into Jerusalem.  The people are joyfully shouting and praising God.  However, it seems as if just a few days later they have completely reversed themselves, now crying out for his execution.  Here is an example of not noticing the sub-group of the audience.  Those who opposed Yeshua were not singing with joy one day and hurling accusations the next.  No, the ones who were singing were not the same group as the ones who wanted him dead.  This was not a mass reversal of affection.  It was two different audiences in the same city. And this helps us resist the anti-Semitic charge that the “Jews” rejected the Messiah.  The “Jews” make up many different sub-groups.  Some believed.   Some didn’t.  When we want to investigate the stories, we need to know who’s doing what to whom, down to the details.

And when it comes to Paul’s letters, oh, how important it is to know which group he is addressing.  Maybe we wouldn’t have such arguments if we spent more time figuring out this problem before we started telling each other what the text really means.
Topical Index:  seer, prophet, nābî, rōʾeh, exegesis, 1 Samuel 9:9
May 11   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 Blood?

Broken/Contrite – “Without the shedding of blood there is no remission for sins.”  Ah, well, maybe.  Maybe not.  According to the Psalmist, what God desires is a broken and contrite person, not necessarily a blood sacrifice.  In fact, there seem to be a whole host of alternatives to blood sacrifice (as I listed in my book, Cross Word Puzzles).  But this particular verse points us toward the symbiosis of internal and external actions.  In other words, the Bible notes a wide range of sacrificial rituals, one of which is involved with blood, but none are sufficient in and of themselves.  The character and attitude of the inner person cannot be set aside.  Heart must be aligned with hand.  To emphasize the external without the internal is just as misdirected as the reverse.  The sacrifices of God are a both/and combination.

What this means is that the author of Hebrews who quotes a verse in the Tanakh in order to present his argument about the sacrificial system assumes that we know the internal cannot be dismissed.  He is not suggesting that a blood sacrifice is the only means of atonement.  He assumes that his readers have a good grasp of the range of sacrifices available.  And they all require internal change as well as external behavior.  So those who read the text of Hebrews must also notice this psalm.  The God of the Tanakh desires contrition and humility.  He hasn’t changed just because there is a page in your Bible between the “Old” and the “New.”  Hebrews does not replace Psalms.  Both verses describe the same process from different perspectives to different audiences.  David is concerned with finding forgiveness for the devastating effects of personal sin.  The author of Hebrews is concerned with establishing the role of Yeshua in the process of redemption.

David’s use of the Hebrew nishbara’ is telling.  The verbal form is about smashing, breaking into pieces.  It is most frequently used of God’s actions associated with punishment and judgment.  David’s poem suggests that the experience of being broken by God is a necessary part of sacrifice.  Far more than ritual is involved when we come before the Lord seeking forgiveness.  Yes, there probably is a proper way to approach the God of creation, but it starts here—with feelings so deep that they tear us apart.  It is our very breath, the breath of life, that is ripped, torn into pieces.  It is as if we gasp for the next bit of oxygen.  We have reached the last of ourselves, that place where there is only a tiny sliver between living and dying.  When we get here, only God can rescue.  

Most of us spend a great deal of effort not to reach this place.  But David’s poem assures us that this is the goal God has in mind.  When it happens to you, remember why you are here.

Interestingly, the second word, nidke’, from daka, is simply a Hebrew parallelism.  It is the same thought expressed in a new word, for daka also means to crush, to pound or beat.  But this word is found only in the Psalms.  “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.”
  What David could not emphasize enough with one common word he accomplishes with another uncommon word.  And what is the result?

Sometimes God wants us to be in the bottom of the pit.

Topical Index:  daka, shabar, nishbara’, nidke’,  break, crush, contrite, Psalm 51:17, Hebrews 9:22
May 12   Therefore humble yourselves under the mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you at the proper time,  1 Peter 5:6  NASB

Taking the Low Road

Humble – The road less traveled is not a highway.  It is a back road, the one that wanders through no-name villages, over streams without signs, across ditches and into forests where you aren’t quite sure where you’re going.  It is the road without tourists, without place names and without spectacular views.  It is the tapeinoo road, the road of humility.  When you take this road, you don’t qualify for extra miles.  You don’t get a certificate at the end.  You just get the experience of being unrecognized and unnoticed.  It’s the same road that David wanted to travel when he cried out, “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and a contrite heart, O God, You will not despise.”  It’s the road of broken axles and broken hearts.

“Humble yourselves” is the Greek verb form tapeinothete.  The root verb means to be lowly, insignificant and weak.  It is the last thing on earth that any natural human being desires.  It is precisely the opposite of fame, fortune and fitness.  Everywhere we look in our culture, strength is admired, power is applauded and recognition is pursued.  According to a recent poll, the top two priorities of people between 17 and 25 are fame and money.  Both are signals that personal validation is a serious deficiency in our world.  But neither David nor Peter is espousing denigrating our worth.  They are simply pointing out that our true worth doesn’t come from traveling the high road.  Our real worth is found in humility under the mighty hand of God.  The prepositional phrase is crucial.  One can always display humility by egoless behavior, but for the men and women of Scripture, true humility is a function of the recognition of God’s sovereignty.  That means the road less traveled is His pathway, not ours even if we chose the low road to accomplish our purposes.

So you’re on the low road.  On this road, you don’t get to determine the twists or turns.  You don’t decide when the road goes up or down.  Your job is to just keep traveling, following the road wherever it takes you.  And the reason you can do this is that you travel under God’s mighty hand.  So no matter where He takes you on this road, you know that as long as you stay on it you will be where He wants you to be.  Sometimes that will feel fabulous.  Sometimes it won’t.  But, as Frodo said, “The road goes ever on,” and this road is the one designed just for you.

“We cannot control the things life does to us.  They are done before you know it, and once they are done, they make you do other things,” the gentleman said (from The International movie).  But his conclusion was wrong.  It is certainly true that we cannot control where the road goes, but we are responsible for how we travel it.  We can travel with gratitude or resistance.  We can travel with expectation or regret.  Sovereignty is up to God.  Humility is up to us.

Topical Index:  humble, tapeinoo, tapeinothete, low road, 1 Peter 5:6
May 13  Shabbat

May 14   When the Canaanite, the king of Arad, who lived in the Negev, heard that Israel was coming by the way of Atharim, then he fought against Israel and took some of them captive.  Numbers 21:1  NASB
Archeological Crisis

King of Arad – Something unexpected is happening.  As I investigate the background for a book about Solomon, I am unearthing (pun intended) archeological evidence that a great number of the stories about Israel’s history before the captivity are unsupported by physical corroboration.  Less than ten years ago, Finkelstein wrote, “It is thus now accepted by all that archeology in fact contradicts the biblical account of the Israelite Conquest as a discreet historical event led by one leader.”
  After reviewing the popular theories used to support the biblical story, he writes:

Since the 1960’s, however, it has become obvious that this was not the historical reality.  Archeological investigations have shown that many of the sites mentioned in these conquest stories turned out to be uninhabited during the assumed time of the Conquest, ca. 1200 B.C.E.  This is the case with Arad, Heshbon, ‘Ai and Yarmuth.
  

Arad is but one example.  “Many years of archeological research at Arad and in its vicinity have not revealed any evidence for a canaanite settlement of the Late Bronze Age.”
  Typical biblical historicists’ arguments that we have just not looked hard enough or deep enough are uncomfortably insufficient.  The biblical text is detailed and when nothing is found to verify the text, it’s hard to maintain that the text is accurate, especially when there are other factors that explain why the text doesn’t match the physical evidence.  All of this suggests that some of the biblical accounts are purposeful history rather than event  history.  Since this flied in the face of what we think “history” should be, it questions our entire paradigm regarding what is “true.”

There are dissenting opinions by other archeologists, of course.  Amihai Mazar disagrees with Finkelstein’s assessment of the data, claiming that the evidence at Arad supports an earlier, tenth century BCE settlement.  But debates over the dating of the physical evidence are not enough for even Mazar to claim that the descriptions of Solomon’s kingdom in the biblical accounts are factually correct.

This is producing a crisis—at least for me.  I have always more or less believed that the Bible is accurate, perhaps within its own cultural parameters, but at least accurate in the general pattern of historical events.  In other words, I always thought that if the Bible says Joshua led the people in the conquest of the Land, then that was true, i.e., it actually happened that way.  Now it appears that the biblical “history” is more like a national saga than it is event sequence accuracy.  In other words, it’s like the stories about George Washington during the revolutionary war.  There really was a George Washington and he really did lead his men through a brutal winter encampment in the war against the British, but there are also accumulated legends, embellishment and retro-fitted “events” that make his campaign American saga.  George Washington is not just a man.  He is an icon.  He represents the American ethos, and as such, his stories are more cultural and political than they are chronological records.  This is understandable and acceptable for George Washington, but what do we do about Joshua, or Moses, or David?

What I am struggling to reconcile is not the possibility that the stories of Joshua and David aren’t crafted to serve a purpose for the original audience.  I can wrap my head around that.  After all, things like that happen in every culture, even in our culture today (as America rewrites the history of the civil war to fit certain racial themes).  The problem is that these stories are in the Bible and I have been taught that the Bible isn’t like all other ancient literature.  It comes from God, so it has to be true!  In other words, my idea of biblical inspiration actually interferes with my ability to recognize what is actually happening in the text.  And this scares me.  I feel like I am losing footing.  I being to question other “stories,” realizing that I might not have the same appreciation of the accounts that the original audience had at all!  I might be imposing my view on authors who were really doing something very different.  And if that’s a possibility, then where does it leave me with regard to trusting God’s word?

Should I just pretend there isn’t any conflict and throw out anything that challenges the biblical record?  Should I retreat to the “we haven’t looked hard enough” caveat?  Should I claim that I will only understand it all when the “Spirit” reveals it to me?  Or should I consider the option of holding on loosely?

What do you think?

Topical Index:  Numbers 21:1, Arad, archeology, story, history
May 15   If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.  1 John 1:9  NASB

The Big “If”

Confess – What does it mean to confess our sins?  Does it require verbal affirmation of specific acts?  Does it mean a change of heart?  Does it work if we just say something silently?  And what are the expected results, or are there any?

At one time or another, most of us have confessed.  We told someone what we did.  We went to the altar.  We cried out to God in a lonely place.  We might have wept or felt disappointed with ourselves.  We had some experience of expiation, and hopefully, of resolution.  We waited to feel the relief of guilt removed.  But pretty soon we were back, feeling once more the great gap between our desires to do what is right and our self-motivated behaviors.  The process started over.  We were back a Square One.

Is this really confession?

The Greek term is homologia.  As you can see, it is literally “the same word.”  The idea is to consent to the truth of something, to affirm it.  But verbal agreement isn’t the end of the story.  “The noun homología is important in Socratic dialogue as indicating consent to what is found to be valid followed by the appropriate resolve and action; theoretical assent is not enough. In the Stoics there is a shift from the thought of actual conduct to the idea of an integrated state of life.”
  In the Hebrew way of life, “The persons afflicted confess their faults, invoke divine mercy, promise a song and offering, and then fulfill the vow.”
  Notice that there is a subsequent confirming action, a kind of public declaration that allows accountability by others.  Despite the literal definition, “homología may still denote the confession of sin; public confession is presupposed.”
  

Confession is typically audible and social.  Why?  Why isn’t it sufficient to recite our sins in private, to avoid the embarrassment and humiliation that accompanies social revelation?  Perhaps there are two reasons.  The first is that the Hebrew way of life is primarily social.  It is “group-think,” involvement in a society, a family, intimately connected to each other.  We cannot act transparently with each other if we don’t really know each other.  And that means we must trust each other with the potentially damaging information of a confession.

Secondly, social confession encourages accountability.  Private confession doesn’t provide the oversight of another.  When someone else knows my real story, then I have a shield against repetition.  Someone else is watching over me.  I might not like it (because I am such a “private” person), but it seems that confession only succeeds when there is another person to assist in the transformation.  Once again, God’s instructions tie me to other people.

Two warnings finish the thought.  “Knowledge does not necessarily include confession (Mt. 10:19; Jn. 12:42), and present confession does not rule out future denial (Peter).”
  Because real, social, accountable confession included admission and change, confession always implies acceptance, commitment, and obedience.  “Confession does not release from obedience but demands it.”
  In other words, asking forgiveness is no good unless your life changes as a result.

Confession is the big “if.”  God will do His part if we do ours.  And as we have discovered, it’s a lot more than just saying, “I’m sorry.”

Topical Index:  confession, homologia, 1 John 1:9
May 16   Then she arose with her daughters-in-law that she might return from the land of Moab, for she had heard in the land of Moab that the Lord had visited His people in giving them food.  Ruth 1:6  NASB

A Sign of the Times

In giving them food – How do you know when God is working?  What signs do you look for when you need physical evidence that God is showing favor?  The answer just might be culturally determined.  In the days of the chieftains, when Israel was all but at civil war, the sign of God’s favor or disfavor was rain.  No rain equals no food.  No food equals God’s punishment.  So when the rains begin again, and the crops produce food, God must have relented of His anger.  

Today we barely give any credence to this form of divine expression.  We think that lack of rain is the result of El Niño or a movement of the jet stream or sunspots or something explained within the natural world.  In other words, because we operate in a closed universe of cause and effect, we no longer see the handiwork of God in natural occurrences.  So we look other places—healing, spiritual euphoria, a certain inner feeling, “miracles.”  Our evidence of God’s handiwork has been pushed outside the world He created because we are now confident that we can “explain” the world without Him.
In the time of Ruth, this truncated epistemology would have been considered insane.  No one would have imagined that God was not actively involved in nature.  Therefore, every natural process exhibited something spiritual.  In this instance in Ruth, the Hebrew phrase latet lahen lahem provides us with a nice alliteration of God’s reconciliation.  “To give to them bread” is a declaration that God’s favor has fallen on the land as water from the sky.  It is God who is responsible and it is to God that these people must turn.  El Niño has very little to do with it.
But we don’t think like this.  Especially in the West, we operate with an absent God.  Oh, He’s still there—somewhere—but not here.  Here the world is explained by a causal chain—an unbreakable causal chain.  We are no longer those unsophisticated, superstitious ancient people.  We are supremely rational.  Our world is the world of understandable explanations.  And for just this reason, we can’t see God in this world.  When we adopted the Enlightenment view of the universe, we threw God out of creation.  He occupies and is occupied by the spiritual realm, that place where rational explanation doesn’t apply—and therefore God’s territory really has nothing to do with our ordinary living.  We might desire to visit the spiritual world, and we attempt to regularly (how odd) do so in worship and other religious activities, but God really isn’t part of the typical day-to-day life.  We are the makers of the world of the everyday.  

Without recognizing how truncated our world of rational explanation really is, we long for a sign from God, particularly when life is traumatic.  But, of course, our metaphysics has already made such a sign impossible.  In other words, we can’t see it even when it is right in front of us because the sign is just “natural.”  

Let it rain.

Topical Index:  sign, giving them food, causality, miracle, Ruth 1:6

May 17  Now it came about after this that the sons of Moab and the sons of Ammon, together with some of the]Meunites, came to make war against Jehoshaphat.  2 Chronicles 20:1  NASB
Linear in Reverse

Now it came about – Once again we encounter our neon sign.  Vayhi—and it came about.  It signals that the apparently accidental occurrence has a sub-plot.  We don’t see God in this human event but He is there, hidden from view but actively involved.  We could examine the context, re-read the history, speculate on the divine action interwoven in these human stories, but today I want to look at something much more contemporary.  I want to ask if we don’t employ a mistaken, and perhaps pagan, interpretation of our own events instead of beginning our thinking with vayhi.

Something happens to you.  Perhaps it’s something that seems bad, disappointing, upsetting or unfair.  In our paradigm, we quite naturally assume that whatever this current event is, it is the result of prior events and those are also the result of prior events, etc.  And each of those events in the past represents an opportunity of choice.  The choice might not always be ours directly, but how we respond to whatever that prior event was is certainly our choice.  So, in a sense, what is happening to us now is really the accumulation of a series of our past choices.  And since what is happening to us now is not nice, that means that somewhere along the line we made a bad choice that has now resulted in this upsetting experience.  Ipso facto, if we had made a different choice in the past, this bad thing wouldn’t be happening to us now.  Therefore, it is really our fault, no matter how the actual events occurred.  You see, it didn’t “just happen.”  Now we read vayhi as a declaration of guilt.  We made a mistake somewhere in the past and now we have to pay for it.
Richard Nisbett calls this the “hindsight fallacy.”  It is the fallacy of thinking that the result obtained is directly connected to the initial cause.  If what happens is bad, then the initial choice must also have been bad (mistaken).  The result is embedded in the cause, there is no separation or alteration of cause and effect.  According to Nisbett, there are two significant errors with the Western model of causality:
(1) believing that, at least in retrospect, it can be seen that events could not have turned out other than they did; and (2) even thinking that one easily could have predicted in advance that events would have turned out as they did.

“Westerners (particularly Americans) follow ‘backward reasoning’ because they view events in a cause-and-effect model. This is ‘goal-oriented reasoning: define the goal to be achieved and develop a model that will allow you to attain it.’

The explanation of our reality as a result of causality seems so obvious.  Cognitively, we get it.  It is an essential part of the Western paradigm.  But does that make it true?  Can we really think backwards through the causal chain and determine all the elements that led to this result?  Is it really the case that things could not have come out differently?  Can we really predict the future outcome if we know the present conditions?  A moment’s serious reflection tells us otherwise.  There is a certain randomness in human life, perhaps in the creation itself, that defies conclusive prediction.  Causal chains aren’t deterministic.  Things happen, things that could not be anticipated and, in an important sense, are not part of the causal chain until they happen.  

Eastern thought knows this.  Vayhi—and it came to pass—the presence of a force under the surface that cannot be controlled by rational prediction.  The Bible is full of this stuff.  So are our lives, if we just step back from the assumption of predictive control.  We experience vayhi every day.  What this means is that you could not have predicted the outcome if you knew the prior events.  It could still have occurred differently.  The future would still be open to change.  And this means that where you are right now is not the result of your own past mistakes.  Of course, your past contributes to the present, but it doesn’t determine it.  You may have made exactly the right decision in the past, and the result today is still a mess.  Why?  Because vayhi—things happen.  And where you are right now is precisely where you are supposed to be so that vayhi—other things might happen.

Topical Index:  vayhi, it came about, causality, future, choice, 2 Chronicles 20:1 
May 18  “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.”  Exodus 20:2  NASB
The End and the Beginning

Brought you out - Israel Finkelstein makes some challenging points in the book, The Quest for the Historical Israel.  He notes that archeology is not in the business of exegesis.  Exegesis is the process of uncovering the meaning of the text, not the historical and/or physical confirmation or disconfirmation of the text.  But exegesis is too often inwardly focused, that is, it is concerned with the theological importance of the text.  It overlooks the needs, ideology and goals of the authors and the audience.  When it attempts to find universal application for the “words” of God, exegesis often forgets that every author is selective.  Fundamental assumptions about divine initiator of the text shape the approach to the text.  Because the theology teaches us that God cannot lie, we assume that any sacred text claiming God as its author must be true according to our definition of truth.  The veracity of the message is incorporated into the examination simply because the exegete claims the text is divine revelation.  But does the text itself require this presupposition?  Is it not possible that the text was written to serve other purposes?  

Consider this statement in Exodus.  Is it a theological text or a declaration of national identity?  If you say, “Well, it’s both,” then where does your emphasis lie?  Can you view this text as essential to the formation of the nation of Israel without demanding that it also be historically accurate?  A few of Finkelstein’s remarks raise serious questions about the assumptions behind our idea of a divinely inspired Scripture.
“Every man who leaves a perceptible mark on that life, though he may be a purely imaginary figure, is a real historical force; his existence is a historical truth,”

Robin Hood is a perfect example in Western culture.  Was there really a Robin Hood?   Finkelstein’s comment makes us realize that even if there were no such person, his historical presence still shaped the ethos of the West, and even if such a person existed but was nothing like the legends, his historical presence is still a powerful factor in the development of our culture.  Finkelstein notes:
Biblical history and archeology are two different disciplines.  The Bible is not an historical record in the modern sense, but a sacred text that was written by authors who had strong theological and ideological convictions.  Its “historical parts” are wrapped in themes such as the relationship between the God of Israel and the People of Israel, the legitimacy of the Davidic dynasty, and the centralization of the cult in the Jerusalem Temple.  Other topics that would have been of great interest to the modern historian are not dealt with at all.  Moreover, since much of the text was set in writing at a relatively late date in the history of Israel—in the seventh through the fifth centuries B.C.E.—it does not provide us with a direct, real-time testimony of many of the events of ancient Israel.  Besides, even those ancient texts that recount events from a real-time perspective, such as the Assyrian records of the ninth through seventh centuries B.C.E., are not free of ideological inclinations.  Therefore, one cannot judge the biblical text according to modern criteria for historical precision.  In fact, every historical description is bound to be influenced by the realities of the time of its compilation.  It is enough to remember how many contradictory interpretations we give to events that happen today in order to demonstrate how difficult it is to accept an ancient text as providing a full, reliable record of events.

What I am trying to say is that faith and historical research should not be juxtaposed, harmonized, or compromised.  When we sit to read the Hagadah at Passover, we do not deal with the question of whether or not archeology supports the story of the exodus.  Rather, we praise the beauty of the story and its national and universal values.  Liberation from slavery as a concept is at stake, not the location of Pithom.  In fact, attempts to rationalize stories like this, as many scholars have tried to do in order to “save” the Bible’s historicity, are not only sheer folly, but in themselves an act of infidelity.  According to the Bible, the God of Israel stood behind Moses and there is no need to presume that actual occurrence of a high or low tide in that or that lake in order to make His acts faith-worthy.

“The biblical history was written in order to serve an ideological platform, and as such, it must have been written in a way that would sound reliable to the reader and/or listener.”

“The truth and greatness in the biblical story lies in the realities, needs, motivations, difficulties, frustrations, hopes and prayers of the people of Judah and Jerusalem in late-monarchic and early post-exilic times.  It lies in the fact that in a short, stormy period of time, and out of a small, relatively isolated nation with a poor material culture, erupted an extraordinary creativity that produced the founding document of western civilization.”

We might compare this final statement with the eruption of Western science on those tiny Greek islands in the Ionian Sea in the fifth century B.C.E.  Something amazing happened.  Why it happened we may never know.  But this much cannot be denied: it reshaped the entire Western world.  So did the God-event of Israel.

Is that enough for you or does it also have to be “true”?

Topical Index:  truth, archeology, history, exegesis, Exodus 20:2, brought you out

May 19  But his mother said to him, “Your curse be on me, my son; only obey my voice, and go, get them for me.”  Genesis 27:13  NASB

Coping Skills

Your curse – “Listen to me,” she said.  Actually, it’s more like, “Listen to the sound of my making.”  She continues, “If anything disastrous happens, then let it affect me.  I will pay for the consequences.  Just do what I say now.  Go, and get what I need.”

And Rebecca does bear the consequences, doesn’t she?  Esau wants to kill Jacob.  The family is divided physically.  It has always been divided emotionally.  Rebecca never sees her beloved son again.  Her husband suffers as well, trying to save face and ending up the victim of his older son’s revenge.  And Jacob?  His life becomes a torment of being manipulated by the brother of his mother.  No protection there!  He is thrust into an “every man for himself” world.  And even when he finally emerges, his own family experiences the same emotional trauma.  In the end, he also has to deal with blessings and curses.  Rebecca might have declared that she would bear it all, but it doesn’t work that way, does it?

“Your curse be on me,” she says.  But clearly the curse wasn’t hers.  It was Jacob’s.  qillotka—the curse that you will have to bear because of what we are going to do.  It’s important that we understand the basic meaning of qĕ lālâ (curse).  Our culture views curses as proclamations of catastrophe, sometimes accompanied by guilt.  We focus on the emotional and physical outcomes for the individual.  If you are cursed, something very bad will happen to you.  But this isn’t the fundamental Hebrew idea.  The Hebrew idea of qĕ lālâ is social.  It is a statement that the person will be considered of lower status by others.  He will lose his standing.  He will be disgraced.  TWOT notes:  “The noun qĕ lālâ represents a formula expressing lowering from election. Thus, when informed of Rebekah’s scheme, Jacob fears he will bring a qĕ lālâ ‘a curse’—removed from the blessing of election—upon himself (see Gen 27:11–12; also especially Jer 24:9).”
  Interestingly, Jacob’s fear of losing the blessing is an anticipation since at this point he doesn’t even have the blessing.  He is projecting the results of the scheme.  Even if it works, he risks reprisal in terms of family dynamics (and possibly with God as well).  So Rebecca attempts to assure him that she will take the blame and the loss of status.
Now we can investigate this ethical dilemma.  Why is Jacob concerned?  Because his family is filled with conditional acceptance.  

“The greatest cause of distress in humankind lies in the act of comparison, which is the root of conditional acceptance.  Conditional acceptance implies expectations that have to be managed.  Conditional acceptance requires us to conform to the expectations of others or risk being ostracized, and feeling ‘not good enough’ or ‘not part of’.  The subsequent sense of isolation equals pain and so we tend to disconnect from that section of the self, creating instead an artificial, smiling, coping face that we show the world.”

Jacob learns coping skills from his mother—the rational control of emotional trauma through manipulation of circumstances and others.  His mother teaches him to be an opportunist.  If we pay attention to her own story, we see the same motivation.  “Get it while you can.”  This is a way of dealing with the absence of unconditional affirmation, and it is a way that Jacob hones to a razor’s edge.  Until he comes to the brook.  At the brook he is faced with his addiction to control.  His coping skills fail him completely.  All of those family dysfunctional dynamics return in an onslaught of memories—memories of loss.  Mother is no longer there to take the blame.  Actually, she never was.  Now what will he do?   Whose voice will he obey when he can no longer fight?

Topical Index:  Rebecca, Jacob, qillotka, qĕ lālâ, curse, Genesis 27:13
May 20   Shabbat

May 21  So give Your servant an understanding heart to judge Your people to discern between good and evil. For who is able to judge this great people of Yours?”  1 Kings 3:9  NASB

What Did He Hear?

Understanding – Solomon asks for a heart that hears.  He wants to know what God knows.  So do we (might I add, unfortunately) because we fail to see that knowing what God knows is too dangerous for human beings.  Perhaps it’s necessary to remind ourselves of the meaning of the word šāmaʿ.   “šāmaʿ has the basic meaning ‘to hear.’ This is extended in various ways, generally involving an effective hearing or listening: 1) ‘listen to,’ ‘pay attention,’ 2) ‘obey’ (with words such as ‘commandment’ etc.), 3) ‘answer prayer,’ ‘hear,’ 4) ‘understand’ and 5) ‘hear critically,’ ‘examine (in court).’”
  So when Solomon asks for an understanding heart, he is really asking for a heart that hears and obeys.  But this entire dream is suddenly riddled with contradiction.  Why?  Because the text tells us that Solomon had this dream at Gibeon, and Gibeon was “a great high place,” that is, a place where Solomon made sacrifices to pagan deities (see verses 3-4).  The motivation seems pure, that is, to discern between good and evil on behalf of the people, but the execution turns out to be a disaster.  Solomon becomes the new Pharaoh, enslaving the people that God set free.  The dream fulfills the intention of pagan deities, creating bondage of all who fall victims to it, including most of all, Solomon himself.  

Jacques Ellul’s insight tells us why:  
“To be like God is to be able to declare that this is good and that is bad.  This is what Adam and Eve acquired, and this was the cause of the break, for there is absolutely nothing to guarantee that our declaration will correspond to God’s.  Thus to establish morality is necessarily to do wrong.  This does not mean that a mere suppression of morality (current, banal, social, etc.) will restore the good.  God himself frees us from morality and places us in the only true ethical situation, that of personal choice, of responsibility, of the invention and imagination that we must exercise if we are to find the concrete form of obedience to our Father.  Thus all morality is annulled.  The Old Testament commandments and Paul’s admonitions are not in any sense morality.  On the one side they are the frontier between what brings life and what brings death, on the other side they are examples, metaphors, analogies, or parables that incite us to invention.”
   

You and I want to know.  We want to know everything.  We want to know certainty.  Why?  Because we really want to be the captains of our own destinies.  We want to control the world around us, to separate good from evil so that we can create our own protection and our own advantage.  But the world, God’s world, doesn’t work like this.  There is only one sovereign, one person who is able to judge between good and evil, and we are exhorted to trust His instructions rather than determine our own.  Trusting does not require knowing.  It requires commitment.

Topical Index:  shama, hear, understanding, good and evil, know, Solomon, 1 Kings 3:9

May 22   So give Your servant an understanding heart to judge Your people to discern between good and evil. For who is able to judge this great people of Yours?”  1 Kings 3:9  NASB
King of Kings

Who is able – Answer the question.  Solomon asked it.  You answer it.  Who is able to judge?  The answer, of course, is the one who can “discern” between good and evil.  That one is able to judge the people.  What we have discovered is that Solomon’s role as the second Adam is a demonstration that no man can fulfill this task.  The story of Solomon tells us that knowing good from evil is too much for human beings to handle on their own.  Even with a divine gift, it overwhelms and destroys.

Does that mean we should not ask for discernment?  Should we just be good little robots doing whatever the Master asks without raising an eyebrow?  Job didn’t think so.  He followed, he worshipped, he submitted—and he questioned.  That is the human way—to trust in the Lord and to question the process.  

Notice the use of bin (discern) in Hebrew thought:  
The verb refers to knowledge which is superior to the mere gathering of data. It is necessary to know how to use knowledge one possesses (Pirke Abot 3:12). The verb yādaʿ (q.v.) can also mean “understanding” in the sense of ability (e.g. Esau as a skillful hunter). It can also mean “to be perceptive,” (Ps 73:22). However, yādaʿ generally describes the process whereby one gains knowledge through experience with objects and circumstances. bîn is a power of judgment and perceptive insight and is demonstrated in the use of knowledge.

Yeshua had something to say about this.  “Why do you call Me good? No one is good except God alone” (Luke 18:19).  Did you think Yeshua’s comment was about morality?  No, sir.  It was about the One who knows what is good.  The Messiah is able to fulfill the role of the King of kings, not because he is essentially good but because he acknowledges that he only acts as the One who is good directs him.  He is King because he is first of all a servant.  Solomon turns out to be just the opposite—the Hebrew Pharaoh.

The story is more than political commentary.  Who is able to judge in your life?  Who decides between good and evil for you?  If you thought that a bit of Solomon resides in your choices to find your own way, be afraid.  The story of the new Pharaoh might just become your story and you will find yourself making sacrifices on the high places and hoping for dreams of power and glory.

Topical Index:  Solomon, 1 Kings 3:9, bin, discern, judge
May 23  “I also say to you that you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build My church; and the gates of Hades will not overpower it.”  Matthew 16:18  NASB
A Summary

Church – It’s no surprise to most of us that the word “church” is a paradigmatic expression without textual support.  I have written many investigations of ekkelsia (Greek) and qehelah (Hebrew) to explain why the Church used a word that could never have been spoken by the Messiah.  You can explore those comments on the web site if you haven’t already.  Today I want to offer some comments by Jacques Ellul.  He has summarized what happened in the course of two thousand years of paradigmatic, anti-Jewish theology.  Here are three statements.  See what you think.
Finally, the mysterious powers of the world are definitively exorcized, eliminated, and vanquished.  This is an essential theme. . . . In this world, then, there is no longer anything supernatural.  There is no longer anything mysterious, no longer any world beyond. . . . The Christian world is wholly secular.  There are in it no particularly sacred times or places, precisely because God is absolutely Wholly Other and nothing in the world comes close to him or can be the bearer of value, meaning, energy or even order.  The only new energy that Christianity recognizes is the potential presence of God by the Holy Spirit.  But the Spirit, too, is incomprehensible, inaccessible and unexploitable.
 

Now at the same time and in a corresponding manner, reflection upon God, being led by Greek and Roman thought, radically transformed what the Bible said about God.  On the one side it analyzed the attributes of God – a God, of course, very different from the gods of polytheism, but still a God constructed by philosophy.  Thus the idea of creation underwent a radical change the moment omnipotence came to the fore.  The relation between God and the world now had nothing whatever to do with what the first Christian generations believed.  God was tied to his creation, and ultimately the world contained God.  On this basis one could find the sacred everywhere.  This path led to the reappearance of persons typically connected with the sacred, such as mediators or priests.
  
The people of the third century and later have been converted to Christianity in morality and religion, but they have kept intact their mode of thinking.  Conversion is needed in the mode of thinking, too.  . . . But how did they fail to see that if God had wanted to give us a philosophy He would have given us a coherent book and not the vital incoherence of the Bible?  If He had put Himself in the domain of knowledge, He would have expressed His Word scientifically.
  

Topical Index:  Jacques Ellul, church, science, conversion, attributes, Matthew 16:18

May 24  Skip Speaks video 

May 25   “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.”  Exodus 20:2  NASB

Purposeful History

Brought you out – It’s all about the evidence, right?  Two important authors have some insights worth reading.  First, Seth Godin.  Then, Jonathan Sacks.

Facts are not the antidote for doubt
Drink enough water and you will cease to be thirsty.

And yet, a doubting person can be drowning in facts, but facts won't change a mind that doesn't want to be changed. More facts don't counter more doubt. Someone who is shaking her head, arms folded, eyes squinted and ears closed isn't going to be swayed by more facts.

Instead, doubt surrenders to experience. And experience can only happen if there's enrollment.

If someone is willing to find the right answer, willing to explore what might be effective, what might be confirmable, then enrolling in the journey to ease doubt opens the door to personal experience. Which, magically, can let the light in.

Experience, working it out, touching it, studying it, repeatedly asking why with an open mind... these experiences engage us, earn our attention and gain our trust.

Doubt comes from fear, which is why it's so difficult to earn enrollment. People don't want to commit to working their way out of doubt, because doubt is a perverse variation of perceived  safety, a paralysis in the face of the unknown. Earn enrollment first, a commitment to find a path, then bring on the process and the facts.  Seth Godin
Now some application to the biblical world.

It is easy to think of the Torah as simply telling events as they occurred, interspersed with various commandments. On this view the Torah is history plus law. This is what happened, these are the rules we must obey, and there is a connection between them, sometimes clear (as in the case of laws accompanied by reminder that “you were slaves in Egypt”), sometimes less so.

But the Torah is not mere history as a sequence of events. The Torah is about the truths that emerge through time. That is one of the great differences between ancient Israel and ancient Greece. Ancient Greece sought truth by contemplating nature and reason. The first gave rise to science, the second to philosophy. Ancient Israel found truth in history, in events and what God told us to learn from them. Science is about nature, Judaism is about human nature, and there is a great difference between them. Nature knows nothing about freewill. Scientists often deny that it exists at all. But humanity is constituted by its freedom. We are what we choose to be. No planet chooses to be hospitable to life. No fish chooses to be a hero. No peacock chooses to be vain. Humans do choose. And in that fact is born the drama to which the whole Torah is a commentary: how can freedom coexist with order? The drama is set on the stage of history, and it plays itself out through five acts, each with multiple scenes.   Jonathan Sacks

The Pentateuch provides a narrative on context for the people of Israel coming out of Egypt.  It answers the fundamental questions presented in the Genesis narrative about the angel of the Lord and Hagar.  “Where have you come from?” and “Where are you going.”  Neither Hagar or you and I can answer the second question without answering the first.  That is to say, the meaning of the text is not the event but rather the impact on the lives of those involved.  This is true of all history.  History is a record of the impact of the events usually understood within the culture of the victors.  Even in our personal histories, not having the narrative supplied by parents so that my experience of the event is not just history but meaningful history means that I end up adrift, without an identity that allows me to integrate experience with purpose.  Without this the event is simply an occurrence without connection.  

Trauma is the disconnection between meaning and the associated experience.  Trauma is emotional feelings without continuity.  If I don’t know where I have been, I cannot know where I am going.   In the biblical text, God has to supply a new narrative—a new integrating story.  The Torah is purposeful narrative.  God answers the question “Where have you come from?” with the narrative of the Torah.  The Torah is about continuity, not event recording.  It’s true in the sense of narrative with purpose, not simply a newsreel of events.  These people need to know where they have come from if they are going to become what God intends.  This is tribal history—the deepest form of myth.  But it is not fable.  It is identifying saga.  “Who am I?”  “You are the one whom God has chose in this particular way . . . . .”
Topical Index:  evidence, myth, saga, story, Exodus 20:2, identity

May 26  “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among men with whom He is pleased.”  Luke 2:14  NASB
Why Did They?

Glory to God – The Duomo in Orvieto
, Italy, is but one example of amazing human architecture in dedication to God.  Taking nearly 300 years to build, its original purpose was to substantiate a miracle witnessed by a priest in a nearby village.  But even though that was the official reason, the true motive might simply have been this:  God deserves glory and we humans should do all that we can to give Him that honor.  Of course, all the religious paraphernalia including Mary are incorporated in the design.  We may object to this syncretism today, but it’s hard to believe that men and women who spent their lives involved in this construction didn’t feel that they were honoring God in the process.  And that’s an important lesson.  It’s easy to criticize their mistaken theology today, but it’s more than likely that we would have done exactly as they did if we had been alive in the 13th Century in Orvieto.  And we would have said, “Glory to God in the highest,” noting that He was pleased with our efforts.  

What’s the lesson?  Perhaps we need a bit of historical tolerance in order to understand why they did it.  Or for that matter, why our neighbors, friends, relatives and others continue to hold on to their version of “Glory to God in the highest.”  Maybe we are to quick to be right.  One of the damning presuppositions of Western thought is that Truth must first be rational.  In other words, the world is viewed as a cognitive investigation rather than a form of divine embodiment.  But what if Truth is first emotional and then becomes rational as we find ways to fit our feelings into a cognitive explanation?  What if the world simply arrives for us and we are asked to embrace it before we try to manipulate it?  If you entered this Duomo with a heart turned toward God rather than a critical mind searching for all that is “wrong” in the symbols, wouldn’t you experience the awe of all that Man does to honor, to search for, his Creator?  Would that be such a bad thing? [and after you feel all this, then we can go ahead and critique the dogmas].
[image: image2.jpg]



Topical Index:  Orvieto, tolerance, Glory to God, Luke 2:14
May 27  Shabbat

May 28  And He said, “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten from the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?”  Genesis 3:11  NASB
A Trauma Story

Naked – What a strange question?  Why would God ask who told Adam he was naked?  Does this mean God didn’t know?  Hardly!  The question must be directed at Adam for Adam’s sake, not God’s.  But then it seems even more confusing.  Why would Adam need to reflect on his perception of his nakedness?  As far as we can tell from this story, Adam has always been naked.  His condition is ordinary and unremarkable.  Why is it suddenly an issue?

Perhaps we have approached this part of the Genesis account from the wrong angle.  Perhaps God’s question and Adam’s personal reflection is not about the lack of clothing.  Perhaps it’s about not being at home in our own skin.  Bessel van der Kolk, writing about the effects of trauma, makes an interesting remark:
“When we cannot rely on our body to signal safety or warning and instead feel chronically overwhelmed by physical stirrings, we lose the capacity to feel at home in our own skin, and, by extension, in the world.”

He points out that trauma effects the victim’s perception of other people:
“The more early pain and deprivation we have experienced, the more likely we are to interpret other people’s actions as being directed against us and the less understanding we will be of their struggles, insecurities, and concerns.  If we cannot appreciate the complexity of their lives, we may see anything they do as a confirmation that we are going to get hurt and disappointed.”

What is happening to Adam?  Hasn’t he just experienced fundamental trauma?  Hasn’t he been confronted with the depths of relationship destruction in ways that are perhaps much more devastating than we can imagine?  After all, until his decision to accept the fruit, he lived an innocent life.  Who among us can really claim such a reality?  Now, suddenly, the whole specter of brokenness, both internal and eternal, overwhelms him.  He is no longer at home in his own skin and, in the story, he attempts to cover up this fact.  The question God asks is not about some responsible perpetrator, but rather about the consequences of no longer feeling safe as he was created.  What happens to Adam is the awareness that the world is potentially deceptive, that trust is fragile and can be lost.  This terrifying reality strikes a blow to his entire being.  As a consequence, he interprets God’s intervention as an attack, and he initiates deflection and blame.  The world becomes unsafe.  

But isn’t Adam just a bit like us.  Of course, we aren’t struggling with being naked, i.e., without clothing, but if I am right, neither is Adam.  He is struggling with what it means to be an alien in his own body, to discover that he can be separated from himself.  Consequently, God’s interrogation seems hostile, an accusation, rather than an expression of deep concern for the psychological damage Adam has experienced.  Maybe we need to read this story differently.

And now a simple but profound question for you.  When you read the words, “Who told you?” did you hear them as loving concern or assignment of blame?  What does your answer say about you in your own skin?
Topical Index: trauma, safety, naked, Adam, Genesis 3:11

May 29  Now it came about, when Isaac was old and his eyes were too dim to see, that he called his older son Esau and said to him, “My son.” And he said to him, “Here I am.”  Genesis 27:1  NASB
Resolution

Too dim – As I argued in my book Crossing, the Hebrew text contains clues that Isaac actually engineers the entire event of his “deception” during the patriarchal blessing in order to resolve personal tension between himself and God’s directive.  Following the traumatic event of his near-sacrifice, the story suggests that Isaac fears God and runs from Him for decades.  But the day comes when it is no longer possible to flee this internal struggle.  He must face the fact that God’s purposes require compliance.  However, Isaac, like most of us, is not willing to simply admit he has deliberately avoided God for decades, so he constructs a way to endorse God’s real agenda without losing face.  He engineers a blessing event that will allow him to acknowledge the role of the younger son but claim that he was not to blame for years of favoring the older son.

When the Hebrew text tells us that Isaac’s eyes were “too dim,” it uses the verb kaha’ and the plural noun for ‘ayin (eye).  The verb is often translated “ineffective” and “weak.”  Some commentators point out that Isaac’s vision has always been weak and ineffective since he has spent most of his life deflecting God’s intention.  Using the phrase now is almost a pun.  When Isaac finally decides to acknowledge the son God has chosen, his prior state of blindness is used as the foil for this statement.  Now, at last, he actually “sees” with eyes that are too dim.  Isaac is attempting to resolve a lifetime of trauma.

Trauma resolution is the attempt of victims to “integrate the [traumatic] memory into the overall context of their lives.”
  Isn’t that precisely what Isaac is attempting?  The long traumatic history that began with his own father’s willingness to kill him has at last been integrated into a consistent story of divine intention.  This is the reason that he cannot retract the blessing when he is confronted by Esau.  Giving the blessing was never about the sons.  It was about Isaac.  For decades Isaac fled from the God of his dread.  Now, at last, he is willing to confront his own resistance and offer to God what he knows God has engineered all along.  He might arrange the scenario so that his patriarchal status is maintained, but it is trauma resolution that motivates the entire event—that is, Isaac’s trauma resolution.  

If this were the end of the story, we would all offer words of encouragement to Isaac.  Finally he has come to terms with God.  Unfortunately, this isn’t the end of the story.  One of the crucial elements of this biblical account is the continuing traumatic consequences in the lives of other people, in this case, Jacob and Esau.  In fact, Isaac’s personal trauma and its delayed resolution sets these two brothers at odds for decades.  What happens to us happens to others.  Reading Isaac’s story is a glimpse into what we must face and who will suffer the consequences.  When our eyes are finally “too dim,” and we come to the place of “seeing” what God wants, we may attempt to integrate our own experiences into a consistent story, but we will miss the point of God’s instruction if we think that we are the only victims in this process.  

Topical Index: trauma, Isaac, resolution, too dim, Genesis 27:1
May 30   But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in My name, He will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that I said to you.  John 14:26  NASB
The Case of Faulty Memories

Remembrance – We often read this verse as if it is Yeshua’s eternal promise that the Spirit will somehow ensure we will never forget what he taught.  Perhaps that’s correct.  Perhaps that’s all Yeshua meant.  But I suspect there is more to this statement simply because it highlights how crucial God’s intervention is in remembering the teachings of the Messiah.  Why would I think this?  Because human memory is basically unreliable.  

“Memories evolve and change.  Immediately after a memory is laid down, it undergoes a lengthy process of integration and reinterpretation—a process that automatically happens in the mind/brain without any input from the conscious self.  When the process is complete, the experience is integrated with other life events and stops having a life of its own.”
  Human memories are integrated into the paradigm we use to make sense of the world.  Since memories are partly elastic, they are shaped to fit what we already believe to be the case.  As my friend Bob often says, “The greatest impediment to learning anything new is what you think you already know.”  It seems to me that Yeshua is saying more than the fact that the Spirit will enlighten us.  It seems to me that he is saying that when it comes to what he has taught, there is a need for the intervention of God to make sure we don’t reconstitute the memories to fit our own version of the world.  This doesn’t mean we are prevented from misinterpretation or mistaken recall.  God doesn’t force us to replay the events with absolute accuracy.  What it means is that without the influence of the Spirit, these memories will be subject to the same reintegration as all other human memories.  Without divine oversight, things will slide toward “normal.”
There is another reason why Yeshua’s statement is crucial.  What is soon to transpire among his disciples is a serious traumatic experience, and trauma has another effect on memory.  Trauma disrupts this process.  Trauma is not integrated into a consistent self-image.  Instead, it remains in fragmented form as independent, often incompatible, flashbacks and distressing emotions.  Trauma is the experience of the immediacy of the event, replaying the emotional qualities over and over.  The problem is that trauma actually rewires the brain.  As Freud and Breuer noted more than fifty years ago, “Trauma does not simply act as a releasing agent for symptoms.  Rather, ‘psychical trauma’—or more precisely the memory of the trauma—acts like a foreign body which long after its entry must continue to be regarded as an agent that still is at work.”

So we need the influence of the Spirit in order to reconstruct memory according to God’s intentions.  Without that influence, our memories are more likely to express our reconstructed fragmented stories.  What Yeshua promises is not a newsreel of theological accuracy but the moderating interaction of God’s presence in order that the public recollection will reveal God’s truth.  

Finally, there is another reason why the Spirit must intervene.  “ . . . up to 90 percent of human communication occurs in the nonverbal, right-hemisphere realm”
 of the brain.  That means we must engage the emotional brain if we are going to “hear” Yeshua’s words correctly.  We must feel the words in such a way that they affect who we are, not just how we think.  And for that to happen, God must give us a bit of help.

Topical Index:  remembrance, memory, Spirit, emotions, John 14:26
May 31  and put on the new self, which in the likeness of God has been created in righteousness and holiness of the truth.  Ephesians 4:24  NASB
What’s in Style?

Put on – We have often heard expositions of Paul’s metaphor along the lines of wearing new clothing.  In fact, the verb here (endyo) is used literally of putting on clothes in a number of passages.  Of course, here it is metaphorical.  Just like going to the closet and picking out the suit for the day, Paul wants us to think of dressing in God’s best as we walk in His ways.  The idea is simple enough.  The execution isn’t.

For most humans (perhaps all), the past isn’t so easily altered.  Of course, some behaviors can be changed without much effort.  I can choose to drive a different route to work.  Not a problem.  I can choose to wash the dishes immediately after eating.  I can choose to read instead of watch the television.  But the more ingrained the behavior, the more difficult it is to alter.  Just try crossing your arms from the other direction and see how hard such simple actions are.  Why?  Because they have become an automatic feature of our existence.  When traumatic events disturb our sense of normalcy, altering how we view the world, real change becomes very difficult.  This is most typically observed in traumatic health issues.
“The understandable longing is for restored normalcy—a return to life before the illness or the diagnosis.  But there is no going back.  Once we are confronted with our mortality and the vulnerability of human life, we are forever changed.  Even in the instances where disease is eradicated, the only ‘normal’ that can be attained is what is referred to as a ‘new normal’—a normal that accounts for the limitations wrought by illness or disability but is nevertheless full of new possibilities.  And it is in the midst of this new normal that healing can begin.  When we are no longer gripped by the desire to go back to who we once were, we are willing to explore who we are becoming and, perhaps, who we were intended to be in the first place.”
 

We need to remember that Paul’s exhortation is about traumatic change.  He isn’t talking about simple alterations.  He’s talking about radical reconstitution of our identities, and in that regard, it is a mistake to think that conversion is instantaneous.  We don’t just go to the closet and grab the “God suit.”  Why not?  As Terry and Sharon Hargrave note, “because the wounds of past identity are inconsolable.”  The change in direction might occur in a moment, but rebuilding who we are takes a lifetime.  As we discover in the story of Jacob, the “old man” sticks around.  After Jabbok, both Jacob and Israel are characters in the rest of Genesis.  You and I might be done with the past, but the past isn’t done with us yet.  That takes the rest of our lives.

So what watchword goes along with Paul’s use of endyo?  Hupomone!  You can guess its meaning by looking at 2 Corinthians 1:6.

Topical Index:  endyo, put on, hupomone, patient enduring, Ephesians 4:24, new man
June 1  for you are a wise man; and you will know what you ought to do to him, and you will bring his gray hair down to Sheol with blood.”  1 Kings 2:9b  NASB  
The True Parent

You will know what you ought to do -  yada’ata et asher ta’ase-lo reads the text.  You will recognize the verbs yada and asher.  Knowing what to do.  We have examined this last statement from David before.  It’s more like the final words of the Godfather than the words of a loving parent.  But even that might be too kind.  After all, the Godfather’s last words were about the safety of his son, not revenge on his old enemies.  I know it’s distressing to think that David, the man after God’s own heart, might exhibit some very corrupted morals in his last breath, but it certainly seems as if he is far more concerned with his own legacy than he is with the future of Solomon.  The Hargraves make an interesting and applicable comment that pertains here.  “When a parent sacrifices what he or she needs in order to meet the needs of the child, the child learns he or she is more important and dear to the parents than even the parents’ lives.  This infuses the child with an identity that speaks not only to the importance but also to the worth in which he or she is held in relationship.”
  Is that what David is doing?  

We could read David’s comments as if he is anticipating challenges to the dynasty through the men he wants murdered.  We could, but the text isn’t quite so clear.  So we can also draw the conclusion that the reason David wants these men dead is because of what they did to him, not what they might do to Solomon.  In fact, Solomon seems quite adept at taking care of dynastic challengers as we learn from his execution of his half-brother.  No, I’m inclined to follow the Hargraves insight.  David’s last words really don’t validate or affirm Solomon at all.  In fact, I believe that they offer us insight into just how little importance Solomon had in his father’s eyes.  I am sure that too will be distressing since we tend to lump David and Solomon together, but the clues are there.  And they show up later in Solomon’s life.  When a parent does not sacrifice what he or she needs in order to meet the needs of the child, long-term wounds are inflicted on the child, wounds that have an inconsolable effect on the child’s self-image.  What happens to Solomon started long before he was ever born.  Both parents seem more occupied with their own agendas than with God’s intention for their son.  It makes you wonder if biblical stories like these aren’t much more like our own lives than we could have ever imagined.  Try putting yourself in the place of this young man, about fourteen or fifteen, hearing these last words from his dying father.  How would it make you feel?

Maybe we need to read the Bible differently.  Maybe we need to stop being so theological and start being much more emotionally involved.  What do you think?

Topical Index: yada’ata et asher ta’ase-lo, Solomon, David, parents, 2 Kings 2:9
June 2   It came about when Israel became strong, that they put the Canaanites to forced labor, but they did not drive them out completely.  Judges 1:28  NASB
Monkey See, Monkey Do

Completely – What happens when God’s people don’t finish the job?  The book of Judges answers that question with a very dismal and discouraging portrait of incomplete performance.  From beginning to end, the stories in Judges slip invariably downhill into moral and spiritual apostasy, bringing Israel to a point of near extinction.  But we don’t have to read much further than the first chapter to know the outcome.  It can be found in the ambiguity in this single Hebrew verb, yarash.  

The verb has a range of potential translations: “to take possession of, dispossess, inherit, occupy, seize,” and “impoverish.”  Did you notice that depending on the context the verb can be either positive or negative?  Notice also that the determination of the verb is a function of the subject.  Hartley comments, “In Israel’s history the root takes on its double force, to inherit and to dispossess, in relationship to the covenant.”
  In Judges this verb serves as a telling reminder that Israel hasn’t progressed much since Egypt.  They simply switch roles, from victim to oppressor, from subject to object.  In other words, since they don’t fulfill the command of YHVH to take complete possession of the land, they learn to accommodate.  They integrate with the Canaanites, but not as equals.  With their superior military force, they do to the Canaanites what was done to them.  They become the new Pharaoh, inflicting forced labor on those they conquer.  Quid pro Quo, but with the wrong population.  As my historian friend used to opine, “When people don’t know what to do, they do what they know.”  Israel knew all about slavery.  Now it was their turn.  Or so they thought.

But this isn’t what God had in mind.  In fact, more than once God reminds His people that they were once slaves and for that reason alone they are never to act in the way of their former captivity.  That lesson seems lost on Israel.  Once Joshua leaves the scene, they deteriorate into the kind of society that they decried before the Lord.  Incomplete doesn’t mean “imperfect but acceptable.”  Incomplete means disgraceful, in the bifurcated sense of the word.  When we don’t finish what God starts, we disgrace everything about the effort.  We remove whatever it was that God intended and demonstrate our penchant to return to the vomit of the past.

Barry G. Webb makes the notable comment, “. . . evil is something far too deep to be eliminated by the simple punishment of this or that particular act or person.  It so corrupts the nature of men and women and their whole way of life that nothing and no one is exempt from it, and only wholesale destruction can remove it.  In short, ‘evil is irremediable,’ that is why radical root-and-branch judgment is necessary.”

Topical Index:  Judges 1:28, yarash, dispossess, seize, slavery, evil, incomplete

June 3  Shabbat

June 4  And the tongue is a fire, the very world of iniquity; the tongue is set among our members as that which defiles the entire body, and sets on fire the course of our life, and is set on fire by hell.  James 3:6  NASB
Reminders

Sets on fire - June 4, 1391.  Seville, Spain.  Ferrand Martinez sets fire to the Jewish quarter and takes the surviving Jews in captivity, selling them as slaves.

June 4, 1967.  Israel.  The confrontation line between Israel and Syria is set.  Fire erupts the next day.

But before these events occurred, something else had to happen.  Men spoke before they acted.  Heschel reminds us of the consequences of words.  “[Words] must be used very carefully.  Some words, once having been uttered, gain eternity and can never be withdrawn.”
  He provides further incredible insights:
Our dogmas are allusions, intimations, our wisdom is an allegory, but our actions are definitions.
  

Our survival depends upon the conviction that there is something that is worth the price of life.
 

The Bible is not a system of abstract ideas but a record of happenings in history.  . . . Events rather than abstractions of the mind are the basic categories by which the biblical man lives. . . . The God of the philosopher is a concept derived from abstract ideas; the God of the prophets is derived from acts and events.  The root of Jewish faith is, therefore, not a comprehension of abstract principles but an inner attachment to those events; to believe is to remember, not merely to accept the truth of a set of dogmas.”
  

We who have grown up in the West believe in words.  We assume that men are rational and language not only defines the world but enables us to control it—and other people.  Words are a power in this world, a power that exceeds the human ability to control them.  Words are the nuclear option of human interaction.  That’s why the Bible decries lashon ha’ra, the tongue that speaks evil.  What words will you leave as eternal today?

Topical Index:  lashon ha’ra, words, tongue, fire, James 3:6
June 5  Then the woman gave birth to a son and named him Samson; and the child grew up and the Lord blessed him.  And the Spirit of the Lord began to stir him in Mahaneh-dan, between Zorah and Eshtaol.  Judges 13:24-25  NASB
God’s Foot

To stir – Samson.  We know the story, don’t we?  At least we know the highlights.  Don’t forget the lion and the bees, the two hundred foreskins and, most of all, Delilah.  But those climactic episodes tend to overlook the flaws in Samson’s character and the way God is involved in this representation of flawed Israel.  And it all begins here, with Samson’s name, childhood and the Spirit.

“The usual verb for the descent of the spirit on a judge—a verb which will be applied to Samson at 14:19—is ṣālaḥ.  Only here do we have the verb pa’em, and, indeed, only here in the entire Bible is that verb used in a transitive (pi’el) form.  The basic meaning of the root, from a term meaning ‘foot,’ is to stamp or pound (thus the sundry modern translations that render it here as ‘to move’ are rather weak) . . . [T]he only other times that the root pa’em occurs in the Bible as a verb are to indicate the inner turmoil of a dreamer awakening from a disturbing dream (Gen. 41:8 and  . . .  Dan. 2:1 and 3.”

In other words, it’s God who gets the ball rolling.  In fact, we might even question whether or not Samson would have done any of his mighty acts against the Philistines if it were not for God kicking him into gear.  Samson turns out to be a self-possessed, arrogant, headstrong rebel, against his enemies and against God’s purposes.  But time and again YHVH intervenes and pushes him into action, often in ways that Samson seems not to be able to resist.  The results are disastrous for the Philistines, but Samson looks more like a tool in God’s hand than a self-aware, freely willing agent.  In the full story, Samson makes a deliberate choice to align himself with God’s purposes only in his death.

Samson is the last of the judges.  After his life, Israel collapses into near anarchy.  The book of Judges catalogues the decline of Israel through apostasy until at last the people reach the place where they cry out for a king (also not the intention of YHVH) simply to bring some sort of order to existence.  But Samson is more than this.  He is also a living example of a man whose denial of God’s claim on his life led to terrible external and internal conflicts.  He is one of us when we decide that our way is the better choice.  Perhaps we should read the Samson story, not for its feats of strength and cunning but for its pathos—a man struggling to find God in the midst of pain, power and rebellion.

In the end, Samson is mentioned among the heroes of the faith (Hebrews 11:32).  So are several other men in Judges.  All of them seem to be outside our usual parameters.  But maybe God isn’t quite as strict as we are.  Sometimes He just gives a swift kick.

Topical Index:  Samson, ṣālaḥ, rush, pa’em, to stamp, Judges 13:25

June 6   All that generation also were gathered to their fathers; and there arose another generation after them who did not know the Lord, nor yet the work which He had done for Israel.  Judges 2:10 NASB

The Art of Forgetting

Did not know – How long does it take to forget God?  This verse might suggest that a single generation passed before the children of Israel no longer knew the character or works of YHVH.  But Barry Webb’s commentary on this verse suggests that this conclusion is unlikely.  Why?  Two reasons.  First, generations overlap.  Since no people after Joshua would have actually experienced the exodus events, the text cannot be condemning Israel for not being there.  Second, it might be that the parents of the days of Joshua failed to instruct their children about the character and works of YHVH, but this too seems quite unlikely.  After all, the parents are the generation that was given specific instructions by Moses regarding the teaching of children.  Webb is probably correct when he says, “their ‘not knowing’ was a choice caused much more by the enticements of Canaanite culture and their own willingness than by any failure of their parents.”
  In other words, they forgot because they wanted to.

The book of Judges is a sad and tragic story of the collapse of Israelite society.  Pitched back and forth from oppression to rescue, inevitably slipping further and further away from the path God outlined, and concluding in atrocious violence toward each other, the history of Israel during the period of the judges is a long journey back to Egypt, except now Pharaoh is the people of Israel putting each other’s lives at risk.  How did all this occur in such a short time (more than one generation, however)?  The biblical answer is also two-fold.  First, the people allowed the presence of polytheism in a land that God wanted to clean.  Second, more than allowing, the people did more than allow; they accommodated the cultures of God’s enemies.  In other words, they took on characteristics of the culture God told them to avoid.  As a result, they slowly slipped from a nation with God at its head to a society where every man did whatever he wanted.  They went from spiritual awareness to moral collapse.

But all along the way, they thought they were doing what was necessary.  It was necessary to let the Canaanites remain in the land because the military force of Israel wasn’t strong enough to get them all out.  It was necessary to make trade agreements with the other groups of people in the land because business is business.  It was necessary to enslave those who were defeated (rather than kill them) because someone has to do the work.  It was necessary to be tolerant toward idolatry, and even embrace it (sometimes) because you never knew when you might need some divine help.  It was necessary to intermarry and adopt foreign ways because the women were desirable.  I’m sure you can supply a few more “necessary” reasons.  But the end was chaos, destruction, fratricide and judgment.  History repeats itself, but that doesn’t mean we learn anything from it.

Topical Index:  did not know, Judges 2:10

June 7  I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt so that you would not be their slaves, and I broke the bars of your yoke and made you walk erect.  Leviticus 26:13 NASB
Becoming Human

Walk erect – Traumatic events fragment personality.  When we experience something that violates our basic awareness of the continuity of the world, psychic development is arrested.  We stop growing in that particular area even if we continue to mature in other ways.  Something stops.  As a result, the trauma continues.  Not cognitively.  Not as an integrated part of life, but as fragments, flashbacks and emotional “feelings” that can’t quite be articulated and certainly cannot be integrated.  The sense of self is fractured.  What is absolutely necessary is a process or event that reorganizes the self so that these traumatic experiences can become part of a continuing story; a story about my life or your life that recognizes the past discontinuity as something that happened in the past but is no longer a present reality.  As van der Kolk notes, “Our sense of Self depends on being able to organize our memories into a coherent whole.”

If we read the biblical story of the exodus from this perspective, we discover that God is providing a psychic integration for an entire people.  The trauma of slavery, an experience that indelibly marks successive generations, is integrated into a coherent story, a story with a beginning and an ending.  The cultural psyche of Israel, stamped by generations of slavery in Egypt, is reoriented.  The horror becomes the fertile ground of national autonomy and personal independence.  Now, after the story, we can remember what happened as a turning point in the past, not a continuing emotional barricade to maturity.  Van der Kolk points us in the right direction when he writes, “Communicating fully is the opposite of being traumatized.”
  Of course, communicating fully is not merely a rational, verbal action.  Most human communication occurs in other ways.
This verse uses the Hebrew olek qomemiyyut.  Translated “walk erect,” it is more literally, “go upright,” which can have both physical and spiritual connotations.  The root, qum, is usually about the physical action of rising up, but we can easily see that God may have much more than that in mind.  A people who have experienced the subservience of slavery need more than the ability to symbolically stand tall.  They need a change in their worldview.  They need to know why what has happened to them fits into what will happen to them.  Perhaps the reason God is constantly reminding His people that He is the one who broke their bonds and lifted them out of subjection is that the people need to know that the trauma is over.  And perhaps the reason they continue to retreat to idolatry is because the psychic reality of trauma isn’t over for them.  What if we read this story, not as theology or religion, but as healing—healing for an entire culture that needed to incorporate horrific events into a coherent story?  And what would happen to our stories if we also became a part of this integration?

Topical Index:  walk upright, olek qomemiyyut, trauma, Leviticus 26:13
June 8  When I kept silent about my sin, my body wasted away through my groaning all day long.  Psalm 32:3  NASB

The Quiet Killer

Silent – David knew the truth about being silent.  We might think his verse in the psalms is about his sin, but this is a general truth that applies to any action or event that isolates us from others and ourselves.  Human beings are relational creatures.  We exist, as so clearly articulated in the Bible, in relation.  There are no Robinson Crusoe’s in the biblical world.  If you are going to be human at all, you must be related to your world—both animate and inanimate.  This is one reason why so many of us find solace in nature.  It speaks to us in ways that reveal the awe of being.  So should our relationships with others.  Unfortunately, relational existence is also filled with risk.  Trauma is a human reality.  David knew this.  And he knew that “ignoring inner reality also eats away at your sense of self, identity and purpose.”

“We may think we can control our grief, our terror, or our shame by remaining silent, but naming offers the possibility of a different kind of control.  When Adam was put in charge of the animal kingdom in the Book of Genesis, his first act was to give a name to every living creature.  If you’ve been hurt, you need to acknowledge and name what happened to you.”
  “Silence reinforces the godforsaken isolation of trauma.”

The Bible is a book about healing ruptured relationships.  It’s not primarily about how to escape this world and get to the next one.  It’s primarily about how to live in this world in full connection with God and others.  The Bible is a story about God’s efforts to help us recover fatherhood, and in the process learn what it means for us to be fully-human.  What we have lost in the risk-filled world of emotional trauma is the reality of God as our  loving parent, the one who has only our best interests at heart and is ready and willing to do whatever it takes to bring us back to the fulfilling purposes for which we were created.  

This all sounds correct.  We can all nod our heads in approval of the theory, but that won’t help us much when we face real terror, grief or shame.  Those emotions tend to overpower our best logic.  We do all we can to avoid or numb them so that we can stay in control of our fragile existence.  We stuff it all inside and learn to be high-performing hypocrites.  You know, the ones who have an acceptable mask between themselves and the world.  But often it’s not enough.  That’s why knowing God as Father is crucial to our well-being.  And that doesn’t mean knowing Him as an object of our cognitive processes.  Most of the life that really matters to us is not rational.  It’s emotional—emotionally connected feelings of security and safety.  The things we need in order to get up every day and face a world without guarantees.  Silence kills.  Maybe that’s why virtually all the words for prayer in Hebrew are actions.

Topical Index:  silent, emotion, relationship, Father, Psalm 32:3

June 9   So he told her all that was in his heart and said to her, “A razor has never come on my head, for I have been a Nazirite to God from my mother’s womb. If I am shaved, then my strength will leave me and I will become weak and be like any other man.”  Judges 16:17  NASB
Call of the Wild (1)

Like any other man – Samson is the superman of the Bible.  He might not be able to leap tall buildings in a single bound, but he is certainly far stronger than any human being in our ordinary history.  We like that.  We want to feel the “rush of the Spirit” and experience super-human feats like Samson.  We think that God intends us to have power (right?) and therefore, if we could just have the “anointing,” we would be one of those great heroes of the faith, pulling down the strongholds of the enemy.

But maybe we aren’t reading the story correctly.  Yes, God certainly uses Samson.  Yes, there are incredible feats of strength.  But Samson is a figure of pathos, not providence.  He is much more like an animal than a man.  He is unruly, passionate, unpredictable, uncontrollable—like a stallion that has not been broken, or a lion or the jawbone of a donkey.  Samson is the perpetrator of chaos, mayhem, murder, lust and vengeance.  He is anything but a holy man.  He continuously rebels against the expectations of God’s intentions.  He is about as close to a Nazarite as the lead singer in a hard rock band.  Except for the hair, his life is a disgrace to his calling.

Maybe that’s why Samson wants of be relieved of his burden.  David Grossman makes the following observation about this verse, correcting the translation:
‘As every other man’, he literally said.  But earlier, when Delilah had bound him, he said to her—twice—that he would weaken ke’achad ha’adam, like any other man, the word achad meaning ‘one’, as if still wanting, unconsciously, to retain his individuality.  Now he forfeits this too, and reveals to her now he can become like every man, tasting these words for the first time.


But maybe it is not a weakness, an illness, to be like everyone else.  Maybe this is what Samson, in his heart of hearts, has wanted his whole life.

As Barry Webb notes, Samson has never wanted to fight the Philistines.  He wanted to mix with them, to marry into them, to party with them.  He wants to be one of them.  It is God’s spirit that forces him into confrontation, making enemies of the very ones he wishes to join.  The superman doesn’t want to be super.  He wants to be included!  It’s too much burden to carry God’s intentional separation.  Too much for Samson, and, I suspect, too much for us too.  Oh, we imagine how wonderful it would be to be clothed in the Spirit, but when we look at the men who have been, we find pathos, rejection, isolation and brokenness.  We find a man in a Garden, asking why.  Do you still want to be God’s superman?

Topical Index:  Samson, Judges 16:17, ke’achad ha’adam, like every other man
June 10   Shabbat
June 11  The men were amazed, and said, “What kind of a man is this, that even the winds and the sea obey Him?”  Matthew 8:27  NASB
Call of the Wild (2)

What kind of man – We are not equipped to encounter real holy men.  Peter once exclaimed how wonderful it was to see his Messiah in the presence of the holy, but he was quickly converted into a cowering figure when the full impact of God’s involvement became clear.  All of the disciples had more or less the same experience when Yeshua walked on the water to meet them.  They just didn’t know how to react to this person.  Was he really like them?  It certainly seemed so—until these awe-filled experiences demonstrated that his life couldn’t be explained in exactly the same way.  In this story, Yeshua speaks and the forces of nature obey him.  Frankly, his actions scare his followers to death.  Are they in the presence of a human being?  They thought so, but now they aren’t quite sure.  In fact, they don’t know what to think.

This biblical account should remind us that whenever God’s presence arrives, we are likely to be afraid.  That’s because we are so used to a tame world.  We have our parameters.  We know what to expect.  But all of this is thrown to the wind when God shows up, even if He shows up in the life of someone we thought was just like us.  What we really encounter is what it means to be fully human, to be that representation of God as He intended when He created us in His image.  God didn’t make linguistically expressive, rational bipeds that day.  He made creatures who could be like Him, who could act as He acts, feel as He feels and respond as He responds.  He made potential godly verbs.  But what we have learned since Adam tried to hide is that we are too scared to be fully human.  The potential is beyond us.  Why?  Because it taxes our sense of control.  Suddenly we are thrust into God’s realm, and there’s no room for personal sovereignty when the Creator comes calling.  Dante might have intended the statement to portray the entrance to hell, but he comes pretty close to describing any human experience of divine encounter when he says, “Abandon hope, all you who enter here.”  We don’t have to go to hell to realize we have to give up all our pretentions about control when God arrives.  Dante was writing about Hell, but I’m pretty sure we will find the same thing is true in heaven.  It seems to me that God’s intention when He breathed life into the body was to create an opportunity for mutual participation.  That opportunity pushes us out of the reign of the yetzer ha’ra in the direction of the yetzer ha’tov, and for most of us, especially since we have been so comfortable with the wiles of the yetzer ha’ra, participation in God’s presence is incredibly frightening.

We can tell ourselves that it shouldn’t be.  After all, God loves us.  He wants us to be fully human.  It is “safe” to be with God.  We can tell ourselves all this, but when it happens, it overloads the control panel and we are suddenly thrown into a world we didn’t expect.  Confusion.  Fear.  Concern.  Disorientation.  Perhaps even breakdown.  Encountering someone who is comfortable with God leaves us with some very big questions.  About us, about him or her.  Making sense of the world just got harder. But (there’s always one of these, isn’t there), God seems to want us to be pushed out of our comfort zones.  He seems to think that disorientation is an important step in the right direction.  So maybe we must re-evaluate.  Maybe when life seems to be stretched beyond our ability to handle it because we our sense of how thing should be evaporates, we should be saying “Thank you, Lord, for giving me just a taste of Your magnificence.  Help me live accordingly,” rather than “What in the world is happening here?”  Maybe the flow matters more than the oars.
Topical Index:  holy, encounter, fear, Matthew 8:27

June 12  In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  Genesis 1:1  NASB
Call of the Wild (3)

God – Have we mined this verse yet?  It’s certainly familiar, but it might be too familiar to actually understand what it says.  Today I want to leave you with just a few remarks that might cause you to think once more about this important opening statement.  

First, from the great Christian philosopher/sociologist Jacques Ellul, commenting on the impact of generating systematic theology from texts like this:

Finally, the mysterious powers of the world are definitively exorcized, eliminated, and vanquished.  This is an essential theme. . . . In this world, then, there is no longer anything supernatural.  There is no longer anything mysterious, no longer any world beyond. . . . The Christian world is wholly secular.  There are in it no particularly sacred times or places, precisely because God is absolutely Wholly Other and nothing in the world comes close to him or can be the bearer of value, meaning, energy or even order.  The only new energy that Christianity recognizes is the potential presence of God by the Holy Spirit.  But the Spirit, too, is incomprehensible, inaccessible and unexploitable.

Now at the same time and in a corresponding manner, reflection upon God, being led by Greek and Roman thought, radically transformed what the Bible said about God.  On the one side it analyzed the attributes of God – a God, of course, very different from the gods of polytheism, but still a God constructed by philosophy.  Thus the idea of creation underwent a radical change the moment omnipotence came to the fore.  The relation between God and the world now had nothing whatever to do with what the first Christian generations believed.  God was tied to his creation, and ultimately the world contained God.  On this basis one could find the sacred everywhere.  This path led to the reappearance of persons typically connected with the sacred, such as mediators or priests.

Ellul’s insights remind us that the audience of Genesis 1:1 is not the Christian theologican, or even the Christian believer, for that matter.  The audience is a people recently released from captivity in the hands of a polytheistic oppressor, a people whose national psyche is deeply affected by physical, emotional and spiritual trauma.  These are not analysts.  These are ordinary human beings in search of a living relationship with their God.  So Heschel notes, “Ultimately religion is not based on our awareness of God but on God’s interest in us.”
  If the Bible is a book about God’s interest in us, perhaps it’s time to read it as a love letter, not a study text.

Topical Index:  Ellul, Heschel, Bible, Genesis 1:1

June 13  “But it shall come about, if you do not obey the Lord your God, to observe to do all His commandments and His statutes with which I charge you today, that all these curses will come upon you and overtake you:”  Deuteronomy 28:15  NASB
Is God Safe?

Curses – You’re cursed.  Maybe you didn’t know it, but that doesn’t matter.  If you have disobeyed God, then you are subject to the curses He proclaims.  If you haven’t keep all the Torah, then bad things are on your horizon or have already arrived.  “Wait,” you exclaim.  “I’ve been forgiven.  God has removed the punishment.  That’s why Yeshua died, so I could be free from this horror.”  Yes, sacrifice does provide forgiveness.  But does that mean you are exempt from any future retribution if you break the commandments again?  Or do you “start over,” inheriting a new verdict?

The Hebrew word translated “curses” is qelalot.  Its root, qalal, means “be slight, swift, trifling, of little account.”  In other words, behind the idea of curse is the thought of insignificance and behind that is the idea of being treated with apathy.  The opposite of love is not hate.  It is apathy—not caring.  We certainly recognize the difference in our relationships.  We would rather have the intensity of love or hate rather than the disinterest of apathy.  The worst thing that can happen to us is to realize that no one cares about us.  What if we read this verse a little differently.  What if we read it like this:

“But it shall come about, if you do not obey the Lord your God, to observe to do all His commandments and His statutes with which I charge you today, then the results of divine apathy will come upon you and overtake you:”  In other words, God will stop caring about you.  Or so it might appear.

This is the ultimate form of trauma.  Feeling like God doesn’t care reshapes our entire world.  “Our maps of the world are encoded in the emotional brain, and changing them means having to reorganize that part of the central nervous system, . . .”
  If, as a result of disobedience, we find ourselves emotionally abandoned, we will experience life’s curses, but they won’t be poverty and pestilence, sorrow and sacrifice.  They will be the consequences of believing that no one, particularly God, cares about us anymore.  And we will feel afraid.  “Love informs our identity while trustworthiness forms our sense of safety.”  But lack of love destroys our identity and untrustworthiness shoves us toward unhealthy risk.  We don’t follow God’s instructions in order to avoid His punishment.  We follow God’s instructions in order to find meaning and safety in the world, that is, in order to discover who we really are.

Amazingly, God cares.  Only in the rarest of all human circumstances does God appear to withdraw His care, and even then He goes on caring despite the horrible consequences.  But that isn’t the issue, is it?  The real issue is whether or not we feel that God cares.  Sin is not violating God’s rules.  It is disruption of our awareness of His care.  Sin harms us by removing our sense of safety in the world!
Topical Index:  curse, sin, disobedience, trauma, Deuteronomy 28:15

June 14   And he called ten of his slaves, and gave them ten minas, and said to them, "Do business with this until I come back."   Luke 19:13  NASB

Taking Care of Business

Do Business – Yeshua spoke more about money than he did about heaven.  He knew where we are most confused.  Here he provides us with a startling parable about economic expectation.  We know this story, but we rarely reflect on its dramatic conclusion.  Yeshua tells us that the one who safeguarded what was entrusted to him but took no risks on behalf of the master is unworthy of even what was given.  His assets will be forcibly taken from him and given to the one who risked the most.

Is that the way you handle God's investment in you?  Are you pushing the edge of the envelope, attempting to do all that you can with what you have been given in order that you may deliver the maximum return to the Master?

Let's not be confused about this.  The Greek word here finds its root in pragma (something to be done).  Our word (pragmateuomai) simply means, "taking care of business, to be occupied in trade."  This is not limited  to spiritual gifts.  This is about the daily give and take of the work-world.  It’s about putting all that you have into service for the King while He is absent.  The underlying assumption is this:  It’s not yours to do with as you please.  Your current assets, all of them, are on loan to you in order for you to maximize the return for the owner.  That means your time, your natural talent and your treasure.  Are you using all of it for His maximum gain?

Consider the fate of the poor servant who thought the goal was safekeeping.  He is stripped of what he has and cast out of the kingdom as an unfaithful servant.  He didn’t take risks.  He didn’t venture forth.  He didn’t trade to the max.  And he is severely judged for his cowardice.  Who do you think God wants as a steward?  The one who makes sure nothing bad can happen or the one who risks it all for the sake of the Kingdom?  In God’s economics, failure is better than fear and trying is better than timidity.  

Everyone is involved in pragmateuomai.  We all have assets and we all interact with the world.  We are all “traders.”  But we are not all adventurers, venture capitalists, explorers, inventors or champions for the Kingdom.  Far too many of us squander our assets on everything but return on investment.  We spend our trading potential on items that have no serviceable use for the Kingdom.  We think accumulating is the same as investing.  We fear risk because we do not believe that God will provide.  That kind of economics results in Luke 19:26 (“take even what he has”).  Yeshua calls these people his enemies!

What kind of return on investment are you producing?    

Topical Index: pragmateuomai, doing business, Luke 19:13
June 15  So if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed.  John 8:36  NASB
Defining Terms

Free - Why does the biblical worldview seem so impossible to put into practical application?  How can Yeshua say that we should not worry about tomorrow, that we should constantly forgive, that we are not to calculate the requests and demands of others, that we are not to seek self-protection in the face of threat?  What could possibly justify such radical claims?  Why does this instruction seem so opposed to just plain common sense?

Some of these questions can be answered by an examination of the concept of freedom.  The differences between the biblical view of freedom and the common idea of freedom in our culture, and the implications for daily living, are dramatic.  These differences point toward a radically altered view of reality.

When we say that a man or woman is free, we usually imply something about the absence of restraint.  In politics, this will mean the absence of some dominating and determining factor that prevents self-rule.  In finances, this will mean the absence of economic suppression.  In the marketplace, it may mean the absence of discrimination in career choice or the absence of cultural and social restrictions on lifestyle.  All of these “negative” definitions view the world as a hostile, threatening place that, left to its own devices, seeks totalitarian control over the individual.  This control might come from government or from nature, but the result is essentially the same.  The world wants sovereignty over me.  Freedom is my word for escaping this attempt to control me.

The Greeks recognized long ago that completely unrestrained freedom meant anarchy.  Men cannot live in a world where they are totally free to do whatever they wish whenever they wish.  Social systems require constraints.  This is just as true today.  We have only to look at the chaos in societies run by warlords and gangs to see that there is a dark side to freedom.  So freedom is constrained by law and law is the attempt of the group to bring into line those who would seek unrestrained existence.

This social-political restraint creates a more difficult problem.  If society demands that I live under laws for the good of the whole, in what sense can I ever truly be free?  Our Western culture has adopted the Greek answer:  to be truly free, you must be free from within.  A man or woman who finds inner freedom may live within the society governed by law, but his or her soul is not damaged by the restraint.  Restraint of any kind is external.  It only becomes damaging when I allow the external circumstances of life to define my own inner world.  Wherever external threat becomes the basis of my own self-concern, I come under the control of something beside myself.  But even though I may be threatened, I do not need to allow that threat to dominate my life.  In our culture, genuine freedom is found in self-control.  This is why prisoners emerge as victors over their captors.  This is why we recognize the indomitable spirit of Man rising from disaster, from despotism and from degradation.  We intuitively know that a self-possessed person can never be chained for even if the physical shackles are in place, the soul is still free to sore.

This Greek view of freedom is at the core of our worldview.  It is based on the belief that freedom is essentially the ability to control external threat and that freedom is achieved when external threat is eliminated, even if the elimination occurs only within the person through refusal to be dominated.  This view of freedom explains the human passion for self-determination.  In this world, Man is made for self-control and wherever that control is threatened, freedom is at stake.  Ultimately, this view of freedom must address the sprit of Man.  It must confront the inner prisons and break the bonds that hold men captive in their own minds.  For Man to be fully free, both the external and the internal worlds must coincide and both must be mastered.  In our world, freedom is control of what would otherwise constrain me.   This is at its core an issue of inner resolve.  It is ultimately a spiritual matter for in the end, freedom is a state of inner being, not simply the removal of external threats.  In the acquisition of freedom, our worldview often moves from the outside in.  We first attempt control of the circumstances of life in order to remove the threat to self-determination.  But ultimately, even external freedom is not enough.  Men must be free on the inside if they are to be ultimately self-determined.  This implies that the final basis of freedom is self-control.

Behind the gospel of control is the assumption that given the right decisions, the right technology, the right government, the right society and the right information, control is possible.  Without this assumption, the entire structure supporting freedom falls.   It is at this point that the biblical view of freedom is radically different.  The Bible does not offer a variation of this concept of freedom.  It does not suggest a “spiritual” modification of the idea of controlling life.  The Bible confronts the fundamental assumption of the world’s idea of freedom head-on.  It simply says that the basic assumption about control is wrong.  From the Bible’s perspective, there is NO control.  Men and women are NOT in charge of their lives.  They are not gods.  They do not reign over their circumstances no matter how much effort they put into trying to do so.  In the end, the biblical view is that God, and God alone [not in conflict with the “Devil”] is the sole authority.  His will prevails—always and everywhere, even if it takes a very long time from our point of view.  From the biblical perspective, human effort to bring about human freedom borders on idolatry.  What human beings are called to do is cooperate with God’s purposes and manage the results of that cooperative effort as God would manage them.  This means that contentment is a major element in the biblical view of human responsibility.  It is more important for me to learn acceptance of what God is doing than it is for me to put my efforts into bringing about a world under my control.

That doesn’t mean we must be passive.  God is not passive.  He expects us to restore His creation and fulfill His purposes with gusto, enormous effort and concentrated desire.  But we are workers on His behalf, not masters of our own destiny.  Freedom, in the Greek sense, is not only a myth, it is a costly mistake.  Alignment with the Creator is the only definition of freedom in the Bible.  And that means giving up my powerful desire to make things work out my way.

Topical Index:  freedom, John 8:36
June 16  I say then, God has not rejected His people, has He? May it never be! For I too am an Israelite, a descendant of Abraham, of the tribe of Benjamin.  Romans 11:1  NASB
Tribal Identity

May it never be! – “me genoito” writes Paul.  “Impossible!”  “Don’t even think like that!”  “No way!”   Has God rejected Israel and put the Gentiles in their place?  “Are you kidding?”  “Who could ever imagine such a thing?”

Unfortunately, the answer to this last question is about one billion Christians.  In fact, most Christians since the time of the early Church fathers have been taught a different way of reading these statements—and subsequently a completely different way of thinking about God and the world.  And it isn’t their fault!  They have been grafted into a particular cultural identity—an anti-Semitic identity—that not only validates their religious practice but actually shapes how they think of God’s interactions with them.  A few days ago we looked at the application of 2 Chronicles 7:14, a verse that is often employed politically in American culture, used to imply that we Americans are the inheritors of God’s promises.  If we only do what God says in this particular verse, we will have prosperity and justice.  Our cultural training effectively eliminates all references to the original audience and turns the Bible into a book about us.

But this is not surprising.  Non-theologians have recognized the intransigence of cultural identity change for a long time.  For example, Brené Brown cogently asks, “How can we expect someone to give up a way of seeing and understanding the world that has physically, cognitively or emotionally kept them alive?”
  We think altering our religious views is simply a matter of correcting our exegesis.  I doubt that.  I have witnessed dozens of Torah groups that remain Western and Christian in spite of adopting Jewish language and rituals.  In fact, there are times when I seriously question whether really radical identity change is even possible.  We are so much a product of our upbringing, our language, our cultural patterns that it seems as if birth is the single biggest factor in belief.  “Conversion” is a much more difficult process than mental acknowledgement.  

The paradigm that shapes our cultural identity is responsible for all kinds of theological gymnastics and self-validation.  As an example, notice these remarks about being grafted in (from a well-known web site) in comparison with Paul’s fervent denial, me genoito.
Question: "What does it mean that the church has been grafted in Israel’s place?"


Answer: In Romans 11:11–24 Paul compares Israel to the natural branches of a cultivated olive tree and the Gentile believers to the branches of a wild olive tree. The natural branches (Israel) were broken off, and the wild branches (Gentiles) were grafted in (verse 17). The Gentiles, then, have been made partakers of the promises and inherit the blessings of God’s salvation.

It is important to understand how God called Israel to be His people and how they failed to fulfill that calling. As the seed of Abraham, the children of Israel were chosen by God to be a separate people, holy to the Lord. God’s design was for them to be a light to the Gentiles so that they, too, might know God (Genesis 18:17–19; Isaiah 42, 49). Instead, the Israelites chased foreign gods and betrayed their calling (Ezekiel 23; Hosea 11). But God, who knew they would do this, had already promised to restore His kingdom to Israel after they rebelled and then eventually repented (Deuteronomy 30:1–10). So God sent His Son, preceded by a forerunner, to invite Israel to “repent, for the Kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matthew 3:2; 4:17).

However, when Jesus revealed Himself as the promised Davidic King who would restore Israel (Matthew 11—12; Acts 3:19–22), He was rejected by the Jews, exactly as Isaiah had prophesied (Isaiah 52—53). Jesus therefore called His disciples to fulfill Abraham’s commission to bless the nations (Genesis 12:2–3) by preaching the gospel of the Kingdom to all nations until the end of this age (Matthew 28:18–20). Paul thus preached the gospel of the Kingdom to the Jews and was repeatedly rejected (Acts 13—28); in consequence, Paul brought the good news to the Gentiles, who in turn became Abraham’s spiritual seed by faith and heirs of the promises to Abraham and his seed (Galatians 3—4). This is what Paul meant in Romans 11 by the Gentiles being “grafted” into the “olive tree” and nourished by the “root” (the promises to Abraham). The tree thus signifies the collective people of God; the “wild branches” grafted in are Gentile believers; the “natural branches” that are cut off are the Jews in unbelief. Jewish believers remain in the tree but are joined with Gentiles and “made” into a “new body,” the Church (Ephesians 2:11–22).

Given this theological onslaught, is there any chance of an ordinary believer coming to the conclusion that God is the God of Israel, not the God of the Christian substitutionary Church?  I don’t think so.  Until a person reaches some particular point of extreme dismay and emotional discomfort, there is no chance for real change.  And even this sort of change doesn’t seem to actually alter our embedded birth worldview.  As van der Kolk notes in his study of trauma:

“Change begins when we learn to ‘own’ our emotional brains.  That means learning to observe and tolerate the heartbreaking and gut-wrenching sensations that register misery and humiliation.  Only after learning to bear what is going on inside can we start to befriend, rather than obliterate, the emotions that keep our maps fixed and immutable.”

What I’m suggesting is that theological change is primarily cognitive, and as such does not touch the real issues of living, that is, the deeply-held emotional and social connections that tell us who we are.  Cognitive conversion is a mental aberration, not a transformation.  It is, unfortunately, the primary means of religious “conversion.”  Perhaps that’s why even Hebraic roots adaption eventually seems so incipient.  

It seems to me, now more than ever before, that the Bible is really a record of God’s involvement with men and women dealing with deep emotional trauma.  The Bible is a story, a personal disclosure of the tragedy of these lives and the possibility of some kind of redemption.  It is not a theological treatise and if it is treated as one, it immediately loses its real connection to who we are.  It becomes one more prop in our self-justifying cultural identity.  

I am challenging you to put aside your theology, to stop arguing about doctrine and dogma, exegetical nuances and philosophical perspectives.  I am challenging you to read about the lives of these biblical characters as real people experiencing real trauma, and to see what God does with them.  After all, I doubt very much that theology will save any of us.  Until we know who we are, we will be lost even if we have all the right answers.

Topical Index:  trauma, Bessel van der Kolk, Brené Brown, me genoito, Romans 11:1

June 17  Shabbat

June 18  Wretched man that I am! Who will set me free from the body of this death? Romans 7:24  NASB

Disconnection

Wretched – Have you been taught that this verse is a cry for personal salvation?  Are you the product of Augustine’s error, claiming that this is Paul’s personal pre-conversion state of mind?  Do you employ theological categories when you read this verse, or do you hear the heart of a man who is experiencing the deepest form of traumatic abandonment?  How you answer these questions might tell you more about yourself than about Paul.  

Of course, we could follow the well-laid-out trail of Christian exegesis here.  We could investigate the phrase talaiporos ego anthropos (”wretched man I am”) as if Paul is speaking about that “all important” question:  “Where will I go when I die?”  We could be diverted by a “Sinner’s prayer” message.  Or we could look at this another way.  Paul is writing about the natural, emotional trauma of discovering we are disconnected from our own lives, living apart from our real selves that we have hidden away in order not to experience pain that resides in us.  We could notice that we are wretched, not because we fear Hell but because we are afraid to be vulnerable on earth.  We could read this as the cry of our own souls, murdered by our fear of rejection following personal disclosure.  
 “Liberman argues that the natural impulse of all emotions is simply to move through us.  It is only when we hold them within that they get stuck.  And although other people in our lives appear to be the source of our unresolved emotional issues, they are simply external mirrors of our inner experiences.  We project our relationships with ourselves onto others.  These unresolved emotions are usually primary factors that keep us from being fully present in our relationships.  In this sense everyone we meet in our lives offers us the opportunity to see ourselves more clearly.”
 

Do you think God is concerned about us?  No, not about whether or not we will “get to Heaven,” but about who we are now—how fully we are alive in this moment.  Do you think God cares that you are afraid to be real?  Does it matter to Him that you have a mask?  That you feel separated from those whom you love the most?  That you desperately want someone to know you, all the way through?  Isn’t this what Paul agonizes about?  Romans 7 isn’t about getting saved.  It’s about belonging, being accepted unconditionally, in order to be alive now!  Does Heaven really matter if you can’t be free to be yourself now?  “What is suppressed pain?  . . . it is the disconnection from the natural rhythm of the self during the interference.  Paradoxically, pain means, ‘I’m not in full contact with myself.’”
  Does “salvation” mean transition through pain or do you have to wait until it’s all over before you can be free?

Topical Index:  pain, trauma, salvation, Romans 7:24, wretched man
June 19   Then he said to the closest relative, “Naomi, who has come back from the land of Moab, has to sell the piece of land which belonged to our brother Elimelech.

Ruth 4:3  NASB

When the Story Isn’t the Story

Who has come back – Some time ago we looked at Ruth 1:22 (December 5, 2016).  We discovered that the grammar is quite odd, adding a definite article in front of a verb.  The translation suggests that Ruth is returning to Bethlehem with Naomi, but the grammar says something else.  It says that Naomi is accompanied by “the returned.”   A subsequent verse added more information.  That verse (1:27) used an incorrect pronoun, placing a masculine pronoun where the text required a feminine pronoun.  We suddenly realized that the grammar was telling us a different story.  Naomi considered Ruth an “it,” not a person, while the narrator pushed us to see that the story is not about Ruth but rather about the action of returning.  We thought we had figured it out.

Now we come to the end of the story, or so we think.  Once again we encounter the strange combination of a definite article with a verb, only this time the sentence is about Naomi, not Ruth.  We are thrown off kilter.  Without warning, we recognize that we have been reading a story without knowing what the story is about.  We thought it was about Ruth, the Moabite who makes a covenant commitment to her mother-in-law, and whose demonstration of hesed overcomes generations of ethnic separation.  We thought the story was about a woman whose exemplary sacrifice confronts us with our own bigotry.  We thought the story was a “love conquers all” novelette.  And now we realize we were wrong.  Like other carefully crafted Hebrew stories, when we get to the end we suddenly realize that we have to read it all over again because we didn’t read the spaces between the lines.  We discover that God’s hand, which is virtually absent in the text, is found in the spaces between the words, and we missed it because we were reading the words but not the story.

This grammatical oddity (hash-shavah) at the end of the story forces us to recall the same grammatical oddity at the beginning of the story, and when we do so, we see that the story is really about “the returned,” not about the characters in the plot or the circumstances of their lives.  In other words, Ruth is a story about what returns, and what returns is Ruth to her destiny, Naomi to her God, Bethlehem to civility, Israel to social order and the creation to its Creator.  Ruth prepares the way for the people of Israel, fallen from grace through the period of the Judges, to embrace the once and future king, to be ready for the monarchy and for the final expression of that monarchy in the reign of the Messiah.  Ruth is about “the returned”—men to God and God to men.  It is a cosmic story written in the pedestrian plot of two women and a kinsman redeemer.

Now, maybe, we have it figured out.  We will see.

Topical Index:  hash-shavah, the returned, shuv, Ruth 1:22, Ruth 4:3

June 20   I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened, so that you will know what is the hope of His calling, what are the riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints  Ephesians 1:18  NASB

Hide and Go Hide (1)
May be enlightened – Prayer.  No, that’s not right.  We know what the noun is.  We can define it.  But the problem is with the verb.  Praying.  That’s when the sky falls to the earth, when the ceiling is made of lead and when we stop talking because we don’t know what else to say.  That’s when the voice of a true saint needs to be heard.

God is hiding, and man is defying. Every moment God is creating and self-concealing.  Prayer is disclosing or at least preventing irreversible concealing . . . Prayer is pleading with God to come out of the depths.

A soul without prayer is a soul without a home.  Weary, sobbing, the soul, after roaming through a world festered with aimlessness, falsehoods, and absurdities, seeks a moment in which to gather up its scattered life, in which to divest itself of enforced pretensions and camouflage, in which to simplify complexities, in which to call for help without being a coward.  Such a home is prayer.
  
Just as the body, so the soul is in need of a home. . . .  At home I have a Father who judges and cares, who has regard for me, and, when I fail and go astray, misses me. . . . What is a soul without prayer? A soul runaway or a soul evicted from its own home.

The world has forgotten what it means to be human.  The gap is widening, the abyss is within the self.

Human distress—wretchedness, agony—is a signal of a universal distress. It is a sign of human misery; it also proclaims a divine predicament.  God's mercy is too great to permit the innocent to suffer.  But there are forces that interfere with God's mercy, with God's power.  This is a dreadful mystery as well as a challenge: God is held in captivity.

I pray because God, the Shekinah, is an outcast.  I pray because God is in exile, because we all conspire to blur all signs of His presence in the present or in the past.  I pray because I refuse to despair . . . I pray because I am unable to pray.
And suddenly I am forced to do what I seem unable to do.  Even callousness to the mystery is not immortal.  There are moments when the clamor of all sirens dies, presumption is depleted, and even the bricks in the walls are waiting for a song.  The door is closed, the key is lost.  Yet the new sadness of my soul is about to open a door.

The irreconcilable opposites which agonize human existence are the outcry, the prayer, Every one of us is a cantor, every one of us is called to intone a song, to put into prayer the anguish of all.

Topical Index:  prayer, Heschel, Ephesians 1:18

June 21  I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened, so that you will know what is the hope of His calling, what are the riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints  Ephesians 1:18  NASB

Hide and Go Hide (2)
May be enlightened – Heschel’s remarks (yesterday) establish the dangerous impossible seriousness of prayer.  We know that God is in hiding.  We know what it means to not be at home, to wander in the wasteland of soulless living.  We know—and we cry.  Because this is not human, this time of separation, of desolation, while the earth agonizes in the absence of its Creator.  Oh, He is there, but around the corner, over the horizon, showing Himself only when we stake our lives on our words and our feelings.  Because of this, we can use an additional guide.  Anthony Bloom, who comes from a religious realm about as far away from Heschel as East is from West, yet nevertheless, and strangely enough, when we turn to seek the hidden God, both of these men point us toward the same path.

“God helps us when there is no one else to help.  God is there at the point of greatest tension, at the breaking point, at the centre of the storm.  In a way despair is at the centre of things—if only we are prepared to go through it.  We must be prepared for a period when God is not there for us and we must be aware of not trying to substitute a false God . . .  The day when God is absent, when He is silent—that is the beginning of prayer. . . .  There is longing for home, but a home that has no geography, home where there is love, depth and life.”

“Remember the many passages in Scripture in which we are told how bad it is to find oneself face to face with God, because God is power, God is truth, God is purity.  Therefore, the first thought we ought to have when we do not tangibly perceive the divine presence, is a thought of gratitude.  God is merciful; He does not come in an untimely way.  He gives us a chance to judge ourselves, to understand, and not to come into His presence at a moment when it would mean condemnation.”

Paul was of like mind.  “May be enlightened” is his phrase.  It’s actually the first word in his petition.  Pephotismenous.  In the midst of this construction, you find photizo, “to give light,” from which we derive “light writing,” that is, photo-graphy.  But notice the subject of Paul’s fervent plea.  It is not Eighteenth Century Enlightenment.  Paul is not interested in more information, more theorems, more insights.  He prays for the enlightenment of the “eyes of the heart.”  Prayer is an inside job.  Yes, we may read the words of Heschel and Bloom and Weiss
, but the words will not suffice.  Paul asks for a movement of the heart.  That’s what we need.  And, oh, how much more difficult than finding a few good words!  Let us bow and open the depths of our despair.  Perhaps God will find us where we dare not look.

Topical Index: prayer, Bloom, Weiss, Heschel, Ephesians 1:18, pephotismenous 

June 22   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

Clarity

I do not understand – Was Paul confused?  When he writes, “I do not understand,” does he really mean “What I’m doing makes no sense to me,” or is he thinking, “I know what’s happening but it appears as a contradiction”?  We can assume that he knows what he is doing.  He just notices that what he is doing stands in utter contradiction to what he wishes he could do.  In other words, he isn’t confused about the action.  He’s confused about why he takes the action.

Anthony Bloom helps us figure out what Paul is trying to communicate.

“There is a great deal of difference between attachment and love, between hunger and greed, between a live interest and curiosity, and so forth.  Every one of our natural propensities has got a counterpart which is marked by evil and which is one of the ways in which we get enslaved.  This is what I meant by withdrawing tentacles.  To begin with, say ‘no.’  If you haven’t said ‘no’ in time, you are in for a fight.  But then be ruthless about it, because reason and detachment are more precious than what you get as a slave in terms of enjoyment.”

What bothers us is that nearly all temptations have an element of appropriate desire.  We do need to eat.  We do need comfort.  We do need a sense of personal control and direction.  We do need to investigate.  We do need a sense of self-worth.  It’s just that each of these can also become the source of enslavement.  How does that happen?  Because the enjoyment we get from indulging in the extension of this natural desire overrides its intended function.  When my hunger has been satisfied, I don’t stop eating.  Now I eat for the enjoyment of it or for the numbing that eating provides so I don’t have to deal with something else.  Now the natural propensity is replaced by excess, and now what I do doesn’t make any sense to me.  I know I don’t need to eat anymore to take care of my nutritional needs.  Now I eat for some other reason—but most of the time I don’t know what that other reason actually is.  I just know that eating makes me feel better.  I am a slave.

Let’s clarify, if we can, a few mistakes about Paul’s words.  Those who follow the theology of Aquinas-Luther-Calvin, might assume that Paul is decrying the “evil nature” of Man.  This theology suggests that after the Fall, Man inherited a sinful nature which causes him to sin and is the source of his trials.  If this were true, then the task is to get rid of this sinful nature (which can only be accomplished by God’s direct intervention).  Under this theology, sinful action is a strictly spiritual matter and godly redemption is the only solution.  The problem is not behavior patterns but rather essential existence.  

But Aquinas, et. al., are wrong.  God did not curse men with a sinful constitution when Adam made his choice.  Rather, men have learned to ignite their own proclivities in an ever-increasing pattern of self-fulfillment.  The yetzer ha’ra has been given free rein in the lives of most people and we have converted need to desire—and discovered, as Paul proclaims, that we are no longer free to say “No,” but rather bound to our own expansions of what was once, for us, merely a necessity of life.  What we do not understand is how we got to this place, how we ended up consistently doing those things that we really don’t want to do but have now become a way of coping with the rest of our lives.  We didn’t say “no” a long time ago, and now we don’t know how to say “no” without feeling enormous internal pain.

Perhaps Bloom offers one other important pointer.

“I have tried to point out, first of all, that your prayer must be turned inwards, not towards a God of Heaven nor towards a God far off, but towards God who is closer to you than you are aware; and secondly, that the first act of prayer is to choose such words of prayer as are completely true to what you are, words which you are not ashamed of, which express you adequately and are worthy of you—and then offer them to God with all the intelligence of which you are capable.”

Can you and I pray like this?  Can we simply say to God what is real about us now, even in this state of contradiction?  Can we tell Him how desperately we want to be who we believe we can be, and not be ashamed to say that we aren’t there?  Can we speak words worthy of what He made us to be about us?  

We can try, can’t we?

Topical Index:  prayer, understand, Romans 7:15, contradiction
June 23  The Lord is my strength and my shield; my heart trusts in Him, and I am helped;  Psalm 28:7  NASB
A Call to Arms

Helped – So you’re up against it.  That old feeling of helplessness, abandonment, anxiety, fear, worthlessness is back again.  You thought you’d overcome it, but then something happened.  Something you didn’t expect, weren’t prepared for.  And suddenly you’re that little child again, afraid.  It’s no use trying to convince yourself that you shouldn’t feel like this.  You do!  End of story.  At this point the mind can’t talk the rest of you out of how you feel.  When you try, discouragement and disappointment set in.

You must STOP trying to talk yourself out of this.  You need rescue.  You need help.  You need the army to show up and defeat the bad guys for you.  You need a God of ʿāzar.  “Used approximately eighty times in the ot, ʿāzar generally indicates military assistance.”
  That’s right.  Military!  Big guns and lots of ammo.  Shock and awe.  Rockets.  Grenades.  A nice .50 caliber wouldn’t be bad.  All the stuff you aren’t allowed to have as a civilian, but just what God brings to the battle.

Just one thing.  God brings reinforcements, not escape.  You aren’t getting out of this fight.  You are just going to participate in the victory.  “It is absolutely pointless to ask God for something which we ourselves are not prepared to do.”
  So, if you’re prepared to die to win your freedom, then God will show up and make sure you don’t.  Otherwise He will probably leave you alone to fight by yourself until you come to the place where you know you cannot win (OR CONTROL) the battle without Him.

For some of us, especially those of us who are practiced in controlling life, we find it incredibly difficult to get to the place where we give up trying to win on our own.  We usually think, “Well, I’ve made it this far.  I can overcome (we hear sounds of the song in the background).  I just need more ​__________ (you fill in the blank).”  We have not yet come to die.  We are not true patriots for the Kingdom.  We are not prepared to be martyrs in the cause of our own freedom.  So, God leaves us alone.  And slowly we discover that we don’t have what it takes.  

“Rescue me!” is not a cry for retreat.  It is a cry for spiritual howitzers.  God has them, close at hand, waiting for your call.

Topical Index:  help, ʿāzar, rescue, Psalm 28:7
June 24  Shabbat
June 25   How long, O Lord, will I call for help, and You will not hear?  I cry out to You, “Violence!” yet You do not save.   Why do You make me see iniquity, and cause me to look on wickedness?  Habakkuk 1:2-3a  NASB
Depleted Uranium

You make me see – James Bond.  Yup, that’s right.  James Bond introduced the general public to depleted uranium shells in one of his movies.  Actually, the science is rather intriguing,
 if you care about these sorts of things.  I’m pretty sure (almost certain—ha!) that Habakkuk was not thinking about tank-busting when he cried out in despair, but depleted uranium might be an appropriate modern-day paraphrase.  Just like the shell that strikes the tank, witnessing the extent and depth of evil in this world is more than enough to vaporize our resolve and destroy our hopes.
I’m feeling depleted these days.  Too much to do.  Too many places to get to.  And all the while, evil staring me in the face.  When one scene after another confronts me, I am vaporized.  Oh, I know God is there—somewhere.  But it sure feels like I’m wandering the earth alone.  Yes, I know you’re with me, but that just makes both of us alone together.  And depleted.  Habakkuk was right.  “Where are you, God?”  “Why do you make me see all this wickedness—in me and in the world?”  I just want to pull the covers over my head and sleep—pretend things will be better in the morning.  

That makes me turn in other directions.  The first is to God in the stillness of morning, when the light just starts to overcome that long dark night.  I catch a glimpse of Him painting colors on the air. 

Then I notice that we appreciate what God does in miniature as well. 

Color makes me joyful in a world where black often overcomes white.  

Finally, I think of sanctuary.  Yes, I know there’s plenty of synchronism in these places, but I’m looking past all that Roman culture.  I want to feel myself in a place that is calm and safe.  If I get there early, when there are no people disturbing the silence, and I just notice that men are also capable of creating great beauty, then maybe a sanctuary is really a sanctuary from the world, as it should be.  As I need it to be this day when I hear myself crying, “How long?”

Topical Index:  sanctuary, Habakkuk 1:2-3a, evil

June 26  “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I shall return there.  The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away.  Blessed be the name of the Lord.”  Job 1:21  NASB
Inception

Naked I shall return there – Do we truly understand Job’s response to calamity?  Are we prepared to have our lives stripped to the bone simply because God is sovereign?  Have we converted Job’s declaration into theological jargon rather than emotional devastation?  Consider this:

Leonardo DiCaprio made a profound statement in the movie Inception.  Here it is.

An idea.  Once lodged in the mind, almost impossible to remove.  The history of Christian systematic theology might be characterized in terms of a single, simple idea.  God is perfect.  This simple little idea leads to the philosophical dilemma of sovereignty and free will.  If God is perfect, then (according to the Greek definition) nothing can be added or taken away from Him.  And this definition means that God cannot learn anything, that what He knows He knows from all eternity and cannot be changed.  Perfection demands immutability.  Once this idea was introduced into exegesis, coupled with the closed universe of Greek philosophy, Scripture became statements of eternal truths rather than stories of human emotion and interaction.  The resolution of this dilemma leads directly to another apparent contradiction.

Adjustment Bureau video

So how do we read Job?  Is Job’s declaration an announcement of inevitability, a statement that God controls all life and whatever He determines will happen will happen regardless of human choice?  Or is Job’s declaration an emotional outcry at the futility of life, a gush of angst because it feels as if humans have no influence over the course of history?

Is Job saying that it really doesn't matter what we do because in the end we die—as God determines?  Or is he reeling under the trauma of destruction of all he holds dear, and grasping at something, anything, that helps make sense of his agony?

The tiny little idea of perfection shapes how you read Job’s story.  If you’ve grown up in the West, influenced by 2000 years of Greek philosophy, you probably incorporated this idea into your thinking without even realizing its source or effect.  But if you hold on to the idea, you will discover that it closes the universe, that God is the Man in the machine, moving the levers and dials to make everything happen.  And nothing ever changes.  Perfection leads directly to determinism.  You and I matter not at all.

Topical Index:  perfection, Job 1:21

June 27   My soul waits in silence for God only; from Him is my salvation. Psalm 62:1  NASB

Losing the Busy Signal
Silence – Are you able to deal with silence?  Can you actually sit perfectly still, calm your mind, stop the distractions on the outside and the inside, and hear the God of silence?  Or do you find that as soon as you wish to set aside some time to clear the way with God your world’s interruptions, diversions and obligations heat up and soon you are miles away from that inner peace you so desperately sought?

Maybe you have learned the art of quiet.  Maybe you are one of those practiced few who actually can rest in the inner tranquility of His care.  Or maybe, when you think you’ve put aside all the really bothersome diversions, you discover a much more insidious problem—boredom.  Amazingly, when we get past all that external stuff, we often find that life on the inside is boring.  We are so attuned to living elevator-music existences that we are not at home at all without the constant subconscious buzz of unfocused survival.  Perhaps here is our real dilemma.  With effort we can put aside those hindrances to rest.  With effort!  But what do we do when we discover that our inner geography is colorless, bland and uninteresting.  What have we become when the excitement of life is always attached to something other than our inner selves?  If we are going to experience the silence of the truly caring Father, we will have to sit in the place of our boredom and deal with the emptiness we have allowed to seep into our unexamined personalities.

Why do we need to follow this path?  Why not simply submerse ourselves in “holy” activity, good deeds, noble thoughts?  Why not continue the pace of a life of virtue and avoid the distress of this discovery?  Why?  Because until we come to the place where we know that there is no one and nothing that can rescue me from inner despair and emptiness, we do not need God.  I do not say, “We do not want God.”  No, we may seek God in order to add justification to our self-occupation, to our moral standing and reciprocal praise.  But that is not the same, is it?  We only need God when nothing else will do.  

“ . . . unless God comes I am lost, there is no hope, because I know that if I emerge out of this depth I will simply be back in the realm of delusion, of reflected life, but not real life.”

“Very often we do not find sufficient intensity in our prayer, sufficient conviction, sufficient faith, because our despair is not deep enough.”

Have you entered boredom on purpose?

Topical Index:  silence, boredom, prayer, despair, Psalm 62:1

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 (Rewind)
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 to 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, hit’palel
*The full argument for a temporal God is given in my book God, Time and the Limits of Omniscience.

June 29  The sins which pass unnoticed beset a man on the Day of Judgment.  Avodah Zarah 18a

What Didn’t Matter Before (Rewind)
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. 

Topical Index:  unnoticed, Avodah Zarah, excuse, rationalization
June 30   Then Moses said to God, “Behold, I am going to the sons of Israel, and I will say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you.’ Now they may say to me, ‘What is His name?’ What shall I say to them?”   Exodus 3:13  NASB

What Name?

Name - According to the Book of Revelation, you and I have names that we do not know (Revelation 2:17).  These are names known only to God, intimately personal names that reveal who we truly are.  One day they will be ours.

There is a counterpart to this exquisite disclosure.  God also has a personal name.  Moses asks to know it when he feels the need to justify his declaration before the people.  The translated text in the next verse is tragically unfortunate because it substitutes “The LORD” for the personal name, YHVH.  English readers will conclude that God’s name is “the LORD.”  Nothing could be further from the truth.  But this is only a theologically motivated blunder.  We can correct this.  However, the correction will not provide us with the deeper insight about the name.  There is a sense in which God’s personal name is also a private matter between you and Him.  There is a name of God that you and God know, and only you and God know.  

“Unless we can find the right name for God, we have no free, real, joyful, open access to Him.  As long as we have to call God by general terms like ‘The Almighty,’ ‘The Lord God,’ as long as we have to put ‘the’ before the word to make it anonymous, to make it a generic term, we cannot use it as a personal name.”
  Bloom suggests that when we finally enter into relationship with YHVH, it is not the name YHVH that will characterize our intimacy with Him.  It is our unique, personal connected name, much like the name we have for our own fathers.  My father’s name was Arnold.  I never called him by that name.  Nor did I call him “Father.”  He was closer than either of those.

YHVH introduces us to His name, the name that identifies who He is within the people.  But there is another name; a deeper name, a name that cannot be shared.  You know it, don’t you?
Topical Index:  name, shem, Exodus 3:13

July 1  Shabbat

July 2   The Lord has made everything for its own purpose, even the wicked for the day of evil.  Proverbs 16:4  NASB

Finally, the Answer

Everything – The scope of Solomon’s statement is universal.  Kol, everything, is included in the vision of this short verse.  Since there is nothing that exists unless God made it, there are absolutely no exceptions to this claim.  And what is the claim?  Everything God made He made with one principle in mind: it will serve its own end.

Notice that the translation does not say, “God made everything to serve His purpose.”  The Hebrew ma’anehu has the attached pronoun, but the context seems to indicate that God designed the ultimate “measure-for-measure” function into all that exists, not that He manipulates all the exists so that despite its ordinary function things are bent to serve His design.  In other words, this thought is that ultimately everything acts in a way that reveals its essential character.  The paradigm case is the Hebraic view of the wicked.  Even those who stand in utter opposition to the sovereignty of God are fulfilling their own destiny.  There actions take them forward to a place where God’s sovereignty cannot be denied.  If God’s enemies ultimately account for His total control of creation, then (argues the author) how much more can the righteous expect that God’s purposes for them will also come to pass.

So the final answer is, “Yes, everything is moving in the direction that will finally result in the glory of God.”  Rest assured, even now when things seem as if that conclusion is in jeopardy, that is not the truth.  God prevails.  The only issue is not the end but the time it takes to get there.  The Bible simply doesn’t answer that concern.  Why not?  Because it really doesn't matter.

Now how can that be?  It matters to me.  I’m the one suffering.  I’m the one oppressed.  I’m the one traumatized.  What about “give a cool drink” and “feed the sheep” and all that?  Are we to just sit by and let it all happen and wait?  No!  There are lots of things to do to bring restoration to the earth, to God’s creation, to His creatures.  But Hebrew takes a long view of humanity.  Things evolve over hundreds of years.  God moves in invisible ways, often imperceptible in this generation.  Consider Israel’s time in Egypt.  Think about the time it took to reach the Promised Land.  How long was God working to bring about the right conditions for the appearance of the Messiah?  We are in a hurry.  God is not.  We think that what happens to us in the most important event in the history of Mankind.  It isn’t.  We have been conditioned by a cultural emphasis on the prominence of human life.  But that isn’t the whole story, is it?  Everything is moving toward a goal.  You and I are one small part of that movement.  It’s easy to forget that our attention to the Tree in front of us is not the same as God’s intention.  Patience is more than a virtual.  It is a condition of mental health.

Topical Index:  everything, kol, purpose, ma’anehu, Proverbs 16:4
July 3   “Indeed, you do away with reverence and hinder meditation before God.”  Job 15:4  NASB
Don’t Ask

Reverence – Eliphaz  (whose name means “God of gold”) offers some silver-tongued advice to Job.  In a word, “Stop!”  “Stop asking questions!”  “Stop presuming your should know any of this!”  “Stop showing disrespect to God!”  In other words, “Shut up and remember your place!”  According to Eliphaz, to ask anything of God is presumptive, especially when it might be considered a complaint.  We human beings are far too insignificant, far too menial, to raise any questions about the actions of the Holy God.  To do so is to show utter disregard for proper reverence and piety.  In fact, the Hebrew text suggests that questioning God in any way is a demonstration of lack of proper yare (fear).

Perhaps you’ve encountered an Eliphaz in your life.  Or perhaps you’ve just encountered the spirit of Eliphaz in the cultural assumptions that pervade religious circles.  You know what I’m talking about.  The idea that you aren’t suppose to question the voice of authority in the community.  The idea that if someone speaks on God’s behalf, their words must be true.  The idea that people like you and me, ordinary pedestrians on the walkway toward the Day, are expected to keep our noses down, our hands folded and our voices silent in the presence of the divine.  Don’t be like Job, showing impertinence.  Accept your place and your fate.

But it grinds, doesn't it?  It grinds to think that you can’t ask about God’s actions in your life.  It grinds to think that you’re supposed to grin and bear it.  We want to shout, “No!  I want to be respectful, Lord, but some things just don’t make any sense to me, and if You really care about me, then let me ask.”  Would a Father chastise His children for politely asking about His motives?  Would He scold them and force them into submission just because He could?  That doesn't sound like a god I would want to follow.  It doesn't mean I will get all the answers, but at least I would be able to raise the questions.  And if this is true of the God who loves me, then it must also be true of the ones who act on His behalf.  I must be encouraged to ask.  I must be allowed to question.  I must be given permission to raise my hand and say, “Yes, but I don’t think that makes any sense.”  No offense taken.  Just routine in the dialogue of love.

Eliphaz raises an issue about reverence.  What does it mean to revere God?  Does it mean silent submission?  Suppressed discontent?  Fear of revealing inner turmoil?  If you find Eliphaz’s answer unsatisfying, then you will have to deal with your own form of reverence before the King of kings, the Holy One of Israel.  You will nave to find that narrow way that acknowledges we are dust and still gives voice to our sense of worth.  Sometimes what we most wish to say are words that we feel cannot be said, but maybe that’s because an Eliphaz has muted us instead of the Spirit.

Topical Index:  Eliphaz, reverence, fear, yare, Job 15:4
July 4   Therefore, thus says the Lord God, ‘Because you have more turmoil than the nations which surround you and have not walked in My statutes, nor observed My ordinances, nor observed the ordinances of the nations which surround you,’  Ezekiel 5:7 NASB

Independence Insanity

Of the nations – This is a curious judgment.  We expect God to declare that Jerusalem has not followed His instructions.  Their apostasy was well-known.  They continued in their idolatry so God brought judgment.  But notice that God says they also did not follow in the ordinances “of the nations.”  They wanted their independence—from God and from everyone else.  Perhaps on this day we need to reflect on the implication that God provided models of godly behavior in the nations outside Israel, and they rejected those as well as His specific instructions to them.  What does this mean?  Did you think God only paid attention to what happened in Israel?  Did you think He was not also the God of the goyim?  Don’t you imagine that He provided instruction to all His children, even if it didn’t come in the same way as the prophets He sent to Israel?  Look harder!  You will find godly ancient wisdom scattered all over the Middle East (and maybe beyond).  Proverbs and Psalms borrow from the goyim.  Genesis begins in Mesopotamia.  Israel is a culture and nation surrounded by others who are also affected by YHVH.  Things might not be as clear as the biblical revelation, but, “Look harder!” and you just night discover that the hand of the Lord is discernable in ways you tended to ignore.  Israel penchant toward independence made them oblivious of God’s revelation to them and to their neighbors.  Maybe we suffer from the same disease.

One of the disheartening characteristics of modern religious paradigms is myopic exclusivity.  We are often taught that what we know as the truth is the only truth.  That we are the privileged ones, guardians of the holy writ, chosen elect of the secrets of the divine.  With that illness comes a blind rejection of the hand of God in the lives of those outside the circle.  Our internal self-justification prevents us from recognizing the majesty of God’s interaction with all His creatures.  We draw the lines of exclusion and congratulate ourselves for being so astute.  Just like Jerusalem, we think our God is our God, and belongs to no other.  Our independence from His diversity prevents us from recognizing His instructions to us through the goyim.  And we harm ourselves in the process because we fail to find Him everywhere, in all cultures, in all human heartache for His care.  We rob ourselves of the wonder of His love, spread across all hurting souls.  Erica Brown makes a telling observation when it comes to leadership.  “Perhaps such individuals [those who follow without questioning] believe that picking a leader and surrendering their own reason to that leadership is in their collective self-interest.  They relinquish control of decision-making, and with it, they relinquish the blame that comes with poor decisions.”
  Perhaps that’s the real motivation—to have an excuse when things go wrong.

On this “Independence” Day, perhaps it would be well to reflect on our dependence—not just on the revelation He has so faithfully provided through the prophets of Israel but also on the faithfulness He has shown across the face of humanity.  Perhaps this is a day to look harder at what God is doing in those outsiders, and thank Him for giving us more ways to see Him than we imagined. 

Topical Index:  independence, of the nations, goyim, instructions, Ezekiel 5:7
July 5   Moreover, he shall not multiply horses for himself, nor shall he cause the people to return to Egypt to multiply horses, since the Lord has said to you, ‘You shall never again return that way.’  Deuteronomy 17:16  NASB
Prophetic Hindsight

Never again – Reading this statement in Deuteronomy makes you wonder if the author wasn’t writing it from a period after Solomon.  These verses basically describe everything Solomon did wrong.  Horses, women, gold and silver—he fulfilled precisely the warning that was supposedly given centuries before he made his fatal request.  Of course, we could read the text as prophetic, but then we would have to ask, “How is it that Israel at the time of Solomon seems to have forgotten this exact warning?”  Solomon’s reign is given plenty of glory.  The temple, the palace, his influence far and wide, his wisdom—yet before the people even enter the Land, it appears that they should have been much more suspect of such a king.  Collective forgetfulness had serious repercussions.

But if we imagine that the Deuteronomy material was constructed after the Solomon experience, then there is more than prophetic hindsight involved in this verse.  God says, “Never return to that way,” that is, the way of the Pharaoh, the way of power and opulence.  The way of pointless excess.  The way that leads a man to forget that he is just a man, a dependent creature bound to the earth, subject to the will of YHVH.  “Never again” is a warning not just to Israel, but to us.  There is a way that we know.  We have lived it.  It is the way of human power.  On this way we determine that we are the pharaohs of our circumstances—and we accumulate.  We accumulate because we can and because we wish to exhibit our status as masters of our destiny.  In fact, the average American today lives with comfort and convenience that even Pharaoh could not have imagined.  The single most important status symbol of the first world of the West is excess.  We probably don’t have to make this list.  It takes very little reality check to realize that the most powerful man on earth, the Pharaoh of Egypt, experienced none of the routine accumulation of everyday living that we take for granted.

And God said, “Never again return that way.”  Solomon didn’t listen, and for nearly all of us, Solomon seems to be our heroic model.  We want the power, the glory, the affluence, the savvy.  And we shall have it!—one way or another.  We even chose our leaders on the basis of their Solomon traits.  We ignore God’s precise warning, “Never again return that way.” 
What would your life look like if you made a Solomon-Pharaoh comparison list of your own goals and gains?  On one side, write down all the things that Solomon-Pharaoh wished to have.  Not just material possession, but everything that would make them exemplars.  On the other side, put a little check mark (not too big, be humble) next to each one of these things that you also pursue.  See how much of the “never again” way is still lurking in your attitudes and actions.  And then ask if this prophetic hindsight fits your life.

Topical Index:  Solomon, Pharaoh, never again, lo . . .’od, Deuteronomy 17:16
July 6   And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to His purpose.  Romans 8:28  NASB
Just Wait

For good – Undoubtedly others have pointed out to you that this verse says nothing about your good.  The Greek is eis agathon, a preposition plus a singular, accusative adjective.  It isn’t even “for the good.”  It’s as if Paul is reminding us that what God does, all of what God does, is to be viewed in the context of possessing the highest virtue.  In other words, God does not make mistakes.  God’s actions are filled with excellence.  End of story.

But it’s not the end of the story for us, is it?  We often wonder, and sometimes verbalize, just how these present circumstances can be any part at all of a godly master plan.  We don’t see the end, and consequently we get stuck in the middle.

“At times of transition, we are neither here nor there.  We will not stay in transition, but it can be hard to believe that temporary difficulties are only temporary.  If we believe that transitional places are permanent, we are no longer on a journey of transformation; we are stuck in a place of frustration.  Confusing transition for destination added layers of anxiety to the way ancient Israelites considered their prospects. . . . Their collective failure of imagination, and perhaps the failure of leadership to arm them with a constant, embracing vision of the future, made them unable to accept challenges that would dissipate naturally with time and a change in conditions.  The future will only look like the present if you do not allow it to look like anything else.”
 [emphasis added]

As Brown notes, “Humans are conduits of a divine master plan that they cannot control.”
  Yes, and that’s the rub.  We are caught up in something that is beyond us, but that only makes us fight all the harder to take over the outcomes.  We don’t like not being in control, even if our perceived control is admittedly illusory.  We don’t want to be pawns on the board.  We want to be the strategist playing the big game.  As a result, we put imagination in retirement, and think that what is now is always.  Our future is nothing more than an extrapolation of our present.  We have no sense of transition.  And we suffer the consequences of the infinite progress of the customary.
Just wait!  You and I have no idea of what God will do next.  Our imaginations are the victims of mundane mental rape.  We have lost the ability to create a different world because we have been traumatized by this one.  Our visions of God’s creativity are truncated by our cerebral dissatisfaction with the temporary.  But “good” is a long sequence of temporary states of existence.  Tomorrow things will be different—if you expect them to be.

Topical Index:  transition, for good, eis agathon, temporary, Romans 8:28

July 7   Then the sons of Israel, the whole congregation, came to the wilderness of Zin in the first month; and the people stayed at Kadesh. Now Miriam died there and was buried there.  Numbers 20:1  NASB
Swallowed Up

Died there – ta’mot sham.  The end of a prophetess, a leader, a woman of valor is ignominiously recounted in one sentence.  In fact, most of us read Numbers 20 without paying any attention to this opening detail.  We fixate on the water from the rock, the punishment of Moses for striking the rock and the inevitable Christian Messianic implications.  We pay about as much attention to the death of Miriam as the text does.  Have you ever wondered why?
The Water of Meribah is certainly the focus of chapter 20.  What happens here has serious consequences for the people and for Moses.  But, as Erica Brown points out, “The woman who, as a young girl, watched over the Israelites’ chief savior and ensured his early nurturing, the woman who led the women in joyous song later as the Israelites crossed the sea, suffered a cruel death of indifference.  The wilderness even devoured human compassion.”
  This woman, so important to the overall story, passes from the text and the people without any recognition of her value.  She is buried as a side note in between the lines of another story.  All that she did is unraveled in two words, ta’mot sham.  

You and I are wandering in the wilderness of Zin, just like the Israelites before us.  We have not reached the Promised Land, and along the way we have probably voiced as many complaints, been taught as many lessons, and inherited as many chastisements as our wandering ancestors.  But perhaps we can correct this one thing.  Perhaps we can remember that woman, those women, whose valor brought us to this point, who shepherded us without credit, who led us joyfully into God’s presence even as we stubbornly resisted the manifestation of His glory.  Perhaps there’s a Miriam in our past who needs to be honored, who should not be erased with ta’mot sham.  The wilderness does obliterate human compassion, but it doesn’t have to.  We lose our perspective on compassion when we stop acknowledging the service of others on our behalf.  We become those with stony hearts when we are so focused on our present needs that we forget who brought us to this place where God shows Himself.  Yes, we might be exhausted, exasperated and exsiccated, but gratitude does not have a shelf life.  You and I owe Miriam thanks, just as we might owe one of her daughters.  Today is a good day for rectifying ta’mot sham.  She died and was buried, but today we recall her with honor.

Thank you, Miriam.

Topical Index:  Miriam, ta’mot sham, died there, Numbers 20:1
July 8   Shabbat
July 9   And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to His purpose.  Romans 8:28  NASB
The Grind

Know – Well, we might know that God causes all things to work together for good, but it surely doesn’t feel that way, does it?  Paul uses the Greek verb oida, not ginosko, and for good reason.  If Paul used ginosko, then we would ask for the evidence to support his claim.  We would ask to see the data, to understand the conclusions and to be convinced by the arguments.  But that would be rather impossible, don’t you think?  Where is the evidence that all things work together for good?  Nowhere, as far as I can tell.  When I survey the evidence, I see children under the bridge, dying from AIDS because their mothers have unprotected sex because they in turn have no money, no jobs and no other way to live.  I see brutality, torture and horror killings because of “faith.”  I see million upon millions of impoverished, struggling to eat in a world where 250 people have more financial assets than 250 billion of the poor.  I see hatred, racial tension, bigotry, destruction of the planet, incalcitrance, rigidity and polarization.  So tell me, “How does all this point to God’s bringing about the good?”

Ah, but Paul does not use the Greek verb for collecting evidence and drawing conclusions.  He uses oida, a verb that focuses on an internal awareness that breeds confidence, a kind of psycho-emotional intuition that registers in the whole complexity of what it means to be human.  He uses a verb that is closer to self-awareness than data analysis.  In other words, Paul basically says that he has a convincing hope that God is working all things for good.  It is a hope that he cannot reject because it is founded on the character and sovereignty of God—even if there is very little evidence to support it.  For Paul, the good is the inevitable, incontestable outcome of who God is.  It has very little to do with what is happening now.

But what Paul knows seems incredibly difficult for me.  I might know this hope too, as theory, as theology, as eschatological desire, but I am still here, in the grind, and the grind is my reality even if I hope for something different someday.  In recent conversations, I have noticed that the grind is getting more intense.  Perhaps it is just a matter of age, but I’m noticing that more and more men are struggling with why they are even alive.  The routine is no longer enough.  Work to pay the bills, try to forget the struggle with work, work harder to get more so that you can forget again.  The endless and pointless grind.  And at a certain age, most men I know want out.  Their dreams have long ago turned to memories.  They have more past than future.  They are tired, but there is no end in sight for the demand to perform.  Slowly, ever so slowly, the grind is eating into their souls.  They are becoming men without purpose, waiting for it to be over.  Do they know that all things God works for good?  I don’t think so.  I think they want to believe it.  I think they try to believe it.  But in the end, life is grind and hope is a pipedream that cannot be reached.  How come Paul was able to say, “We know”?  That just might be life’s most important question right now.

Topical Index:  know, oida, grind, ginosko, Romans 8:28
July 10  And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to His purpose.  Romans 8:28  NASB
Continuing Creation

Causes - “God is the God of the entire cosmos; God has to do with every creature, and every creature has to do with God, whether they recognize it or not.  God’s work in the world must be viewed in and through a universal frame of reference.”
 

“God works creatively with already existing realities to bring about newness.  This understanding also entails that idea that the present (and future) is not wholly determined by the past; God does bring the ‘new’ into existence.  Beyond God’s work as sole Creator, certainly the central reality in thinking about Creation, God also creates in and through creaturely activity.”

When Paul writes that all things to work toward God’s purposes, he expresses complete confidence in the continuing creativity of God.  The state of the universe is not fixed, set in stone by the ineluctable powers of the past.  The cosmos is not determined.  It is, rather, the open end of a constantly reorganizing process, a process with a goal in mind (the glorification of the Father) but without a particular track to get there.  It is a tragic falsehood to suggest that God has a wonderful plan for your life.  What He has in mind is a journey whose course is set by your choices and His, by my choices and the choices of all other elements of the creation; a journey that will take you somewhere yet to be realized in the context of His mighty purposes.  That plan, which you so conveniently believed was already in place before you arrived on the scene, is no plan at all.  It is a direction and many are the options for heading toward a compass point on the horizon.

Some of us will be frightened by this realization.  The open character of the universe, in particular the indeterminate nature of the future, makes us feel as if nothing is under control, and since we so desperately want to believe that control is the essence of human fulfillment, we react to this idea with fear and trembling.  If everything is in some state of flux, how can we be sure that things will work out as they should?  But this is precisely what Paul addresses.  Yes, the future is still to be constructed.  It will come to be as we all become what God intends.  But that, according to Paul, does not invalidate God’s sovereignty nor does it leave us at risk of random upheaval.  All things work together for good because God causes it to be this way.  At least that’s what the translation says.  But the Greek isn’t quite the same.  The verb “causes” doesn’t actually appear in the text.  The Greek reads, panta synergei eis agathon.  Not “God causes” but rather “it is in the nature of the created order that everything is purposed to bring about the good.”  It’s not that God makes daily manipulations and adjustments.  It’s rather that the whole was designed to bring about the proper end.  God is not the celestial repairman.  He is God—and everything will work out accordingly.

We can have confidence in the destination and direction.  Our perspective of the temporary transitional states is not the final picture.  In fact, as even Yeshua expressed, no one knows that final picture except the Father.  Therefore, our confidence is not in what has happened or what is happening.  It is in the person who set it all in motion.  The indeterminate future is still in the hands of the completely reliable Creator.

Topical Index:  future, good, all things, sovereignty, panta synergei, Romans 8:28
July 11   Paul, a bond-servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ, for the faith of those chosen of God and the knowledge of the truth which is according to godliness,  Titus 1:1  NASB

Business Card

Bond-servant/apostle – No doubt by now you know that the translation “bond-servant” is softened to make it more palatable to our ears.  The word is doulos, the lowest type of slave in the Greek world; a slave without any rights, effectively a piece of property owned by the master.  We all know that this imagery is the intended human side of the relationship with the Master.  What he chooses to do with us is entirely up to him.  

But notice the second line of Paul’s business card.  Apostolos—one sent out.  More than merely a messenger, this is a person who goes with the authority of the Master, as his representative in word and deed.  In other words, when Paul determines that he will take on the role of the doulos, Yeshua determines that he will be given the role of apostolos.  Both lines on the card are important.  In fact, one without the other is a travesty of the faith.  We must first determine our relationship before he can determine our role.

Do you want to be commissioned for a role in the restoration of creation?  Are you looking for real purpose, satisfying meaning, a reason to keep going?  Do you wish to represent the Creator as His chosen envoy?  Then the first line on your business card must be a statement of your attitude toward YHVH.  For Paul, it’s doulos.  Doulos is a title for absolute dependence.  It is precisely the opposite of our desire for freedom.  TDNT makes the point.

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.

Doulos is a choice to live an un-free life, to be at the beck and call of the Master for whatever task he might assign.  The irony is that as we give up our right to freedom, we find meaning.  When we pursued our own ends, the world crumbled in our hands, but when we gave up that pursuit, we discovered the life we desired.  

Paul’s business card is ironic in the deepest sense.  Is yours?

Topical Index:  doulos, apostolos, bond-servant, slave, freedom, Titus 1:1 
July 12   in the hope of eternal life, which God, who cannot lie, promised long ages ago,  Titus 1:2  NASB

Two of Three

Long ages ago – Greek has three words for time:  chronos, aeon and kairos.  The latter actually has no English equivalent but it plays a very significant role in the gospels.  In this verse, Paul uses the first two words in succession in order to communicate the strength of God’s eternal promise.  The text reads, chronon aionion, “long ages ago,” but it’s really something like, “over the course of a great amount of measured time in the past.”  God’s promise is from the ancient times—and it is still true.  It hasn’t changed at all despite the intervening centuries.  Why is this the case?  Paul gives the answer in another little twist of grammar.

If we read this verse with greater literalness, we discover that the promise is made by the “cannot-lie God.”  The Greek is apseudes theos.  You probably recognize the word pseudo in the combination.  Of course, here it is negative (the prefixed a) so that it reads “cannot lie,” but this word is an adjective modifying theos.  We arrive at “the not-lying God.”  Why do we still have hope in the promises God made those thousands of years ago?  Why doesn’t our hope collapse under the weight of centuries of unfulfilled expectations?  Why do we continue to believe when everything seems to disconfirm our faith?  Because the promise was made by a not-lying God.  What He says is true, no matter what the circumstances might seem to be or how long it takes for the fulfillment to occur.  In fact, with a little bit of imagination, we can see that what really matters here is the Greek word for time that is not in this text.  That word is kairos.  It is the time when everything is perfectly in alignment so that a slice of the heavenly can arrive in a moment of chronos, the daily repetition of our lives.  The reason we confidently wait through the long ages is that kairos is unpredictable.   It is God’s perfect moment when the course of the universe is arranged so that God’s perfect purpose comes to pass.  We have some examples of these kinds of moments, in the story of Yeshua and, perhaps, in our own lives.  And they are enough for us to wait, in the hope of the promise made chronon aionion.  

It is more than likely that you and I will not be living when the final alignment takes place.  All those prior generations are an indication that we have no way to predict this kairos moment.  But does it really matter?  Haven’t we been assigned a role to play now, in this chronos, a role that is vital to the final alignment?  Kairos will come.  God will see to it.  In the meanwhile, get on with what you must do today.  The universe depends on it.

Topical Index:  chronos, aeon, kairos, time, ages, Titus 1:2
July 13   but at the proper time manifested, even His word, in the proclamation with which I was entrusted according to the commandment of God our Savior,  Titus 1:3  NASB

One of Three

At the proper time – You can probably guess what the Greek term is.  Kairos, of course.  The untranslatable word for time that isn’t found in the previous verse appears here.  It is that perfect moment when everything comes together.  In this case, Paul’s example of that moment is the manifestation of God in the Messiah.  Paul knows that it isn’t quite enough to have the hope of chronon aionion.  Waiting and waiting and waiting is a tiring business.  So, reasons Paul, let’s remember a previous example of waiting that actually has been fulfilled.  The Messiah has come.  The promise has been realized.  Yes, it took a long time, but it was worth it.  Now you can rest assured that the other promises will also come to pass, even if it takes a long time.

How long did we wait for the appearance of the Messiah?  Ah, from our perspective it doesn’t seem that long.  After all, we can read the entire story in a day.  But that story covers thousands of years and all the time those people waited.   It didn’t seem like a day to them.  In fact, for most of them, their entire lives passed without any resolution of the hope.  Why do we suddenly imagine that we stand any closer to the next fulfillment?  Get some perspective!  You haven’t struggled through slavery, civil war, idolatrous monarchies, occupation, captivity and destruction.  You have no idea what waiting is really like.  You haven’t cried out to God for generations!  Remember that Paul expected the Messiah to return quickly.  He already had the perspective of waiting a very long time.  But we seemed to have missed that point.  Paul was mistaken.  The Messiah has not returned.  But just as Paul noticed that he and his people waited for centuries for the manifestation of the Messiah, so we must recognize that just because a few thousand years have passed since Paul wrote this letter does not mean we don’t have to have the same patient endurance.

Kairos is that moment when everything conspires to bring about a desired end.  Kairos is what we are really looking for, in the promises of God and in our own hopes and dreams.  The rest is the routine, the chronos of existence.  Of course, a great deal of chronos might be necessary before everything lines up, but the moment that matters is the arrival point.  Most of the time we aren’t even aware that this moment is speeding toward us at the pace of life.  Most of the time we are caught in the ordinary, the repetitious, the grind.  We fail to see that alignment is taking place constantly.  Then suddenly everything fits and in perfect hindsight we realize that it couldn’t have happened any sooner.  

What if you looked at your life as the anticipation of a kairos moment?  Would that make the routine less burdensome?  Would you thank God that every one of those ordinary, exasperating repetitions was in fact a preparation for the big event?

Topical Index:  kairos, proper time, Titus 1:3

July 14  To Titus, my true child in a common faith: Grace and peace from God the Father and Christ Jesus our Savior.  Titus 1:4  NASB
Wishing You Well

Grace and peace – Paul often uses these words, “grace” and “peace,” in personal letters.  We have a tendency to skip right over them, imagining that we know what they mean to his audience simply because they are so much a part of our religious culture.  But perhaps we rush past something incredibly important.

“Grace” is charis, of course.  It basically expresses a feeling of joy that exhibits itself in rejoicing actions.  In other words, charis is not simply a theological, cognitive category associated with forgiveness.  It is rather a fully human exuberance about life involving daily demonstrations in both ordinary and unique events.  Weddings, feasts, acts of thanksgiving, even fulfillment of the mitzvot are opportunities to express charis.  When Paul wishes Titus to experience grace, he intends a great deal more than feeling forgiven.  Perhaps one of the most obvious missing elements in our religious theology is the true meaning of charis—joyfulness!

Paul combines this idea with eirene (peace), but as we have already learned, eirene in the apostolic writings is not the same as the idea of peace in Greek philosophy.  Foerster’s comment in TDNT needs careful review:

For the Greeks eirḗnē primarily denotes a state, not a relationship or attitude. It is the opposite of pólemos (“war”). It is linked with treaties of peace or the conclusion of peace. It is also the opposite of disturbance. In a negative sense, it may denote a peaceful attitude, i.e., the absence of hostile feelings. In the age of Augustus it carries echoes of redemption, but also implies in everyday reality the legal security of the pax Romana.

Notice that our idea of peace is directly connected to the Roman development of pax Romana.  We think of peace as the absence of conflict.  But this is not the apostolic perspective.  For Paul, the Greek eirene is the equivalent of the Hebrew shalom, and shalom is a much more encompassing term, spreading its wings over every aspect of human life.  It is primarily a term of relationship rather than state of being, and it is intimately linked to covenant.  Shalom is a function of promising-keeping.  Furthermore, in Hebrew thought, shalom is a gift from God.

Paul wants Titus to experience a life overflowing with fully human joy and completely satisfying purpose.  Isn’t that what you want?  What happened that prevented you from standing in the place of Titus?

Topical Index:  peace, grace, joy, charis, eirene, Titus 1:4
July 15  Shabbat

July 16  It was pleasing in the sight of the Lord that Solomon had asked this thing.  1 Kings 3:10  NASB

Was God Really Happy?

Was pleasing – Was God happy with Solomon’s choice?  Before you answer, consider the circumstances.  Solomon is at Gibeon, making a sacrifice.  But according to the prior verses, these high places were not simply alternatives waiting for the Temple to be built.  The previous verses of this chapter tell us that Solomon loved YHVH and His commandments, except he made sacrifices at the “high places.”  We examined the crucial word, raq, in the past, noticing that this seems to be the fatal flaw in Solomon’s life.  He simply did not completely turn away from the idolatry of the surrounding nations.  In fact, as we discover later, he was responsible for bringing more idolatrous practices into Israel and into his house.  

With this context in mind, it’s hard to understand the use of yatab in this verse.  The Hebrew verb is used over one hundred times in Scripture.  Generally it means, “to be good, to be pleasing.”  Most of the time it implies a covenant relationship, as seen in Psalm 51:18 and Genesis 32:9.  Although it can describe human prosperity and good relationships, it always assumes that these are the result of God’s promise and benevolence.  That makes it particularly difficult to see how God could be pleased when Solomon’s choice occurs while Solomon is involved in idolatrous practices.  But maybe we need to broaden our horizon.  Isn’t it possible that God could agree with Solomon’s choice in relation to the other possibilities?  That is to say, Solomon’s decision to opt for discernment rather than power and wealth was a sign that he was moving in the right direction.  God could find this agreeable, even pleasing, provided that Solomon continued on that path.  The fact that Solomon wasn’t on the path prior to the decision and that he later fell from the path doesn’t invalidate the choice of the moment.  Solomon’s choice was pleasing because it contained the potential for truly godly governance.

But there’s another little problem here.  Solomon seems to be asking for something that God forbid Adam, that is, the ability to discern good and evil.  There are certainly deliberate overtones of the Garden story in this account.  What we discover as we look closely at Solomon’s life is that this kind of knowledge is beyond human capacity.  To have it is to undermine what it means to be human.  Perhaps God finds Solomon’s decision pleasing because Solomon asks it only in terms of governing the people.  In this limited range, discernment is essential—and God acknowledges that.  But where does one stop when it comes to knowing good and evil?  Are we as human beings capable of resisting the desire to know all that this kind of power would provide?  We learn that Solomon’s gift was expanded to many different subjects.  Mystical legends tell us that Solomon even had power over demons.  According to these sources, he was a master of the black arts.  Did Solomon reach too far?  Did God grant him the gift of discernment for governing, only to find that Solomon did not keep the gift under control?  If we read a verse that said, “And God was displeased that He had granted Solomon the gift of discernment,” would we be surprised?  

Perhaps God was happy when Solomon chose the way of humility.  And perhaps God’s pleasure was contingent.  Solomon changed the circumstances, and God changed His mind.  Isn’t that also what happens to us?

Topical Index: was pleased, yatab, raq, except, only, 1 Kings 3:10
July 17  Gideon said, “All right, when the Lord has given Zebah and Zalmunna into my hand, then I will thrash your bodies with the thorns of the wilderness and with briers.”  Judges 8:7  NASB
The Gideon We Forgot

Will thrash – Gideon begins with humility, fear and anxiety.  The famous test of the fleece is really an attempt by Gideon to relieve his unbelief.  He begins as a model of piety, obedient but hesitant, “mistrusting his own ability and relying totally on Yahweh.”
  But Webb is quick to point out that this is not the same Gideon who crosses over the Jordan in pursuit of Zebah and Zalmunna.

“ . . . he presses toward this goal with frenzied determination despite the hunger and weariness of his men and the refusal of the leaders of Succoth and Penuel to give him support.  He expects these two kings to be given into his hand as surely as Oreb and Zeeb were (8:7), but in fact there is no indication now of any involvement by Yahweh, and the holy war motifs that were so prominent in the first movement are entirely lacking here (contrast 8:11-12 with 7:21-22).  Moreover, Gideon’s diffidence has completely disappeared.  He now throws diplomacy to the wind, demanding support from towns on his route with threats of retribution to those who fail to comply.”

Gideon, the chosen rescuer of God’s people, becomes the oppressor, caught up in the vicissitudes of power and personal revenge.  The savior of Israel is no more.  The human tyrant emerges.

What happened to Gideon?  We don’t have to look far to find the answer.  God grants victory.  Man takes the credit.  Oh, perhaps not right away.  We defer to the Almighty, piously claiming that it was all His handiwork.  But as the crowds acclaim the victor, the seed of power is planted.  People turn to saviors for more than immediate relief from danger.  Suddenly these chosen ones are thrust into the public spotlight, and even if they provide religious answers, the yetzer ha’ra is quick to take advantage.  Soon, very soon, God’s chosen leaders become their own source of authority.  They turn roles into titles.  

Gideon comes back to Succoth and Penuel and does what he promised.  He abuses the population, providing precedence for further tragedy in the next generation.  He acts as his own judge.  God is no longer necessary—or even wanted.  Now the power is his, and he has learned to use it for his purposes.

Be careful, you called-out ones.  Gideon may be just around the corner.

Topical Index:  Gideon, will thrash, Barry Webb, Judges 8:7
July 18   The Lord God fashioned into a woman the rib which He had taken from the man, and brought her to the man.  Genesis 2:22  NASB

The Assignment

Brought – Why is the role of women in the family and in society so misunderstood?  Why are challenges to the typical characterizations of women seen as threats?  Why does the Church in general continue devaluing women?  Consider some insights from Claudia Camp and Terrance Fretheim.
The role of women underlies “every important personal, social and religious experience to the ancient Israelite.”

Fretheim notices that our idea of power is significantly altered when we view God’s handwork with women:  “Might a right definition of power be at stake in the use of female imagery for wisdom?  The power of wisdom is a power in, with, and under rather than power over; it is a power that is committed to the dynamics of genuine relationship.”

“That means that Woman Wisdom opens up the world rather than closes it down; she is always ready to take new experience into account, recognizing that God may be about to new things for new times and places.  Such is the life of a genuine Creator.”

Are these scholars wrong?  They aren’t the only ones, of course.  We could list dozens of well-recognized biblical scholars who question of current misogyny of Church theology.  But why should this even be an argument?  Isn’t Scripture clear that God created woman as the epitome of His handiwork, her equal to the Man in every important way; that the Man recognized that equality and that she was assigned a role that the Man could not possibly play, a role absolutely essential to the success of the couple?  Isn’t it just as obvious that there was no hierarchy of authority in the original design?  Man and woman were both given the prime directive (Genesis 1) and were both reinstated by God Himself after the Fall.  

Ah, but then there’s this verse.  God made the woman and brought her to the man.  Some have argued that this implies male authority, as if God had given her into the man’s care.  They contend the God’s action is like giving a gift, which, of course, is owned by the one it is given to.  But the text says only that God brought her (Hebrew bo’), the same verb for common actions like “go, in, enter” and idiomatically for “die” and “have sexual relations.”  In fact, most of the occurrences of bo’ are concerned with the sanctuary, the Messiah, the covenant threats and promises and personal visitation.  A prior misogynistic theology is required in order to read this verse as a statement of male supremacy.

It’s time, actually way past time, to put aside the devaluing of women found in the history of the Church and its teaching.  Woman is God’s final work of creation, the best that He could do.  When civilizations honor women, great changes occur.  It can start with us—today.

Topical Index:  women, brought, bo’, Genesis 2:22
July 19  And the Lord said, “The outcry of Sodom and Gomorrah is indeed great, and their sin is exceedingly grave.”  Genesis 18:20  NASB

Why Do We Sin?

Sin – What is your idea of sin?  Where did you learn that definition?  I suspect that most of us inherit our theology of sin in the symbols, rituals and vocabulary of our culture.  For example, the idea of sin is different in Reformed theology, evangelical thinking and Jewish understanding.  

Sin in Jewish thought is fundamentally a mistake.  It is a breach in relationship that can be reconciled but it is not an essential quality of Man.  In Jewish thinking, human beings can choose to follow good or evil.  Whatever they choose is not deterministically calculated from an essentially evil constitution.  The Jewish idea of human being is essentially positive, recognizing the powerful influence and disastrous consequences of bad choices.

This stands in opposition to most Reformed Protestant theology.  Based on Plato’s idea of dualism, sin is seen as an essential characteristic in the human constitution since the Fall.  In other words, as a result of the Fall, every subsequent human being inherited a sinful nature that causes the person to sin.  Therefore, being human is a negative concept.  Only the power of God in an act of salvation can rescue the essential nature of fallen Man.  Just like all of creation, Man’s corruption stems from his connection to the earth.  It will not be fully reconciled until the coming to the heavenly kingdom.

With this background in mind, Berkouwer called sin “insanity” because it destroys the only connection necessary for life.  Most Christian teachers who follow this train of thought treat sin as depravity, moral corruption or unpreventable disobedience.

Some Jewish thinkers have provided another answer.  They do not diminish the tragedy of sin or its consequences, but they notice that what we call sin is related to emotional mismanagement of life events.  They recognize that every human being makes mistakes, but those mistakes are also the opportunity for future correction.  Mistakes are usually cases of trial and error, not fatal one-time occurrences.  In this regard, sin is what happens to me when I do not nurture myself in ways that improve my relationships—with others and with God.  The question surrounding potential acts of mismanagement (sin) is “How am I going to manage what I have been given?” or “What will I decide to do now?”

According to Jewish thought, what we need is a guidebook, lessons from the lives of others plus instruction and advice from someone who has not mismanaged what life gives.  In other words, we need a book that shows us who we are, what we are capable of doing to ourselves, and how to avoid those bad things.  Then we employ training in watchfulness—that is, learning by mistakes, trial and error; mistakes that don’t kill us.  

Maybe we sin because we don’t know or don’t choose better ways to deal with the emotional encounters life throws at us.  Maybe we continue to sin because we don’t learn from the trauma we have already experienced.  Maybe shalom is just being at peace with myself and the world because I know who I am, what I have done and what I will continue to try to do.  Bessel van der Kolk makes an interesting related comment about trauma:

“Self-regulation depends on having a friendly relationship with your body.  Without it you have to rely on external regulation—from medication, drugs like alcohol, constant reassurance, or compulsive compliance with the wishes of others.”

What happened to the psyche of Man when the Church taught the Platonic dualism that the body itself was evil, totally depraved, and incapable of doing anything God would recognize as good?  Doesn’t this imply that I cannot help sinning because I embody sin?  How can I expect to make choices that are in alignment with God’s purposes if I am at war with my own embodiment?  One of the difficulties with the Christian idea of sin is that it pits me against myself in a hopeless battle.  Unless God alters my essential constitution, I am lost and until He does this, I live a pitifully impotent life.
You might find it interesting that hata’, the principle word for sin, means missing the mark, not being depraved.  It is a word about what we do, not what we are.  It is also the root word for sin offering and purification from uncleanness.  Missing the mark entails trying again, doesn’t it?
Topical Index:  sin, hata’, Genesis 18:20
July 20  For this reason I left you in Crete, that you would set in order what remains and appoint elders in every city as I directed you,  Titus 1:5  NASB

Stand Under
Appoint – There’s a lot of confusion concerning Paul’s instruction to Titus about elders.  Maybe we can clear up some of it.  First, let’s remember that Paul is writing as a rabbi to a specific assembly, one where Titus had some influence.  Accordingly, this is not a universal proclamation of ecclesiastical law.  Each assembly has to determine what is best. Paul does give some advice to Titus, not to the world.

Secondly, the Greek verb translated “appoint” is kathistemi, a verb made up of two words, kata (with a very wide range of meanings usually associated with physical location like down, against, beyond) and histemi (to stand, abide, appoint, bring, continue, establish, hold up, etc.).  This is not the same as electing leaders.  Paul’s advice to Titus is based on Titus’ relationship with God, the community and Paul.  As a model of godly behavior, Paul expects Titus to designate certain people as elders.  It is his responsibility to make sure there are overseers in the assembly.  

While Paul does not specify any particular age of these overseers, it must be obvious that an elder is someone who has demonstrated godly character over a long period of time.  Appointing an elder who has not experienced the ups and downs of life, the interplay of relationships and the victories and defeats of perseverance in the faith would be like naming someone as a surgeon who has only practiced on corpses.  He might have the technical knowledge but he lacks the real life experience.  So elders must be those who have lived their faith.  Paul assumes that Titus knows such people in the assembly; that the quality of their lives is obvious to all.  This is part of Paul’s instruction to set things in order.  Since Titus seems to be the designated representative in the geographical area, Paul expects him to make these choices in all the cities where he has influence.  

A great deal of ecclesiastical regulation has been created to specify the role of the elder, but since Paul’s primary audience were those in Jewish synagogues, it might be helpful to examine what an elder did in the Jewish assembly.  The Greek is presbyteros, meaning “older.”  In Jewish context, the term can be used for scholars, leaders, officials, tribal chieftains and recognized authorities in the community.  In the context of the synagogue, these people function like the governing body of the Sanhedrin.  They are responsible for governance of the assembly and for ensuring continuity in the community.  In this context it is simply assumed that they will be the older members.  Interestingly, Paul’s instruction to Titus to appoint these people is probably not an expectation that would surprise anyone.  These people would already be recognized for their commitment and character.  What Titus is to do is simply officially acknowledge their role.

The point here is that “elder” is not an office but rather a function.  An elder exists because of who he or she is, not because he or she has been elevated to a title.  Elders are recognized by their character and consistency.  That means that anyone can be an elder.  It’s just a matter of following faithfully over a long time.  As an assembly grows, elders will emerge.  In this letter, Paul asks Titus to officially recognize them, but I suspect that everyone already knew who they were simply because of the influence they already had.  It’s a worthy goal we can all embrace.  In the end, an elder is someone worthy of following.

Topical Index:  appoint, elder, presbyteros, kathistemi, Titus 1:5
July 21  namely, if any man is above reproach, the husband of one wife, having children who believe, not accused of dissipation or rebellion.  Titus 1:6  NASB 

Who Qualifies?

Man – Can women be elders?  The Church in general struggled with this.  It read the indefinite, masculine pronoun, tis, in the context of “husband of one wife,” as though Paul automatically excluded any woman from holding the office of elder.  But we just learned that presbyteros is not an office.  It is a function within the community that is attributed to someone according to that person’s godly behavior and the community’s need.  When Paul speaks of any man, the correct translation should be anyone, without gender distinction.

“Good.  But what about the ‘husband of one wife’ clause”?  Now we need a bit of cultural perspective.  In the ancient world of the first century, it was still possible that a man could have more than one wife.  Obviously, there was a biblical precedent for this despite later cultural prohibitions.  But if a man had enough wealth and status, he could have more than one wife, provided (unofficially) that he could adequately care for both.  In Paul’s letter to Titus, he makes it clear that this option disqualifies a man as an elder.  Of course, Paul has good grounds for his advice.  All one has to do is look at the results of multiple wives in the lives of the men in Torah.  But Paul might even be more practical here.  Paul wants men of godly character.  He could be thinking of the Genesis 2 passage and the halacha of the Messiah.  And he also might be looking for men who do not have to balance intimate relationships at home.  If this is so, then “the husband of one wife” does not automatically exclude women.  It excludes men who have more than one wife.  Nothing is said about women at all.  By the way, polyandry was not practiced in the first century Mediterranean world, so there was no need for Paul to even mention that possibility.

What qualifications does an “elder” need to have?  Gender is not one of them.  What matters is singular commitment in relationships, children who follow in the faith (if there are children, of course), and recognition by the community that this person is a peacemaker.  In other words, an elder demonstrates personal accountability in all family relationships and communal accountability in dealing with everyone else.  That’s enough.  And it’s probably more than enough for most of us.

Since “elder” is not an office, it follows that no one can be elected to this role.  It is something that grows naturally with spiritual development.  The only real difference between an elder and the other mature members of the community is that this person is acknowledged as one who works for the good of others and of the community as a whole.  An elder is one of the unofficial recognized leaders; the ones we go to when it matters most, the ones who always seem to have an insight into the Master’s methods, the ones who provide advice when needed and compassion when we didn’t listen.

Topical Index:  elder, presbyteros, Titus 1:6
July 22   Shabbat

July 23  Taking the child by the hand, He said to her, “Talitha kum!” (which translated means, “Little girl, I say to you, get up!”).  Mark 5:41  NASB
The Translator’s Note

Translated – Why does Mark include a translation of Yeshua’s words?  The answer, of course, is that he wants his readers to know what Yeshua said.  But if Aramaic were the common language of the people in Israel in the first century, then the translations would be superfluous.  You might argue, “Mark’s reading audience were not Jews.  If they were native Greek speakers, then he would need to translate the Aramaic sentence so they could understand it.”  That seems to make sense—except, that would mean all of Yeshua’s statements would need to be translated.  But Mark’s gospel makes no indication that all of Yeshua’s words were in Aramaic and needed to be translated into Greek.  In fact, the occasions when a translation is required are very limited and typically deal with clear Aramaic phrases.  That suggests that Yeshua commonly spoke a different language and only on these rare occasions chose to speak in Aramaic.  The question is why?  

Suppose that the occasions where Aramaic phrases occur are events where the subjects in the situation commonly spoke Aramaic.  For example, this particular event occurs in a family home with a young child.  Suppose that Aramaic was the common household language in this home.  Then addressing the child in her familiar tongue would be quite appropriate.  But this says nothing about the other audiences, the crowds whom Yeshua usually addressed.  Israel in the first century was a multi-linguistic environment.  Aramaic, Hebrew, Greek and probably Latin were all used.  Yeshua’s choice of language is determined by the subjects in the conversation, not by the common tongue of the general audience.  

But this gives us an occasion to reflect on the process of translation.  John Ciardi makes an excellent point about translation as an art, not a science.
When the violin repeats what the piano has just played, it cannot make the same sounds and it can only approximate the same chords.  It can, however, make recognizably the same “music,” the same air.  But it can do so only when it is as faithful to the self-logic of the violin as it is to the self-logic of the piano.  

Language too is an instrument, and each language has its own logic.  I believe that the process of rendering from language to language is better conceived as a “transposition” than as a “translation,” for “translation” implies a series of word-for-word equivalences that do not exist across language boundaries any more than piano sounds exist in the violin.  

The notion of word-for-word equivalents also strikes me as false to the nature of poetry.  Poetry is not made of words but of word-complexes, elaborate structures involving, among other things, denotations, connotations, rhythms, puns, juxtapositions, and echoes of the tradition in which the poet is writing.  It is difficult in prose and impossible in poetry to juggle such a complex intact across the barrier of language.

Why is it important to recognize this aspect of translation?  We should notice several points.  First, whenever we have an official translation in the text (as we do in this verse), we must recognize the influence of assumptions about the subject’s language.  In this case, perhaps some value needs to be placed on the fact that this is spoken to a child in her home.  Second, and more broadly, we must realize that all translation leave some nuances, some assumptions, some intentional cultural understanding, on the table.  If Yeshua taught in Hebrew (and occasionally in Aramaic), and we read his words in any other language (which is obviously the case in the Greek New Testament), then we will automatically leave behind details, assumptions, cultural innuendos, etc. that would be apparent to a native speaker.  As an example, you might consider the deeper meanings of the parable we commonly call “the prodigal son.”  Finally, since we have only the Greek New Testament, it is imperative that we as Greek readers (or as readers of further translations) avail ourselves by every means possible of the native cultural information that might have been lost in the translation.

In other words, get to work.  The task is not over simply because you can read the Bible in English.  You must search for the tune being played by each instrument.
Topical Index: translation, Aramaic, Ciardi, Mark 5:41
July 24   For you have need of endurance, so that when you have done the will of God, you may receive what was promised.  Hebrews 10:36  NASB
Why Try?

Endurance – What does endurance mean?  Does it mean gritting your teeth and pushing forward?  Does it mean steeling yourself to circumstances?  (Did you notice the two English idioms in those questions?)  Does it mean resignation or tolerance or determination?  How would you define endurance for yourself?  

The author of this letter uses the Greek term hypomone, usually understood as steadfastness or patience or perseverance.  But we might learn more about this word if we look at its construction.  It is the combination of hypo and meno, literally “under/beneath” and “to stay in place.”  Hypomone is really about remaining in the place of the servant, being a supporting element that does not fail or waver.  You might think of biblical endurance as the substructure of faith, the solid foundation that holds up all the godly actions and attitudes of followers of the Messiah.  You might think of the term like this, but living it out is quite a different story.

When we are faced with apparently intransigent situations, when it seems as if nothing we do makes any difference, when we are emotionally convinced that life will just go on and on in the same unsatisfying way, we often reach the “Why try?” conclusion.  The “grind” pushes us in this direction, especially when the “grind” involves relationship rather than responsibilities.  Usually we can deal with physical resistance.  Mountains can be turned into molehills.  But when it comes to other people, oh, my, how quickly we reach the point of resignation and despair.  It seems that the closer the connection, the more difficult it is to deal with opposition.  So many times we wear our emotions on our sleeves and so many times we are hurt by the unyielding inflexibility of another—even if all we want is the best for that other person (or so we think).
Hebrews attempts to put a very positive spin on situations like this.  Why keep trying?  Because when you have persevered you will receive what God promised.  But wait!  I thought we got God’s blessings as soon as we accepted His offer of redemption?  Apparently not.  According to the author of Hebrews, faithfulness is a long road.  Much of what God wants to do depends on us—and on simply continuing, remaining under, staying in place, being the supporter.  According to the author of Hebrews, faith is not a noun.  It is a verb, and in this case, it is a verb about not failing under pressure.  Then God will deliver His promise.  

Of course, we might want to know what that promise is.  That might give us the incentive to keep going.  But for now one thing seems abundantly clear.  In the end, we keep trying because there really isn’t any other way to experience life.

Topical Index:  endurance, hypomeno, Hebrews 10:36
July 25   For yet in a very little while, He who is coming will come, and will not delay.  But My righteous one shall live by faith; and if he shrinks back, My soul has no pleasure in him.  Hebrews 10:37-38  NASB

The Promise

Will come – In the previous verse, the author of this letter exhorts the reader to endure.  Why?  Because there is a promise attached to endurance, a promise that God will fulfill for those who remain steadfast in the face of trials and tribulations.  Of course, we want to endure.  We don’t want to be like the waves of the sea (James), tossed about by whatever circumstances come next.  We want stability.  Perhaps we are seduced into thinking that stability will bring control, but we soon realize that this isn’t the case.  Stability is about understanding the words of the prophet Habakkuk, not the philosopher Parmenides.  

The author of Hebrews answers our question, “What is this promise that is offered to those who endure?” by citing two verses from Habakkuk.  One of those verses we are very familiar with.  It is the seminal verse of Paul’s letter to the Romans.  Habakkuk 2:4b—“the righteous will live by his faith.”  But the author of this letter chooses to alter Habakkuk’s message just a bit.  He changes the subject of Habakkuk’s prophecy from a “vision” that is coming to a person who is coming (Habakkuk 2:3) and then he skips the first part of verse 4 (“Behold, as for the proud one, his soul is not right within him;”) and cites the last part about the connection between faith and righteousness.  But even this isn’t quite what Habakkuk said.  The author of Hebrews adds the possessive pronoun “my” (“my righteous one”), altering the passage so that it applies to the Messiah who is God’s righteous one. Several other alterations occur in this citation.
  These alterations contribute to the author’s message that the return of the Messiah will result in punishment for the wicked and reward for the righteous.  This is the promise.  If we endure, a great reward will be given when the Messiah comes back.

When the letter to the Hebrews was written many followers believed that the return of the Messiah was imminent.  The reward seemed to be only a few months (or perhaps a few years) away.  Holding on seemed entirely possible.  But twenty centuries have passed and despite the persistent proclamations of the Messiah’s imminent return, it hasn’t happened.  Does this promise still have value?  Perhaps after two thousand years of waiting we have exhausted its appeal.  Or maybe we need to look at this verse in a different way.  Maybe it isn’t applicable to an immediate, first century return, but it is applicable to the unpredictable end of our endurance.  The Messiah may come back tomorrow, but what is certain is that we have only a limited number of tomorrows before our race is done.  Perhaps endurance isn’t really about his return as much as it is about our choices in light of his return.  

Topical Index:  promise, return, Hebrews 10:37=38, Habakkuk 2:3-4
July 26    For the overseer must be above reproach as God’s steward, not self-willed, not quick-tempered, not addicted to wine, not pugnacious, not fond of sordid gain,  Titus 1:7  NASB

Who Are You? (1)
Overseer – What characteristics accompany the “overseer” (Greek – episkopos), a term sometimes translated as “bishop”?  Paul gives Titus a list, both negative and positive.  We have discovered that people who function in this role do so because of the recognition of their godly behavior by the community.  They do not have any official status other than how they act.  There are no business cards with the title “bishop” permanently affixed.

What are the actions that accompany these men and women?  First, Paul notes that they must be “above reproach.”  The Greek term is anenkleton.  This word combines the negative particle with a word that means, “to be called to account.”  In other words, the overseer must be one who has a blameless life.  There is nothing that he or she still needs to atone for.  This doesn’t mean that there never has been any issue.  It means that all those concerns are in the past.  Now this person is living with holy determination and conviction.  And we all know it!

Notice that it isn’t just blamelessness.  It’s blamelessness in the context of stewardship.  This is a household word (Greek – oikonomos).  If there were ever a place where service to others should show up, it’s at home.  Paul uses this word because home life is a model of community life.  One is simply the extension of the other.  So an overseer needs to be without reproach in the community nearest to him or her, the home, as well as the extended community.  And don’t we know this!  How much easier to live the “holy” life outside the confines of the house!  To put on the right face in the crowd.  But Paul won’t have this.  Charity might not start at home but stewardship does.

Of course, stewardship is an expression of humility, an attitude of respect for the dignity of every part of God’s creation.  It cannot be divorced from its partnership with me authade.  The combination of the conditional “not” and the word for self-willed yields some further insights.  If you and I are going to demonstrate true stewardship, then it will be intertwined with not focusing on self-satisfaction.  It will be concerned about public shame.  It will not act with arbitrary capriciousness.  And it will not be any of the following:  sullen, gloomy, ill-tempered, depressed, grumpy, irritable or crabby.  

Ouch!

Maybe that’s enough for one day.  Paul’s list goes on, but our personal assessment might need some time to simmer before we can digest any more.

Topical Index:  overseer, episkopos, above reproach, anenkleton, stewardship, oikonomos, self-willed, authade, Titus 1:7
July 27   For the overseer must be above reproach as God’s steward, not self-willed, not quick-tempered, not addicted to wine, not pugnacious, not fond of sordid gain,  Titus 1:7  NASB

Who Are You? (2)

Not pugnacious – Pugnacious.  A word I am sure you use every day.  Right!  We don’t have much problem understanding Paul’s requirement of a calm constitution (“not quick-tempered”) and we certainly know what it means to avoid addiction to wine (or any other abusive substance), but “pugnacious,” no, that one is a bit beyond most common vocabularies.  So let’s start with the Greek.  Plektes, a word that means, “violent person” or “bully.”  It is also translated as “quarrelsome” and “striker.”  You get the idea.  This is the person who uses authority or power or some other influence to get their way despite the consequences.  A true bully is not simply someone who beat on you in elementary school.  A bully is someone who persecutes you, who oppresses and torments, who intimidates.  It really doesn’t matter how a bully accomplishes this.  The fact that matters is that this person shows little or no regard for the dignity, self-esteem and self-worth of another.  In this regard, a bully is a henchman of Satan.  No life matters except his life.

Some time ago I read an article entitled, “Is Your Boss a Psychopath?”  It made the point that many people in authority act like a plektes.  We have a common saying about this sort of thing.  “A person with a little authority soon becomes a tyrant.”  Perhaps you’ve met someone like this in a TSA line at the airport.  Paul’s list includes such people because they have very little regard for the life God granted to all His subjects.  No one should be an overseer who cannot stand in the other man’s shoes.  Compassion, sympathy, empathy and good-will are the essential attributes of a true overseer.  And, by the way, the community knows this!  They also know who the bully is.  I imagine Paul’s advice is to avoid such people if possible, and if not possible, to resist their hubris.

Only one left on Paul’s negative list.  Fond of sordid gain.  Actually all this is found in one Greek word, aischrokerde.  The word is derived from kerdos (gain).  But Paul modifies it, and rightly so.  It isn’t profit that is on the negative list.  Everyone works for the excess after costs.  Profit is a godly goal.  Paul objects to those who live for profit, whose objective in life is accumulation by any means.  The word contains that idea of shameful gain, what is acquired without regard to God or others.  There are plenty of examples in our world, but those in the news probably don’t count as much as what happens very close to home.  If your most important dreams are about winning the lottery, you might need to consider aischrokerde.
We’ve reached the end of the negatives.  Fortunately Paul also has a positive list.  Overseers are not just people to avoid the bad stuff.  They are people who exhibit the good stuff.  As we shall see.

Topical Index:  pugnacious, plektes, sordid gain, aischrokerde, Titus 1:7
July 28  but hospitable, loving what is good, sensible, just, devout, self-controlled,  Titus 1:8 NASB
The Other Commandment

Hospitable – Can you express the commandment to love your neighbor as yourself in one word?  Paul can.  That word is philoxenos.  OK, it’s really two Greek words combined into one, but if you look carefully you can see why Paul fuses these together.  The first part is obvious.  Philo, from philos, meaning, “friend.”  You recognize that this is associated with the verb phileo, the act of being a friend, showing affection for an individual or object.  What about xenos?  That is the Greek term for foreigner, stranger or guest.  So philoxenos is literally, “to make a stranger into a friend.”  And you thought hospitality was about inviting people for dinner!  Paul wants you to have your friends over for dinner, but he is much more interested in how you treat the outsider, the foreigner, than he is about what you serve to the people who you already like.

Remember that this is one of the attributes of the episkopos, the overseer.  Notice that it is not administrative.  This is the very down-to-earth, practical action of taking care of someone who isn’t part of the clique.  This is extending yourself on behalf of the stranger.  This is not sitting on the board of the welcoming committee.

In every community there are those who quite naturally fill this role.  They are most alive when they are acting with benevolence toward outsiders.  But this does not make them episkopoi.  It is the combination of all these factors, demonstrated in practical application, that creates the role of the episkopos.  Paul expands the list of positive attributes with words that we have no difficulty understanding.  “Loving what is good, sensible (reasonable), just, devout, self-controlled.”  All of these are qualities we want in those who lead.  And they are necessities for those who act as overseers.

Abraham is considered the father of hospitality in Jewish circles.  Why?  Because of his reaction to the three strangers who showed up at his tent one day.  He ran to care for their needs.  He took the best he had to give them comfort and nourishment.  He held nothing back.  He did not ask, “What will I get from all this?” or “Can I really trust these men?” He simply took their needs upon himself, welcoming the strangers.  That’s being an episkopos.  So if we are going to follow the Abrahamic faith, we will need to do a little more than get together with friends for a birthday party.  

I’ll leave the rest up to you.

Topical Index:  hospitable, philoxenos, Titus 1:8

July 31   holding fast the faithful word which is in accordance with the teaching, so that he will be able both to exhort in sound doctrine and to refute those who contradict.  Titus 1:9 NASB

Random Thoughts on Being Human

Holding fast – In the past we discovered that Hebrew has no word for possessing.  In Hebrew, the basic thought pattern is about usefulness, not acquisition.  So when Paul uses the Greek verb antecho, we must read it with Jewish eyes.  “Holding fast” does not mean “having something securely controlled.”  It means acting with full devotion to the intended purpose.  With this shift in mind, I have a few thoughts about what it means to act with full purpose.
I want to be human.  That means I need to be in conversation with You.

I want to be fulfilled.  That means I need to be obedient to You.

I want to be joyful.  That means I need to be used by You.

Does this seem too selfish?  After all, it’s all about what I want.

No, it’s not selfish because it is also exactly what You want. You chose me.  You want me to be human, to be fulfilled and to be joyful.  In order for that to occur, You know that I must converse with You always, I must be obedient to You and I must be used by You.  My desires and Your desires converge.  All of this brings up the issue of motivation.  We are actors in the life drama “Driving Miss Daisy.”  

What drives you?  What is the passionate core of who you are?  Discovering our driving force is the key to understanding how we are designed to become who we are.  God made us with the stamp of His image built into our very existence.  If we are to become all that He intended us to be, we must grow along the line of the image He designed.  To do anything else is to move away from our true humanity.  We can follow our instincts, but that probably won’t get us in line with our purpose.  After all, we are capable of sin.  Creatures who act on the basis of instinct alone are not.

Animals have instinct.  They behave according to the automatic inner voice hard-wired into them.  They do not act of the basis of free choice.  They are not capable of turning away from that inner voice and doing what is contrary to instinct.  They live in direct response to the divine will within.  If sin is knowing what is right and not doing it, then it seems impossible for an animal to sin.  In the world of instinct, there is no right and wrong.  There is only desire and fulfillment.

David Fohrman points out that it is possible for human beings to mimic this animal intelligence.  Human beings also have an inner voice.  That inner voice connects us to animal behavior because it also operates on the basis of desire and fulfillment.  We recognize this reality when we talk about the instinct to survive or the “herd” effect of conformity without conscience.  Men can be animals.  They can live exclusively on the basis of desire, but when they do, we are repulsed and ashamed.  We recognize the difference between “human” behavior and animal instinct even when we see creatures like us acting like animals.

In order to be human, desire must be domesticated.  When it is not domesticated, animal instinct reigns.  While instinct is perfectly appropriate for animals, it is not adequate for human beings.  In the sense that humanity is linked with the rest of the animal kingdom, human beings share this common inner voice of instinct.  But we are not merely a higher form of animals (as Darwinians would have us believe).  The Scriptures teach that we humans are also linked with the divine.  We carry the breath of God in us.  That breaks the chain of desire and fulfillment in a very special way.  We could listen to the inner voice that connects us to the animal kingdom, but we are asked to listen to something else—the voice of God.  We are uniquely equipped to decide to act according to a voice that is outside of our being.  To become human is not to cultivate and refine the inner voice of passion and procurement.  To become human is to enter into an active, decision-making conversation with the other link in our existence; the link that depends on the breath of God.  To become human is to listen to the external designer and be obedient to Him in spite of our connection to animal instinct.

Topical Index:  holding fast, antecho, being human, Titus 1:9
August 1   “Did he not fear the LORD and entreat the favor of the LORD, and the LORD changed His mind about the misfortune which He had pronounced against them?”   Jeremiah 26:19  NASB

Personal Passion

Entreat – What does it mean to entreat someone?  Even in English we have a difficult time expressing this thought succinctly. Certainly the concept involves a gesture of respect, an act of petition, a plea for assistance and a hope for benevolence.  But this does not exhaust the extension of the idea in the Bible.  In fact, this word is the beginning of a special idiom (chilah phanim) that we translate “entreat the favor of.”  It is literally “make gentle the face.”  In other words, this phrase introduces an act that attempts to make God smile.  That’s why you find it used in particularly stressful circumstances when it is very important that the prayers of men cause God to change His mind. 

You might have some difficulty with the idea that prayers change God’s mind.  You might think that what God determines to do is fixed from eternity past.  That could mean you see prayer as a means to bring your heart and mind into alignment with the sovereign God, not a way for God to get into alignment with my puny, limited, self-centered, temporal-focused desires/wishes/requests, etc. You could cite Numbers 23:19 and 1 Samuel 15:29, noting that God is not a man who could change.  This argument attempts to avoid what seems to be the logical conclusion of a changeable God.  Can you imagine how fickle God would be if He were changing as a result of the prayers of millions of well-meaning, but finite men and women around the world?  But there are consequences to this interpretation that have enormous implications for us as human free agents.

There’s something else that’s interesting about this particular idiom.  It is not part of the specialized religious language of the Hebrews.  It is not found in the temple language or the language that surrounds the sacrificial system of worship.  It is a phrase that is used by common people, not by the priests.  Making God smile is part of the prayer language of the non-professionals.  It is the kind of thing that you and I do.  

Just think about that.  Why do you suppose the religious aristocracy of Israel doesn’t use this phrase but the laity do?  Do you think it might be because this kind of action is like the action of a child before a father?  You wouldn’t expect to perform an act of humbling petition in front of a stranger, would you?  No, it is far more intimate than that!  To come before God with prayers that hope to make Him smile is to assume a deeply personal and intense bond.  It’s far more than asking for a favor.  It emphasizes an inner expectation that God wants to listen and help.  But it also has desperation in its mood.  I entreat God when I am up against it, when I have reached my last resource.  Did you notice that the verse suggests that attempting to make God smile is associated with the fear of the Lord?  Of course it is!  To fear the Lord is to honor Him as the ultimate authority and supreme ruler of my life.  More than that, He is my loving benefactor.  I seek His face because I know it is good for me to do so.

Have you prayed like this, detaching yourself from the religious rituals, the expected, sanctified vocabulary you hear in church, and opened your heart to the desperation of your soul?  Have you come before your Father expecting to see Him smile?  Have you asked God to change His mind on your behalf because your heart is breaking?  Or are your prayers just too passive to be noticed?

Topical Index:  prayer, chilah phanim, entreat, Jeremiah 26:19, Numbers 23:19, 1 Samuel 15:29
August 2   And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect.  Romans 12:2  NASB
Paradigms

Conformed – Paul’s term, syschematizesthe, is a word about shaping behavior.  It’s not really about doctrines of dogma or statements of faith.  It’s about how we live.  Paul exhorts his reader to not fashion their lives after the ways of the world.  But in order not to become a part of the ways of the world, without even knowing it, you must first know what the ways of the world are.  You must know something about the paradigm you need to leave behind if you are going to transition to a new one.
Perhaps the best way to articulate this change in perception is to refer to a book given to me by Dan S.  Against Christianity by Peter Leithart is a penetrating examination of the difference between the post-modern view of the world and the biblical view.  According to Leithart:

Modernity refers to the civilization of the West since about 1500.  Culturally, modernity is characterized by “value pluralism,” which entails the privatization of religious institutions and religious claims.  Every individual and every group chooses its own shared values, and civil society is the arena where those values enter into combat.  Politically, modernity is shaped by “liberalism,” the political system dedicated to the one proposition that political systems must not be dedicated to one proposition.

Through its roots in the patristic period, Christianity in its more developed form is the Church’s adjustment of the gospel to modernity, and the Church’s consequent acceptance of the world’s definition of who we are and what we should be up to.  Christianity is biblical religion disemboweled and emasculated by (voluntary) intellectualization and/or privatization.

Christianity is not merely haphazard embrace of the values and practices of the modern world.  Worldliness in that sense has plagued the Church since Corinth and will be a temptation to the end of time.  Christianity is institutionalized worldliness, worldliness accepted in principle, worldliness not at the margins but at the center, worldliness build into the foundation.
 

Leithart draws a needed distinction between Christianity (the “official” religion of the West) and the Church (God’s people in the world).  Christianity is a part of the world culture, accommodated to the systems of the world through its organization, goals and operation.  Just think about the scope and actions of the Roman Catholic Church.  It is big business with a worldwide, organized hierarchy.  In fact, it is probably the first multi-national company.  Of course, any of the mainline denominations fit the bill today.  What this implies is that the members embrace a cultural orientation that is dictated by the religion and that religion is in cooperation with the state.  So, state and religion work out a pact of mutual non-aggression.  The state passes laws that endorse or protect certain religious freedoms and the religion endorses and supports certain activities of the state.  Just consider the almost universal acceptance of democracy as the proper political system of Christianity.  Nothing in the biblical record supports this idea.  Where did it come from?  From the Greeks.  The Church is not a democracy.  The Kingdom of God is not a democracy.  But most Christians have accommodated to the state by accepting democracy as the correct political system.  

This same shift can be seen in economic policy, social liberties, civic responsibilities, education, ethics and philosophy.  The biblical worldview is an all-embracing reorientation of life to a radically different culture.  It is Semitic, ancient, theocratic, without hierarchy, distributive economics and maximized personal responsibility.  Its legal system is compassionate but without appeal (there is no supreme court that can overrule God’s law).  Its educational system is focused nearly exclusively on Torah.  It is exclusive (drawing careful distinctions between those who are followers and those who are not) and intolerant (demanding repentance).  In fact, it is a lot more like the culture of Islam than it is like the culture of the West.

Most Christians today have absorbed the cultural values of post-modernity.  They believe in tolerance, inner truth, private religion and the separation of State and Church.  They just don’t realize that none of these are biblical.  So, they act more like Greeks than followers of the King, but they aren’t aware that there is really any difference.  

It’s time to open this discussion, to realize that living a “Christian” life is not the same as being a good, morally upright member of the nation.  Everything must change if we are really going to embrace the teachings of the Messiah and make Him our King.  How can “Your will be done on earth” be our motto if what we do is nothing more than proper ethical behavior as outlined by the laws of the land?

Those who have embraced a Messianic view of Scripture are often still part of the cultural paradigm of the West.  They may no longer call themselves Christians, but their fundamental ways of behaving in the world are still part of the Western Church’s accommodation.  What you call yourself really makes no difference.  What matters is not being conformed—and for a lot of us this means radical change.

Topical Index:  paradigm, conform, Leithart, Church, syschematizesthe, Romans 12:2
August 3   . . . So the priest shall make atonement on his behalf for his sin.  Leviticus 5:6b  NASB
The Big Difference

Atonement - Baruch Levine emphasizes one of the most important characteristics of the Hebrew view of law when he says:
. . . the laws of the Torah did not permit Israelites to expiate intentional or premeditated offenses by means of sacrifice.  There was no vicarious, ritual remedy – substitution of one’s property or wealth – for such violations, whether they were perpetrated against other individuals or against God Himself.  In those cases, the law dealt directly with the offender, imposing real punishments and acting to prevent recurrences.  The entire expiatory system ordained in the Torah must be understood in this light.  Ritual expiation was restricted to situations where a reasonable doubt existed as to the willfulness of the offence.  Even then, restitution was always required where loss or injury to another person had occurred.  The mistaken notion that ritual worship could atone for criminality or intentional religious desecration was persistently attacked by the prophets of Israel, who considered it a major threat to the entire covenantal relationship between Israel and God.
  
The point is that sacrifice for intentional sin exists only after punishment has been enacted.  A thief can find forgiveness but only after restitution has been made.  Thus the situations outlined in chapter 5 of Leviticus assume that these intentional acts have first been dealt with in terms of the appropriate sanctions, after which the petitioner may find pardon.

Intentional sins fell under the governance of justice and justice demanded punishment.  The sacrificial system existed in order to insure ritual purity for those offenses that occurred without willful intention.  But deliberate sins precipitated legal sanctions.  “Forgiveness” for premeditated sins was really a matter of restitution, not removal of guilt, and was only accomplished by means of punishment.  Willful sins required payment, sometimes with your life.

The failure to recognize this crucial distinction has led Christians to claim that the Old Testament view of atonement was based on “works” righteousness.  Thinking that sacrifices were a means for seeking forgiveness for deliberate sins, Christians espoused the position that the sacrificial system was eliminated with the death of the Messiah.  His sacrifice for sin was viewed as the final substitute for the Old Testament sacrificial system.  Christians believed that it was no longer necessary to offer sacrifices for the forgiveness of sins because final atonement has been accomplished by the blood of Yeshua on the cross.  But Levine’s comment demonstrates that the Christian view is a comparison of apples and oranges.  Since there was no provision for the forgiveness of deliberate sin in the Hebrew sacrificial system, it is simply illogical to suggest that the atoning death of the Messiah replaced the previous sacrifices.  The previous sacrifices never had any effect on deliberate sins, so the Messiah’s death could not be a replacement.  There was nothing in the Hebrew system to replace.  What the death of the Messiah accomplished did not replace the Hebrew sacrifices.  It fulfilled a need that the sacrificial system could not address.  The atoning death of the Messiah was the answer to the question, “What do I do about my deliberate sin that requires death as a punishment?”  That answer was just as important to the Jew as it was to the Gentile.

With the correction in mind, let’s reconsider the place of sacrifice.  First, we must distinguish between ritual purity and moral purity.  Much of the sacrificial system is involved with ritual purity, requirements that are not set aside by the death of Yeshua.  The purpose of ritual purity sacrifice is to properly approach a holy God.  God Himself specifies the protocol for worship.  Worship requires purity.  The Scriptures provide us with instructions concerning purity in order that we might come into the presence of the holy God.  Those instructions include the necessity of ritual purity concerning unintentional violations of the holiness code.  In other words, if I am devoutly serious about my condition before the Lord, I will want to make sure that I have done nothing accidentally that would diminish my purity in His presence.  Therefore, I will need instructions to cover the eventuality that I may have inadvertently dishonored Him in some way.  The sacrificial system provides a means to insure that I may enter into His presence purified of my unintentional mistakes.

Secondly, the sacrificial system specifies the proper steps required to approach holiness.  God provides exact instructions for my behavior if I wish to be ritually pure before Him.  He alone has the authority to determine the proper methods.  The sacrifices are proscribed behaviors that allow me to be acceptable to Him.  But since they do not affect deliberate sin, the acceptability achieved with the sacrifices does not in any way offer me the possibility of removing my guilt through human action.  These are God’s divinely ordained rituals for proper worship.  They are not negotiable and they are quite specific in their application and circumstances.  Unless all of the conditions apply, the sacrifice does not accomplish its purpose.  Today some of the critical conditions of the sacrifices are not possible.  Until they are, the sacrifices cannot be effectively performed.

Finally, we must notice that removing the error concerning deliberate sins shifts the issue from grace to justice and the application of punishment.  Guilt is “expiated” within the society by the proper application of required punishment.  This becomes a matter of moral purity.  If a man deliberately sins, the proper expiation of that sin within the society is the application of the required punishment.  So, a man who steals must be brought to justice and he must repay with penalty what he has taken.  A man who injures another is subject to the general provision of “measure for measure.”  A man who murders another must die.  This judicial requirement removes the guilt in the society, but, of course, it does not remove the guilt of the offense before God.  Furthermore, the society that does not execute the required justice leaves the matter unresolved and the forensic debt remains unpaid.  In such cases, the whole society bears the burden.  This is why the proper execution of justice within a community that follows YHVH is critical for every member of the community.

Grace, mercy and spiritual forgiveness must be left to God Himself.  So, the social impact of deliberate sin becomes the concern of the judicial system but the religious and spiritual impact of deliberate sin oversteps the sacrificial provision and rests entirely with God.  Until God dealt with this critical issue, no man – from Adam to the present day – could be forgiven of his intentional violations of holiness.  God did deal with this issue in the perfect sacrifice of His Son “before the foundation of the world.”  It is on this basis alone that there is forgiveness of deliberate sin.  The Old Testament and the New Testament do not present two opposing means for forgiveness.  They present one uniform, eternal provision.
Topical Index: sacrifice, atonement, deliberate sin, Leviticus 5:6
August 4   For there are many rebellious men, empty talkers and deceivers, especially those of the circumcision, who must be silenced because they are upsetting whole families, teaching things they should not teach for the sake of sordid gain.  Titus 1:10-11 NASB

Reading According to Culture

Especially those of the circumcision – If you’re a replacement theology person, this verse is golden.  Obviously Paul detested “those of the circumcision.”  That must mean that he no longer believed circumcision was necessary, and since it is one of the pillars of Jewish faith, we must conclude that Paul abandoned the Jewish faith in favor of Messianic Christianity.  Or so the argument goes.  But is this really what Paul is writing to Titus?  Let’s see.

There are a number of Christian scholars who now question the customary interpretation of Paul as a convert to Christianity.  The evidence seems incontestable (you can examine it by searching the subject online).  What this implies is that Paul argued against the Jewish faction that insisted that men must be circumcised before they could be accepted as full members of the community.  This faction held strictly to the proselyte methodology.  They contended that the proper steps to be taken before admission to the community were:  1) an expression of intent, 2) the adoption of Torah living, 3) circumcision, 4) baptism and 5) examination of behavior by appropriate authorities in the Jewish community.  Paul objects to these requirements for admission.  He argues that God has called these Gentiles and the calling alone is enough to accept them into fellowship.  That does not mean Torah is set aside.  Participation in the community requires adopting the norms of the community, so Torah will eventually become the way of life for these Gentiles.  But it is not a requirement for admission.  Circumcision, as the hallmark of Torah obedience, comes after, not before.  God’s calling is enough to get us started.  It isn’t the end of the process, but it establishes the fellowship.  Men do not have the right to ask for more than God does in order for fellowship to begin.
Of course, if we read the verse with twenty centuries of Christian doctrine in our minds, we will think that Paul is against circumcision in general and that Paul converted from Judaism to Christianity.  Nothing could be further from the truth, although it is quite convenient to think so.  Perhaps we need to start our examination of Paul’s writings by first noting that Paul remained a Torah-observant Jew (by his own admission) and that “conversion” is never ascribed to Paul or any of the other Jewish Messianic believers.

It’s our culture that prevents us from reading Paul properly.  It’s time to read Sha’ul in his own culture.
Topical Index:  circumcision, Titus 1:10-11
August 5  Shabbat

August 6   Now as they were traveling along, He entered a village; and a woman named Martha welcomed Him into her home.   Luke 10:38  NASB
I'm Not Appreciated
Welcomed - Martha will forever be remembered as the one who missed the point.   Mary chose to hear the teaching of Yeshua.  Martha chose to concern herself with being a good hostess.  John’s gospel says that Yeshua corrected her.  We read these words and congratulate ourselves that we are like Mary.  We know what is most important.  We acknowledge that the words of Yeshua are God’s words about life.  Of course learning from Yeshua is more important than setting the table.  Who could ever think otherwise?

But there are several tiny secrets hidden in this story that reveal another direction to Yeshua’s thought.  It’s all in the verbs.

The story begins in Luke 10:38.  The first thing we notice is that it is Martha who initiates the encounter.  She asks Yeshua to her home.  The verb is hupodechomai.  It is often translated “receive” or “invite” or “welcome” but these translations cause us to miss something.  

My wife is Sicilian.  Her mother is Sicilian.  Her father is Sicilian.  From the moment you enter the home of my in-laws, you know you are welcomed.  There are hugs and kisses and affection.  They are glad to see you and they are not afraid to show it.  Forget the limp handshakes and the innocuous “How have you been?” questions.  If you aren’t Sicilian (we can’t all be that lucky), then go see My Big Fat Greek Wedding.  You’ll get the idea.  It’s family time.  You are important.

Martha’s action is the same expression of openhearted acceptance.  The verb combines the thought of eager acceptance and underlying support.  Martha said, “I can’t wait to have you come to my house.  You are so important to me.  Please honor me with your presence.”  She opened her arms and her heart.  How could Yeshua refuse?  Martha’s excitement and enthusiasm set the stage.

Then we see another picture.  The second verb describes Mary’s action.  It is parakathezomai, a word that means to sit beside someone.  Luke says that Mary sat down near the feet of Jesus.  Mary is not bustling with excitement over the arrival of a special guest.  Mary chooses a different expression of welcome—being in the presence of a teacher.  Mary’s posture is the posture of the pupil.  And, as we shall soon see, a bit more.

Sometimes when we visit my in-laws, their home is crowded with people.  There are often many extra place settings at the table.  If we sit together and talk, more likely than not there is not enough space on the sofa.  So I like to sit on the floor, right next to my wife so that I feel her feet and legs.  It is comforting.  It says, “I love you and don’t want to be away from your presence, even if it means a less comfortable spot.”  It’s nice to feel so close to her.

Mary chose closeness over welcoming hugs.  That left Martha with the preparation tasks, and that’s the focus of this story.

Our third verb is translated “distracted.”  It is periespato.  It paints an interesting picture.  It is all about breathing.  The root word, spao, is the word “to pull, to draw out and to breathe.”  But when we add the prefix peri we get the sense of being pulled or drawn out in all different directions at the same time.  It is trying to breathe in and out all at once.  Do you know what happens when you do that?  You choke.  Breathing is all about rhythm and flow.  Periespato is about choking and gasping.  The natural flow is disturbed.  

One of my friends is Dr. Ben Lerner.  Ben makes an interesting observation about life.  If you do not schedule your time, you will find that you have no time to schedule.  It’s a matter of priorities.  Ben tries to help us see that if we want a deeper spiritual encounter with Yeshua, we have to make appointments with him.  If we want a healthier body, we have to schedule exercise.  If we want better relationships with the ones we love, we have to plan time with them.  The pressures of this world, the pace of this life and the constant confusing bombardment of unimportant but necessary demands will drain away all of your time unless you have unbreakable commitments to a schedule.  It is the double yellow line theory of living.  Paint double yellow lines around those things that really matter.  Then DO NOT CROSS over them.  They are sacred times, set aside for special purposes.  

We all agree with Yeshua—Mary made the right choice.  But I suspect that we all live much more like Martha.

I know I should spend time in the morning reading my Bible and listening to God, but. . .
I want to pray more, but. . .
I know I need to spend time with the ones who are suffering, but. . .
I wish I could take a few minutes to meditate on His word, but. . .
I really want to get together with true friends, but. . .
I need to attend the weekly small group study, but. . .
The “but” list is long.

But: 
The kid’s have practice


The car needs gas


The laundry isn’t done


The conference call lasted longer

The hairdresser took forever


The reports had to be done again


The refrigerator was empty


The dog got sick


The bills were due


The gym was crowded

You can easily add more to the “but” list.  Martha is trying.  Lord knows she is trying.  She is trying to keep all the balls in the air at the same time.  She is trying to meet all of the expectations at once. She is trying to breathe in and out at the same time.  She is trying to be the First Century SuperMom.  

Martha knew what was needed to make her guest feel at home.  She poured herself into the tasks with one goal in mind—to please Yeshua.   She was the one who welcomed the Lord.  Now she wanted everything to be “just perfect.”  But something happened in her zeal to make everything right.  There was a shift in attitude.  And that’s the rest of the story.

Topical Index:  welcome, hupodechomai, breathe, periespato, Luke 10:38, parakathezomai

For the rest of the story, and many more like it, read Jesus Said to Her, available here.

https://www.skipmoen.com/books-audio/jesus-said-to-her/
August 7   Finally, brethren, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is of good repute, if there is any excellence and if anything worthy of praise, dwell on these things. Philippians 4:8  NASB
Read It Again

Excellence – In 2013 we looked at the difference between the Greek idea of excellence (arête) and the Hebrew idea.  Rabbi Tzvi Frank offered some “excellent” insight.
  I hope it made a difference.

What I’m afraid about is that we read these insights but they don’t actually alter the way we live.  We still follow the ingrained ideas of our Western Greek culture in spite of the information we gather from these studies.  For example, I struggle all the time with not knowing enough Hebrew and Greek to easily spot the differences in thought.  I’m not a great scholar like Gager, Young or Guthrie.  I’m not even close to the caliber of men like Heschel.  I feel inferior!  That’s my Greek Western world playing havoc with my emotions.  I don’t think of “excellence” in terms of the gifts God has given me.  I think of it in comparison to all the superior examples found in other people.  I don’t think of “excellence” in terms of reaching my personal God-given potential.  I think of it in terms of all those others who demonstrate greater understanding, better insights, superior writing.  And when I think like this, I just want to give up.  I know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that I will never be an Abraham Heschel.  I want to be like him, but frankly, I am not capable.  I can view this as a failure OR I can realize that God equipped me for something else—and that’s what I should be about.

It’s very difficult to unhook the automatic assumptions buried in our cultural heritage.  It’s not just intellectually difficult.  It’s emotionally upsetting.  It often makes me feel as though I spent most of my life living a lie.  Now that I see how far from the truth I really was, I think of all those years as wasted.  But once again, my Greek Western world is getting in the way.  God couldn’t have pushed me to the place where I am right now without guiding me through all that mess along the way.  I needed to go through all that to get here.  It isn’t a waste.  It is an essential part of my journey.

“If there is anything excellent” is not a description of the “best of the best” trophies.  It’s a way of being in the world where who I am is the product of continuing to use all that God has given to me—and being content with just that.

Topical Index:  excellent, arête, Philippians 4:8 
August 8   When I kept silent about my sin, my body wasted away through my groaning all day long.  Psalm 32:3  NASB
Added Emphasis

About my sin – You know that translators and editors add words to the text to “make it flow” better in English.  But sometimes they add entire thoughts.  This appears to be one of those times.  Yes, it’s true that the opening verse of this psalm extols the blessing of forgiveness so we might conclude that verse 3 poses the opposite.  But the text doesn’t actually say this.  It says, “When I kept silent.”  It does not include “about my sin.”  

This allows the experience of silence to be much more than shame over disobedience.  Suddenly the text is speaking about all those times when we feel as though there is nothing more to say, when we are “played out” and life seems eternally gray.  Perhaps some of your thoughts are like mine:

How do I go about writing to the Lord of hosts?  What can my mere words mean to a God who created the mind, the hands, even the thoughts that bring them to the page?  You know all my struggles, all my sorrows.  You know every secret, even those I hide from myself.  My true self stands before the scalpel of Your eye.  

Great agony fills my soul, O Lord.  From the vast howling wasteland within, I stumble over parched land.  Cracked lips and flinty tongue announce my thirst.  There are dry bones around my heart.  I am anawim.  Oppressed.  Downtrodden.  Broken under the yoke of sin and despair.  

You promise a gentle burden, but I know only the weight of failure.  You promise peace but I know only war.  You promise joy.  My life is sorrow.  I am crushed by the days.  Toil greets me by morning.  Exhaustion by night.  Your hand is heavy upon me, Lord.  I am but a servant, unworthy it's true.  But still I belong to You.  Will You not offer the crumbs from Your table, even to the undeserving.  For Your loving kindness, Lord.  For Your mercy.  I know no good thing resides within me, but still I plead.  Where else can I go to find life?  There is only You.

Your words of comfort in past days are brittle now.  No honeycomb.  No sweet savor.  I see the rod of chastisement, stripping my life with every blow.  But Lord, am I to die under Your correction? 

Your children speak of abundant life.  They claim victory.  They extol success.  I am Your child too.  What has happened to me?  Where is Your strong arm of support?  Where is the pleasure of Your company?  Where do I find the evidence of Your care?

You are the God Who answers.  No wooden statue.  Not deaf to Your people.  Yes, I know You whisper.  But even in the quiet I do not hear You.  It is a silence I fear.  If You abandon me, Lord, what shall I do?  There are no potions to bring You back.  No contracts or payment.  No pleas or promises.  You will have mercy on those whom You choose.  Lord, let one of them be me. 

Topical Index:  silent, Psalm 32:3

August 10  “You shall have no other gods before Me.”  Exodus 20:3  NASB
The gods of Antiquity

gods – Today I want to make some comments on Michael Heiser’s book, The Unseen Realm: Recovering the Supernatural Worldview of the Bible.  Heiser’s basic position is that the biblical text, including the apostolic writings, rests on cultural and religious ideas that arise from Mesopotamian and Egyptian origins.  In this view, research shows that imagery used in the Bible is either derived directly from, or in polemic opposition to, Mesopotamian and Egyptian constructs about gods, earth, heaven and many religious practices and rituals.  Essentially this means that our ideas about the spiritual cosmos are not what the authors of the Bible had in mind.   In their world, gods and other divine beings (elohim and angels) occupy a spiritual but real realm under the sovereignty of the one supreme God, YHVH.  This unseen spiritual world intersects in various ways with our earthly world and when it does there are either representations (manifestations) of spiritual beings or sacred places in our world.  According to Heiser, the biblical view of this real spiritual realm is the explanation for many odd passages in Scripture because the authors of the text presuppose its existence, its population and its influence on our physical world.

What this means is that understanding the actions and events of the Bible requires a deep appreciation of the Mesopotamian and Semitic view of the world.  Scattered throughout Scripture are references to this worldview, from Eden to Paul’s description of the third heaven.  The Mesopotamian backdrop implies that the biblical text is in many ways a polemic against prevailing worldviews of Mesopotamian peoples.  It is not a declaration of absolute truth independent of its cultural origins.

Heiser’s insights are useful in explaining some of the details of familiar but disturbing stories.  For example, Heiser helps us realize that the “serpent” in the Garden is more likely to be one of the members of the spiritual realm, a “divine” being, one of the elohim, than anything like a snake.  Set against an Egyptian and Mesopotamian backdrop, the idea that a disgruntled spiritual being attempted to undermine the connection between the first human couple and YHVH makes sense, while reading the story as if the tempter is either a snake or the Devil makes no sense.  Abraham’s encounter with the strangers, Moses’ encounter at the burning bush, the passage about the sons of God having sex with human females and other experiences of divine beings all make sense within the context of Mesopotamian cosmic geography.  

But this raises a serious question.  If what Heiser suggests in true, including his proposal that scribes edited the texts during the Babylonian exile in order to fortify the message of this cosmic geography, then we might reasonably ask, “In what sense can we consider any of these stories actually true of reality rather than just another version of an ancient cultural explanation of the world?”  How is the Bible any different than other religious sacred texts?  If it borrows cosmological concepts from Mesopotamia, Egypt, Canaan and other ancient cultures, why should we believe that it is uniquely the true revelation of the only supreme God?

The biggest problem we have with reading the Bible is thinking we know what it says.  

Most of us read the text according to our contemporary worldview.  We forget that the Bible was written to groups of people who lived thousands of years ago in social and political circumstances that aren’t even remotely like ours.  Of course, we usually assume that because it is God’s word, we can read it as though God is speaking directly to us.  But any serious investigation demonstrates that what the original authors and audience heard was very different than what we think we hear today.
Heiser pushes us to ask, “What did the original audience really think?”  Now we have to deal with this problem.  Ah, more questions.  Don’t you love them?

Topical Index:  Michael Heiser, gods, God, Exodus 20:3
August 11  Then the Lord God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone; I will make him a helper suitable for him.”  Genesis 2:18  NASB
Incomplete Creation

Not good – God looked at His own work and decided it wasn’t good enough.  Don’t you find that a bit surprising?  Doesn’t God create perfectly?  But here we have evidence that God doesn’t like the result.  More is needed.

Terrence Fretheim has some interesting comments about this apparent anomaly:

Readers may well wonder why God would evaluate God’s own work; wouldn’t it be good just by being a creature of God’s own making?  A clue to this evaluative process may be found in 2:18, where God observes what has been created and declares that ‘it is not good.’  That is, the creation of human being to this point does not fulfill the purpose God intends for them; further creative work is needed.  This negative divine evaluation of God’s own work suggests that creation is conceived not in static terms but in terms of a process wherein the divine response to what has been created leads to further development of the creation and of intracreaturely relationships.
  

‘Good’ does not mean perfect, despite the claims of some scholars that ‘perfection’ is an attribute of the ‘good’ creation. . . . if the creation was ‘perfect,’ how could anything ever go wrong?

Human beings are not only created in the image of God (this is who they are); they are also created to be the image of God (this is their role in the world).

Fretheim points out that it is Adam, not God, who notes that the creation, now complete with a woman, is finally good.

Consider the implications.  First, of course, is the absolutely essential place of woman in creation.  Frankly, there is no human world without her.  No man can complete God’s creation without the involvement of woman.  And any theology that diminishes her role and her status in creation isn’t biblical.

Second, Fretheim’s insight suggests that we are all part of the creative completion process.  God isn’t finished because we must be involved.  Today you and I will either add or subtract from the purposes of His creation.  You matter—eternally!  So be careful.  The cosmos depends on what you do.

Topical Index:  good, woman, creation, Genesis 2:18
August 12  Shabbat

August 14   Therefore the Law has become our tutor to lead us to Christ, so that we may be justified by faith.  Galatians 3:24  NASB
Innocence Revisited

Our tutor - It seems that the world of human relationships often strives to regain the feeling of innocence lost long ago in the mistaken choices of growing up.  Since so few of us really have a clear understanding of the journey of becoming, we look back on those past days as though recapturing of a time of purity of heart will somehow make up for the many wounds suffered in the pursuit of maturity.   Nowhere is this more evident than in our repeated attempts to find “true love;” a love that somehow keeps us centered in ourselves and at the same time releases us to the joy of life’s intimacy with others.  Oh, if we could only know the unbearable lightness of being this side of the grave!  And yet, with each passing heartache, with every broken promise, with all the spoken and unspoken disappointments, we find that “being” is often too heavy to bear.  Lost youth, lost innocence.  We long for that peace and joy of being completely at home with life.

So powerful is the myth of lost innocence that it is not only a progenitor of shattered expectations but also a conditioner of culture.  From the Greeks to the Sioux, mythical history is replete with stories of the transition from innocence to experience, and the associated “fall from grace” that accompanies such a transition.  In the words of Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young, we all want to “get back to the Garden.” However, this unrequited longing for a return to innocence is not what is required.  A little deeper reflection shows us that the attempted pilgrimage to innocence revisited may be incapable of restoring our missing serenity even if it were to occur.  The better choice for wholeness may actually be the one that we cannot avoid—the pathway of experience filled with suffering and sorrows.  We might just find that joy is meaningful only against the backdrop of tears shed in the agony of despair and defeat.

Experience is a cruel tutor.  But there is a cosmic purpose behind this cruelty.  Paul spoke of this paradox in his discussion of law and grace in the letter to the assembly in Rome.  He points out that in spite of the fact that the law was intended to produce godly living, it actually put a spotlight on our moral failures.  What was supposed to keep us secure inside the fence of obedience actually resulted in the disaster of exposing our cooperation in the rape of innocence.  We became our own victims.  Paul confirms that the law is good.  It demarcates the pathway of righteousness.  Whole-hearted adoption of the law guarantees peace of mind and fellowship with God and Man.  But intentions are easily dashed to pieces on the sharp rocks of desire.  So the law served to call attention to the gap between our longing for peace and our pursuit of pleasure.

Law alone did nothing more than push us toward a hopeless maturity where we are fully cognizant of our failures but powerless to restore purity.  In this arena, suffering is purposeful.  Why?  Because it pushes us toward reconciliation, not return to some lost paradise.  God may have created human beings innocence, but there was no intention that they stay that way.  Choice presupposes alternatives—real alternatives where things might go wrong.  Therefore, reconciliation (theologically – “atonement”) must be a real option and given the history of our species, it is now the only option.  As long as we wander about looking for a return to Paradise, we will remain abandoned souls.  There is no return.  That time is past.  Now is the time for innocence to give way to rigorous examination.  And to discover serendipity.

Topical Index:  tutor, innocence, reconciliation, Galatians 3:24
August 15   Consider the lilies, how they grow: they neither toil nor spin; but I tell you, not even Solomon in all his glory clothed himself like one of these.  Luke 12:27  NASB
A Meditation

Consider - Today I was reading a great passage in the Oswald Chambers devotional.  I have read his work on a regular basis for many years now, but once in awhile I come across one of his thoughts that is just so true that I just strikes me as though I see it for the first time.  He was writing about the verse where Yeshua points to the wildflowers in the field and says, “Meditate on these flowers.  They don’t do anything to discover the purpose of their lives.  They are simply what they are supposed to be, under the care of God, exactly the way that He made them.”

This speaks powerfully to me.  So much of my time, especially in these last years when things have been so difficult, has been spent trying to find my purpose.  Once I saw that the basis for my existence needed to be completely changed, I still carried the same personality and intensity into this new orientation.  Of course, that translated into anxiety about “what should I do,” concentrating on how to recover, how to become the person that I wanted to be, how to make up for all the lost time and broken relationships.  It is amazing how easily we can subvert even the best motives into another frantic effort to meet some sort of imaginary standard.  Anyway, this verse reminds me that my anxious striving to find my purpose, and the culture’s myopia with fulfillment and purpose, is really just another form of ego fulfillment.  No wonder we never really feel satisfied.  

What I realize, and what I have to be reminded about over and over, is that my life is not about what I am supposed to do.  I see that life is really aimed at concentrating my existence on my relationship with God, and that He is more than capable of engineering my existence so that the purposes He wishes to come to pass in my life will naturally grow into reality.  Actually, the life that God has in mind for us is really incredibly simple.  It has a single focus: to be rightly related to Him.  All the rest is just the way that He grows us and since we are not in control of our circumstances, but He is, the way that He grows us is no longer tied to my frantic efforts to bring things about.  I can concentrate fully on my need to draw as close to Him as possible, praying daily that I will have clean hands and a pure heart and that I will be entirely open to His prodding and correction, enjoying who He is, not just what He does.  And I will be assured that God will guide my path, even when I do not see how or why or when.  The simple task of my life is just this: build a relationship with Him that is filled with joy over who He is.  The rest of it is entirely up to Him.  So my circumstances really no longer matter and I can stop being anxious about them or deliberately trying to manage them.

Part of this realization is the shift from the cultural model of seeing to the biblical model of hearing.  Our world is primarily based on the visual.  Heidegger pointed this out some time ago.  The inferential empiricism of this world (the dominant epistemology) is a visual epistemology.  What you see is real.  What you cannot see (what is not measurable) is not real.  The dramatic paradigm shift that occurs in the Bible is that the audible model is primary.  The truth is no longer based on my visible reality, but rather on what I hear, the word given to me by God.  This is the real basis of faith, to trust in the word without the visible evidence (faith is not sight), and to adjust my behavior accordingly in spite of the lack of visible evidence.  Faith is trusting in the word spoken to me because of the character of the One who speaks it.  That means that Yeshua is right when he says, “Don't be anxious about your life.”  I believe him because of his character.  I change my behavior based on what he says to me even if I do not see the evidence for this.  In fact, demanding evidence (a sign) is really to insist on the visible epistemology, to insult the character of the one who delivers the word.

The transition from visible to audible is dramatic.  For me it means that I have to deliberately stop trying to see how it will all work out.  I have to learn to trust.  What a huge issue this has been in my life for as long as I can remember.  But it is the central issue that has kept me from ever making total commitments to anyone, even God.  Now I see how foolish that is.  Relationships, as you well know, are about trust.  Without trust there is only acquaintance.  I am convinced that God is drawing me toward Him in a way that is breaking down all the old habits of self-reliance since self-reliance destroys trust.  Anyway, the road ahead is long, and I expect it will not be pleasant.  But how it twists and turns really doesn't matter, does it?  What matters is who is walking with you.  Someone you can trust.

Topical Index:  trust, visible, audible, consider, Luke 12:27

August 16  “By the sweat of your face you will eat bread, till you return to the ground, because from it you were taken; for you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”  Genesis 3:19  NASB
Mostly Blues

Sweat - When it comes to music, I’m a blues man.  Give me Clapton, B.B. King, Tommy Castro, Robert Cray or Debbie Davis and I feel like someone understands me.  Add some Stevie Ray and it’s a good day indeed.

Why do I like the blues so much?  Maybe it’s because the blues are about life as it is.  I resonate to “Everybody wants to go to heaven, but nobody wants to die,” and “The sky is crying.”  Lyrics for “What About Me?” and “Worried Life Blues,” vibrate in my soul.  I remember the day I stood in front of the apartment window and cried uncontrollably listening to lyrics about how far we are from the Garden.  My life is about the blues, so of course, the songs penetrate.

Not everyone has this deep appreciation for songs that speak about heartache, disappointment, struggle and hurt.  But that doesn’t mean that we don’t have the experience.  I believe that the common language of all humanity is the language of pain.  We all know what it’s like to live the blues.  That’s why we can connect so easily when someone shares a story of trauma and trial.  No matter where we are on the road, we know what it means to hurt.

Of course, the fact that we can share a common language of pain doesn’t mean much if there is no corresponding vocabulary of hope.  I don’t tell you about my pain just to walk you through my suffering.  I tell you about my hurts and heartaches because I hope you will identify with me and give me a way out.  If I didn’t believe that your experience could help me, there would be no point in telling you my struggles.  That is the basis of the blues.  I sing my sorrow so that somehow you will hear me and help.

Sharing the blues is a very old tradition.  In American history, the blues began in the community of slaves.  But the blues are much, much older than slave songs.  The blues go back to the time when men discovered that life is filled with sorrow.  The blues belong to the third chapter of Genesis.  On the day sin was invited to take residence in this world, God Himself introduced us to the blues.  In Hebrew, the language of the blues is found in the verb ‘atsav.  We are familiar with this word, if not in our vocabulary, certainly in our experience.  It is the verb “to hurt, to grieve, to have distress, to sorrow.”  It is almost always about emotional and mental suffering, not physical pain.  God did not bring the blues into this world.  We did.  But God was the first to point out that life after sin is life in the context of the blues.  The world as we know it is a world of ‘etsev (the noun for pain, distress and sorrow).  The paradigm examples of this experience are found in the toil and trouble of laboring for food (Adam’s discovery) and the labor and distress of child rearing (Havvah’s discovery).
  

What Adam and Havvah discovered has become part of our common, human experience.

Everyone comes into this world through a veil of pain.  Yes, birth is a joyous occasion, but it is joy mingled with a darker reality.  Pain laces the entrance to this world.  It accompanies us all our lives until one day it is finally relieved—in death.  Just being born subjects us to a world already filled with suffering and sorrow.  It is unavoidable.  While you spend time on this world, you are always in the company of the blues.

If that were the end of the story, we would be inclined to adopt the view of the Greek poet Theognis:

“Not to be born is the best of all things for those who live on earth,

 And not to gaze on the radiance of the keen-burning sun. 

 Once born, however, it is best to pass with all possible speed through Hades' gates

 And to lie beneath a great heap of earth.”

But sorrow has another face.

‘atsav is a verb with two meanings.  The first is connected to the blues.  The second tells us something else, something very important, something we don’t always recognize in the midst of our pain.  ‘atsav also means “to exercise creative activity.”  In fact, it is the verb used to describe God’s activity when He created the intricacy of human bodies (Job 10:8).  On the human side of the equation, we find the verb in Jeremiah 44:19, describing the activity of women who made idolatrous images.

How can a verb that is clearly about mental anguish and emotional pain also find use in creative activity?  

While scholars propose that these two meanings are derived from two different roots and are only accidental homophones and homographs (they sound alike and are written alike), there might be more to say than this.  How many times have we recognized that some of our greatest creative moments come about precisely because of the mental and emotional anguish of human existence?  Pathos is frequently the progenitor of greatness.  Living in hell often produces heavenly creations.  Without a deep experience of the sorrow of life, the artist doesn’t connect with us.  Yes, it’s wonderful to have joyous, innocent, rapturous creations, but most powerful and lasting human achievements seem to be birthed on the dark side of the moon.  Even Yeshua learned obedience in the context of suffering.

That’s really the appeal of the blues.  When you have lived a life of sorrow, the blues touch your agony and for a moment, perhaps only a moment, transport you to a world where shared sorrow has a deeper sense of meaning.  There is a heaven and a hope.  I will not always be drifting.  Stormy Mondays do come to an end.  And when the thrill is gone, I can cry about it and find comfort in the tears of others.  The blues let me feel what I feel in the company of those who know what it means to hurt.

There is a place for the blues.  It’s called the believing community.  It used to be called “Church.”
Unfortunately, these days many corporate church bodies seem to be playing marching music or hip-hop, upbeat, “everything is good and God is so great” rhythms.  These church seem convinced that what the world really needs is a place of good news with sermons of adrenaline-pumping, booster shots.  They seems to think that if I pray hard enough, sing loud enough, show enough overheads, tithe enough to build another big monument to the Messiah who actually lived in the gutters, I will somehow forget about those stormy Mondays, those empty beds, those down-and-out jobs and those skeletons in the closet.  But it just doesn’t work, does it?  Life is hard.  Pretending it isn’t is a form of mental disease.  Pretending it isn’t in a church is idolatry.  

The church is supposed to be a place for sinners.  Sinners have first-hand experience with the blues.  The church is supposed to be a place where I can share my burdens, confess my failures and find a community of people just like me.  The church is supposed to be a place where tears are the binding glue.  When I know I am among kindred spirits, we, all of us, can discover that ‘atsav is the opening to something else.  It is the way to a God Who is so wonderfully creative that He turned sorrow into celebration.

Without a good dose of the blues, there’s not much point in singing hallelujah choruses.
Topical Index:  atsav, sorrow, blues, Genesis 3:19
August 17   Thus says the Lord, “Do justice and righteousness, and deliver the one who has been robbed from the power of his oppressor. Also do not mistreat or do violence to the stranger, the orphan, or the widow; and do not shed innocent blood in this place.  Jeremiah 22:3  NASB
One Day at the Spa

Innocent Blood – We live in a world much like the one that Jeremiah condemned.  It is filled with hatred, violence, oppression and murder.  More than half of the total population of the world is at daily risk of survival.  Our efforts to rectify this global injustice seem paltry at best, futile at worst.  When God speaks, He expects compliance.  But what can we really do?  How can we prevent, much less stop, the continual flow of dam naqi (innocent blood)?  It is a red tide that covers the earth.  From abortion to genocide, men have shown themselves to be the worst offenders of all creation.  And they show no signs of change.  What can we do but throw up our hands to heaven and plead for the God of Judgment to end all this wickedness?
Unfortunately, the problem is not simply in the world around us.  We are slumlords in our own minds.  We are ruthlessly brutal to our own well-being, driving ourselves to the grave through inner oppression, deliberate lawlessness and mistreatment.  If there is any innocent blood to shed, we begin within, filling our lives with blame, remorse, defiance and self-imposed punishment.  And, of course, we find this intolerable.  But rather than turn to the God of restitution, we often seek escape in worlds of our own creation—living deceptions of whitewashed Hell.

Social evil is a terrible thing.  But at least it’s visible.  We recognize it when we see it.  The internal slum is not so obvious.  It takes a good deal more investigation to uncover its tentacles.  But when we come across someone who reveals our inner turmoil, it resonates.  The pretense of “normal” evaporates and we come face-to-face with our greatest oppressor—the beast within.  We discover that we have lived in this terrifying place for a long time.  As Brené Brown notices:

Shame is so painful for children because it is inextricably linked to the fear of being unlovable. . . . I’m convinced that the reason most of us revert back to feeling childlike and small when we’re in shame is because our brain stores our early shame experiences as trauma, and when it’s triggered we return to that place.

I suspect we’ll eventually have the data to support my hypothesis about children storing shame as trauma, but in the meantime I can say without hesitation that childhood experiences of shame change who we are, how we think about ourselves, and our sense of self-worth. [emphasis in original]

Jeremiah called God’s people to responsible social action.  That call extends beyond civil reconstruction.  It demands that we look into our hearts, not just engage with our hands.  And what we find might just lead us back to the beginning—Mankind’s beginning and our beginnings.  When we first learned the art of self-flagellation.  When we first concocted the idea that we could not be loved.  When we first discovered we had been thrown out of the protective Garden.  

We are the innocent blood shed by our own hand.  Recovery will mean changing who we think we are.  Social violence is the product of soul-violence and there is no public cure without inner compassion.  We all deserve a day at the spa.

Topical Index:  innocent blood, dam naqi, shame, childhood, Brené Brown, Jeremiah 22:3

August 18   You shall not take vengeance, nor bear any grudge against the sons of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself; I am the Lord.  Leviticus 19:18  NASB
Personal Ethics

Neighbor - Ethics is a relational concept.  It does not exist as an inner, entirely personal formation.  To be ethical there must be a movement from an inner resolve to an outer expression.  Ethics is found only in inter-connectivity.  

My claim to be ethical means nothing unless it is expressed in relationship action.  This is true for relationships with other people and for relationship with God.  What can it possibly mean to say that I am ethically justified, ethically motivated or ethically correct with God if I do not fulfill the obligations He asks?  No matter what I say, I am not ethical because ethical affirmation requires the fulfillment of an obligation to another.

Today we are confused when we think that ethics is nothing more than an inner personal standard, a moral code that I decide to embrace.  The post-modern culture drives all valuation inside until “right” becomes a psychological term for the lack of inner conflict.  If I don’t feel any pangs of irresponsibility, then I am ethically acceptable.  This is practiced with fervent resolve by pushing out of sight any uncomfortable exposure to pathos.  

Why isn’t it enough to concern myself with my own personal actions and attitudes?

First, this is not ethical even if it is honest and done with high integrity.  Ethics is not about me and mine.  Ethics requires a scope that reaches beyond my own advantage or benefit.  Ethics is global by its very nature.  Where do I draw the line and say, “I can be ethical about only this much”?  When are global issues, environmental issues, geopolitical issues not my issues?  When I decide that I can’t do anything about them?  This is the problem with today’s selective government involvement in multi-national campaigns of freedom.  Freedom is not restricted to geopolitical borders.  As long as one person remains in bondage, the ethics of freedom demands involvement.

When I go to work tomorrow morning, what is the most important thing I can do to reshape the culture of the business where I work?  What activity will have the most impact on the values of the business?  What can I do to insure that the business acts ethically in the fullest sense of the word?

Why is “worldview” so important in understanding ethical behavior?  How you view the world, its interconnectedness, its purpose, its progress; this determines your view of responsibility toward those obligations, obligations that are given to you simply because you are alive.  The scope of your worldview dramatically affects who you consider your “neighbor.”

Topical Index:  neighbor, ethics, Leviticus 19:18

August 19  Shabbat

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

Synonyms or Distinctions?

Wisdom/understanding/knowledge – Turn to a dictionary.  Oh, not a dictionary like the TDNT or the TDOT, but a dictionary of contemporary English usage.  Look up “wisdom,” “understanding,” and “knowledge.”  You will find distinctions, differences between these terms.  That’s why there are three different words.  But what you might not realize is that you are reading a Greek idea in these definitions.  In Greek thought, wisdom, understanding and knowledge are actually three different words.  It is possible to have one without the others.  In fact, Greek philosophers spent a good deal of time trying to formulate just how these three important ideas fit together.  That effort is the basis of Platonic ethics.

In Hebrew, things are a little different.  Bertram notes:

“wisdom,” “understanding” and “knowledge,” three virtues which in their theoretically intellectual and practically ethical character cannot be separated conceptually in the OT, or systematically integrated into a doctrine of virtues, even though the GK. reader or translator might be inclined to do this under philosophical influence. Rather, the heaping up of terms is an indication of the many-sidedness of aspects.

Did you understand?  Hebrew does not separate these terms as if they described differentiated elements.  In Hebrew, these terms are merely ways of describing the same thing, like observing the colors of the same diamond in its facets.  A person is not wise without understanding and knowledge and knowledge cannot be acquired without wisdom and understanding.  These terms are expression of a unity, derived ultimately from God Himself.

What do we learn from this little exercise in linguistics?  Hopefully we discover that even our way of describing the world functions within the paradigm of our language.  We think we are reading the thoughts of the ancient writers but what we are really reading is the interpreted words, interpreted by the very structure of the language of the translation.  Since we are Western, Greek-thinking readers, we don’t hesitate to separate these terms.  But no Hebrew would have done so.  And if this is true of the words that we associate with intellectual effort, how much more do you think it could be true of words like “atone,” “forgive,” “grace,” “sacrifice,” “obey,” and “law.”  What if these are also just descriptions of one unified idea?
Topical Index: wisdom, understanding, knowledge, paradigm, Proverbs 3:19-20

August 21  Then we who are alive and remain will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we shall always be with the Lord.  1 Thessalonians 4:17  NASB
The “Rapture” Monkey Wrench

Be caught up – Where did Paul get the idea of the rapture of believers?  You might be tempted to answer, “Well, God told him, of course.”  But not so fast.  Ideas like the rapture were part of Jewish apocalyptic thinking long before Paul wrote this verse.  Not that the history of this idea matters much to contemporary Christians.  For example, in a web article entitled “Top 7 Bible Verses About Rapture or the Rapture,” the explanation of 1 Thessalonians 4:17 reads like this:

The Greek word for “caught up” is “harpazō” and means “to seize, to carry off by force” or “to snatch away.”  Someone who was kidnapped could be said to be caught up or snatched away by force and so this is the Lord’s doing however it is not done against our will because those who have repented and put their trust in Christ have by their own freewill chosen to believe in Him (John 3:16).  I think Paul wrote this to the Thessalonians to reassure them about those who had already died and they feared that they would miss the Lord’s return or miss out on the kingdom.  Paul expressly wrote this to reassure them that the Lord wouldn’t miss any of His when He returns; therefore Paul wanted them to “encourage one another with these words” that he wrote.

There’s just one little problem.  harpazō is used idiomatically in literature during the time Paul wrote.  The Book of Enoch and the documents from the Qumran community use the same Greek word, and the same imagery, to describe victory, not rapture.  In fact, there are many Jewish apocalyptic texts that read like Paul’s writings but have nothing to do with a physical rapture.  Consider this:

In fact, the apocalyptic and pseudepigraphical evidence generally contains a mix of eschatological portrayals which prohibit any clear determination of personal destiny after death. The only text that truly bears any resemblance to 1 Thess 4:13-18 is 2 Esdr 13:24: "those who are left are more blessed than those who have died" (cf., however, 1 Enoch 103:3: "Your lot [those who died in righteousness] exceeds even that of the living ones"). The weight of this isolated text must be balanced by assertions within that same book that the pious departed attain immediate blessedness (7:88-99, e.g.). Indeed, the immediate blessedness of the righteous departed may well be the predominant view of pseudepigraphical literature. 33 While the body lies in the dust of the earth, the soul rises to heavenly bliss at the moment of death, following from the anthropological dualism that marks hellenistic Jewish thought, including the thought of Paul. 34 The Greek thought that influenced Jewish eschatology here converges with that indigenous to Thessalonica. The issue perplexing the Thessalonian church is rooted in its own religious milieu and is provoked by what they view as the powers of darkness at work around them. The church wonders if their departed are "with the Lord".

The theophanies of God in the OT may also be involved here, as Paul recalls such passages as Mic 1:3 and the whole tradition of holy war wherein God is viewed as the commander of the angelic hosts who come as his agents of judgment upon the impenitent (2 Sam 24:16; 2 Kgs 19:35; 1 Enoch 1:8-9; Syb. Or. 2:287, 3:309) and of deliverance of the elect (dead [Luke 16:22; Jude 9] and living [1 Enoch 104; Apoc. Elijah 5:2])."

That this verse involves a literal rapture of believers is far from necessary, particularly in light of 1QM which may well form the conceptual background for much of this pericope. In the 1QM xiv 2-17 hymn of victory of the sons of light over the sons of darkness (cf. 1 Thess 5:4-5), those who have been preserved from death in battle praise God for their own victory over evil using the metaphor of assumption: "raise from the dust for yourself and subdue gods" (vv 14-15). 49 This metaphorical use of a rapture idea is also found in some other pseudepigraphical texts. 1 Enoch 96:2 asserts, "your children shall be raised high up and be made openly visible like eagles," and "you shall ascend and enter the crevices of the earth" in authority over sinners. 50 Here "the righteous are assured of reconciliation and miraculous protection" in the judgment upon sinners. TMos 10:8-9 says, "Then will you be happy, O Israel! And you will mount up above the necks and wings of an eagle. Yea, all things will be fulfilled. And God will raise you to the heights. Yea, he will fix you firmly in the heaven of stars, in the place of their habitations." This is likely an allusion to Israel's exaltation over its enemies. 51 None of the contexts of these pseudepigraphical texts supports the idea of a literal general rapture of believers. Rather, these texts demonstrate the metaphorical use of the assumption motif as divine assurance of protection and victory over evil in eschatological conflict. In his use of "harpazō" Paul may therefore be describing the protection of his people and the victory which Christ obtains over evil in the figure of a rapture of the sons of light after the manner of 1QM and certain other pseudepigraphical texts.

Is it so unimaginable that Paul, a Jewish Pharisee of considerable status, would not use language and ideas that were popular in his own culture?  Does the direction of Jewish thought lead us to escape from this world?  Does Paul really embrace the later Christian idea of a heavenly home apart from this earth?  Perhaps you have wondered about this strange idea that believers will somehow be transported into the air, leave the earth behind and proceed to heaven.  Perhaps you remember those Christian comic books where suddenly people disappear, caught up in the rapture.  And perhaps now you will have to rethink all of that and ask, “What if Paul was just using Jewish apocalyptic imagery?  How would that change my thinking?”
Topical Index: rapture, 1 Thessalonians 4:17
August 22   God is to us a God of deliverances; and to God the Lord belong escapes from death.  Psalm 68:20 NASB
In a Time of Need

God of deliverances – Characterize God’s actions toward men with one word.  Go ahead.  Try.  One word only.  The psalmist uses the Hebrew noun mosha’ot, a plural feminine noun derived from a familiar verb, yasha’ – to save, to deliver, to preserve.  Notice that the psalmist does not use the singular.  God is not a God of “salvation.”  He is (as Robert Alter translates) a “rescuing God.”  This is active, continual, repetitive demonstration, not a once-for-all-time promise of heaven in another realm.  The Hebrew God is the rescuing God, a verbal form of continuous action.  Again and again He shows Himself ready and willing.  Every new day is the time of salvation.  Do you think that Paul, a man seeped in Hebrew thought, had a one-time view in mind when he wrote, “Now is the day of salvation”?  Try reading that in Hebrew rather than Greek.  “Now is the day that God rescues, and, by the way, now is everyday.”

Let’s put this into practice.  Stop waiting for God to take you to heaven.  If you’re going to get there, then you will—sometime.  But that moment isn’t up to you anyway, so why be concerned about it? Rather, focus on God’s rescuing action now.  Look for His hand of deliverance in this moment and the next.  Recognize that every single minute God is actively orchestrating your deliverance.  Salvation comes in tiny doses.  Start reading the Bible as a book of verbs rather than a list of nouns.  

When do you need rescuing?  Ah, if you’re Greek enough, you might think that this is an eternal question.  It goes along with the constant diatribe of the evangelical world:  “If you died today, where would you go?”  Getting to the noun is the most important question of life, according to this way of thinking.  But if you’re a Semite, you might ask a different question.  “How many times did God rescue me today?”  Oh, and just imagine how long that list really is.

You weren’t hit by lightening when the storm passed.  You didn’t get injured in a car crash.  Your bank didn’t collapse.  Your children all came home.  You still have a job.  You didn’t fall and break your hip.  The toilet didn’t overflow.  The electricity stayed on.  The sun still shined.  You didn’t freeze to death.

Why not add a few dozen more.  Rescuing—it’s something God is doing all the time.  Maybe we have quite a bit more to be thankful about.  Maybe the place to look for the hand of God is in the simple, ordinary things of life that we so often take for granted.  But they are really the results of mosha’ot.
Topical Index: deliverances, rescuing, mosha’ot, Psalm 68:20
August 23   Surely God is good to Israel, to those who are pure in heart!   But as for me, my feet came close to stumbling, my steps had almost slipped.  Psalm 73:1-2 NASB

Evaporating

Had almost slipped – What happens to us when we almost slip?  The work of Brené Brown and Bessel van der Kolk suggest that experiences like this leave an emotional residue.  Perhaps we survive by the skin of our teeth.  Perhaps, by hindsight, we realize that God intervened and rescued us just in time.  But there is still damage, isn’t there?  Somehow these close encounters of the hatta’h kind change us.  Some element of innocence is lost.  The Hebrew actually reflects this dissipation.  The words Asaph uses contain powerful imagery that helps us realize just how serious near misses are.

The Hebrew phrase is kayin shuppekah.  Literally, it could be read as “like not existing, poured out.”  The verb, shaphakh, is associated with pouring out an offering, being empty and melting.  It is connected to pouring out the blood offering.  But in Asaph’s poetry, this verb is about pouring out our very existence.  To almost slip is to almost become nothing.  Why?  Because slipping is falling away from life itself.  Almost slipping is coming close to losing life.

Asaph isn’t shy about revealing his narrow escape.  He doesn’t pretend that temptation nearly overcame him.  In fact, were it not for the goodness of God toward Israel, Asaph might very well have been poured out.  Asaph acknowledges that despite God’s great benevolence, he almost didn’t make it.  Perhaps you and I have come this close to the edge.  Despite knowing that God is good, we have listened to that inner seduction of the yetzer ha’ra and walked toward the cliff.  We have looked into the pit and realized that should we take a single step more we will give up the full joy of life.  Then the shock comes:  “What am I doing?  This is insane.  I don’t want to be like this.”  At the last moment, we are enabled to turn around.  Thank God!

There are two important lessons here.  The first comes from the insight of Moses Hayyim Luzzatto.  The fact that we arrived at the edge of non-existence is an opportunity to examine how this happened.  Luzzatto calls this “watchfulness.”  We trace our steps back to the place where we started in the direction of the cliff so that next time we can recognize the tiny change in direction that eventually led us to the edge.  In other words, this is a chance to practice stopping the movement before it gets any momentum.

The second lesson is just as important.  We stop pretending that everything is fine.  We admit to ourselves and to others that we came near the edge, that we were off-track, that the yetzer ha’ra seduced us.  We acknowledge our human weakness.  We aren’t one of those fabulous spiritual giants who seem to overcome all problems with prayer and perservernece.  We’re just stumbling disciples, doing the best we can, holding each other up after the Garden.  “Help me, please.  I need a hand to hold” might be all we can ask.
Topical Index:  almost slipped, kayin shuppekah, shaphakh, pour out, Psalm 73:2
August 24   As he had come naked from his mother’s womb, so will he return as he came. He will take nothing from the fruit of his labor that he can carry in his hand.  This also is a grievous evil—exactly as a man is born, thus will he die. So what is the advantage to him who toils for the wind?  Ecclesiastes 5:15-16  NASB

The Myth of Success

Grievous evil – We don’t like the words of Ecclesiastes, do we?  They are just too harsh, maybe because, if we really admitted it, they ring true.  They scare us.  We want to believe that we are working for something, that we make a difference, that we will leave behind a legacy.  But Qohelet points out the painfully obvious.  We came naked into the world.  We leave naked.  All that we accomplished, all that we accumulated, it does go with us.  No matter how long we live, no matter how much we do, in the end we return to the same fragile, vulnerable state.  As Qohelet says, this is a “grievous evil.”

The Hebrew phrase is insightful.  ra’a(h) hola(h)—evil that makes us weak, tired and sick.  The circle of life is not just pointless.  It’s sickening.  Disheartening.  Discouraging.  We have to go around it, but in the end, nothing really matters.  We didn’t accomplish what we hoped to.  Life just returns to the grave and starts over with someone else.

This is the fatalism of Eliade’s “myth of eternal return.”  It is found in many ancient cultures.  Disney made it into a cartoon movie with cute little characters, but the real story is a tragedy.  It can’t be covered up by catchy musical tunes.  If all there is is birth and death and birth again, if life really is one big circle, then Theognis is right:

Not to be born is the best of all things for those who live on earth,     And not to gaze on the radiance of the keen-burning sun. Once born, however, it is best to pass with all possible speed through Hades' gates     And to lie beneath a great heap of earth.

Ancient cultures that embraced this view of human existence often manufactured rituals and festivals to honor the renewal cycle.  In fact, our celebration of New Year is derived from just such an ancient belief.  Eliade recognized that the Hebrews were the first people to invent “history,” the idea that human and divine interaction is actually going somewhere, not just repeating itself over and over.  But if this is true of Hebrew thought, then why does Qohelet seem to tip his hat to Clotho, Lachesis and Atropos (ah, you might have to look that one up)?  The answer is his epistemology (another big word idea).  Qohelet allows no place for revelation.  He doesn’t have a god who speaks from outside the box.  He has only the evidence of observation in this world, and he concludes, rightly I might add, that if this is the case, life is indeed pointless.  Eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow we die.  Of course, this is a legitimate conclusion given his starting point, and that’s why Ecclesiastes is in the Bible.  If you start without God, you will end up without anything.  The best book for any atheist is Ecclesiastes.  It drives the nail into the coffin with exquisite artistry—for no purpose at all.  Better read than dead, I suppose.

Topical Index:  Ecclesiastes 5:15-16, eternal return, Maurice Eliade, Theognis, fate, ra’a(h) hola(h), grievous evil
August 25   He said, “Do not stretch out your hand against the lad, and do nothing to him; for now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from Me.”  Genesis 22:12  NASB

The Messy Text

Fear God – It’s an ancient but very important story.  Christianity sees it as a type of the Messiah.  Jews view it as a demonstration of God’s eternal promise.  But the story itself is remarkably unsettling.  Not only does it appear as if God asks Abraham to murder his own son (something strictly forbidden in Torah), but it looks like God wasn’t really sure about Abraham’s faith until this crucial test.  The rabbis recognized these problems.  Targum Onkelos and Rashi’s commentary try to smooth over the concern.  Referring to God’s instruction not to harm Isaac, Rashi writes:

Then he (Abraham) said to God, “If this be so, I have come here for nothing; let me at least inflict a wound on him and draw some blood from him.”  God replied, “Neither do thou anything to him”—inflict no blemish on him (ib.)  FOR NOW I KNOW—R. Aba said: Abraham said to God, “I will lay my complaint before you.  Yesterday (on an earlier occasion) you told me, (XXI. 12) “In Isaac shall seed be called to thee”, and then again you said, (v. 2) “Take now thy son”.  Now you tell me, “Lay not thy hand upon the lad.”  The Holy One, blessed be He, said to him, in the words of Ps. LXXIX. 35, “My covenant will I not profane, nor alter that which is gone out of My lips”.  When I told you, “Take thy son”, I was not altering that which went out from My lips namely, My promise that you would have descendants through Isaac.  I did not tell you “slay him” but bring him up to the mountain.  You have brought him up—take him down again.”

Hair-splitting?  Perhaps, but the commentary, relying on ideas from material written hundreds of years later, attempts to explain Abraham’s potential confusion while maintaining the integrity of God’s instruction.  Whether or not you accept this extended interpolation will depend on your method of biblical exegesis.  Since Rashi treats the text as if it is one continuous contemporary revelation, he is free to use verses from Psalms (and other places) to provide support for his arguments.  

But there’s another problem, perhaps not quite as obvious.  Notice how God responds to Abraham.  The NASB translates the text, “Now I know that you fear God.”  We tend to think that this is God’s final endorsement of Abraham’s love for God, but that isn’t exactly what it says.  The Hebrew is yare, a word that covers the wide range of emotional trepidation, trauma, intellectual apprehension of danger and reverence.  There is no mention of ‘ahav here.  At best Abraham has demonstrated reverence.  At worst he is simply afraid of what might happen if he doesn’t obey.  

This makes God’s response all the more strange.  We would expect, “Now I know that you fear Me,” but the text deliberately uses elohim, not a pronoun.  Doesn’t this strike you as odd?  In personal conversation, who would refer to himself by his title?  It’s almost as if the narrator inserted the word elohim to make a point to subsequent generations who would hear the story.  Certainly Abraham was not confused about the identity of the other person in this conversation.  There are good reasons for future readers to know that this is about YHVH Elohim, but there is no reason for Abraham to be given this description.  

Suddenly this story isn’t quite as straightforward as we always thought.  Did you actually read what it says, or did your prior teaching about this story help you ignore the problems?
Topical Index:  Abraham, Isaac, sacrifice, Rashi, Onkelos, yare elohim, fear God, Genesis 22:12
August 26  Shabbat  

August 27   “If you do this thing and God so commands you, then you will be able to endure, and all these people also will go to their place in peace.”  Exodus 18:23  NASB

Quicksand Theology

To endure – Maybe you feel a little like a James Bond martini these days.  “Shaken, not stirred.”  Maybe you feel as if all this exploration into the language and culture of ancient Israel leaves you with more questions than answers.  Yes, it’s nice to know that the Bible is a consistent whole, that there really isn’t any “Old” Testament and “New” Testament, but rather one story of God’s interaction with Israel and the nations.  Yes, it’s nice to know that a lot of those troubling doctrines you learned in church are resolved from a Hebrew perspective.  But the task of recovering the truth seems overwhelming.  So much to learn.  So many technical issues with grammar and meaning.  So hard to put yourself in the place of those ancient writers.  So much interference from the modern culture.  It’s just possible that you’re feeling very much “shaken, not stirred.”

One person expressed it like this:  “I just want to know what’s true!  I feel like every time I get some insight, then there’s another question.  Why can’t we just have something solid to stand on, something that never changes?”

I replied:  “Maybe faith is more about whose hand you’re holding than it is about having firm footing.  After all, you can even stand up in quicksand if you’re being held there by someone who’s on solid ground.  Maybe what we really need is a firm grip instead of firm feet.”

The pursuit of truth can have a decidedly Greek orientation or a consistent Hebrew one.  If I’m Greek in my thinking, then I will want solid answers, statement and propositions that aren’t in doubt.  I’ll look for a theology that’s much more like mathematics where once I know the axioms, all the rest is simply logically derived.  But Hebrew thought doesn’t appear to work like this.  It’s much more flexible.  There are many more legitimate interpretative opinions.  It’s fluid, contextual, messy.  In other words, it’s like relationships, not mathematics.  “Close attention to actual experience means learning to live with ambiguity.”
  What relationship do you have that’s as stable as a math formula?  None, I hope, for if it were, I doubt there would be much more to the relationship than control.  
Faith isn’t facts.  Yes, of course, faith includes history, theology, linguistics, grammar and the facts of culture.  But that doesn’t really describe faith.  Faith is much more like holding on to God’s hand while you walk through the quicksand of experience.  As soon as you start being concerned about what you’re standing on, you’re likely to be like Peter, sinking slowly into the mess.  Moses used the word ‘amad.  It’s about leaning into something, being propped up, finding support.  Standing doesn’t mean being a sole pillar.  It means finding the “hold on tight” relationship.
Topical Index:  endure, faith, holding on, relationship, Exodus 18:23
August 28   There is nothing better for a person than that he should eat and drink and find enjoyment in his toil. This also, I saw, is from the hand of God,  Ecclesiastes 2:24  ESV
Work Hard, Play Hard?
Toil – “Hi ho, hi ho, it’s off to work we go.”  Ah, the naiveté of those seven dwarfs in the Disney classic, Snow White.  Most of us don’t have a very pleasant tune to sing on the way to work.  We are like Qohelet.  In the end, work is toil and the best we can hope for is to find some momentary enjoyment in the effort.  Perhaps that’s why Qohelet used the term ʿāmal, rather than ‘avad (ʿābad).  He’s looking at the dark side of the force.
The verb ʿāmal is one of several Hebrew verbs for “labor, work, toil.” Other major terms include ʿābad “to work, serve,” and ʿāśâ “to make, do, work” (both of which see). ʿāmal is used less often than those two verbs, and is employed often with the nuance of the drudgery of toil rather than the nobility of labor. Hebrew ʿāmal is cognate to Arabic ʿamila “to labor,” and to the Akkadian noun nīmēlu, that produced by work, “gain, possessions.”

The root ʿāmal relates to the dark side of labor, the grievous and unfulfilling aspect of work. A biblical view of labor based on this word alone would be defective, but this aspect of work should be included in a full induction. Thus Moses uses this term to describe the frustration and struggle of the worker in this ephemeral, transitory world (Ps 90:10). No wonder he cries out to the eternal God “and let thy beauty (eternal, lovely work) be upon us” (v. 17). 

In our modern Western culture, we often think that “work hard – play hard” is recompense for the drudgery.  But most of the time, it isn’t.  Those long vacations just mean we’ll end up working more hours to pay for them.  The thrill of the beach or the power snow or the restaurants and bars often leaves us wondering why we can’t have the life of Riley all the time.  We end up more frustrated than we were the day before we left for all the fun.  In our world we often live between desperation and dream, having a taste of both but never really getting the meal.

The biblical idea of work is not the same as the somber stagnation.  ‘avad includes the idea of service.  It is to do outwardly, to be a part of something bigger than self, to know that effort has positive affect beyond ego.  William Blake defined work like this: “to feel that what we do is right for ourselves and good for the world at exactly the same time.”  Notice that this is an emotional analysis of personal effort.  It isn’t about toiling in order to do something else.  It’s about feeling the passion of what I am doing when I am doing it.  One might even go so far as to say that work is what it means to love one’s neighbor.  On your way to the job today, ask yourself if Blake’s insight fits.  If it doesn’t, ask yourself why.
Topical Index:  ʿāmal, ‘avad (ʿābad), toil, work, William Blake, Ecclesiastes 2:24
August 29   For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the powers, against the world forces of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenly places.  Ephesians 6:12  NASB
Where We Live Now
The powers - “An idolatrous culture is one that sees reality in terms of impersonal forces.  A Jewish culture is one that insists on the ultimate reality of the personal.”

Doesn’t Heschel’s statement perfectly summarize where we live?  Maurice Eliade noted that these circumstances are entirely the result of modern man.   Not that ancient man wasn’t idolatrous.  He was, but he was idolatrous with regard to the sacred.  Modern man is idolatrous because he denies the sacred.

The man of the archaic societies tends to live as much as possible in the sacred or in close proximity to consecrated objects.  The tendency is perfectly understandable, because, for primitives as for the man of all pre-modern societies, the sacred is equivalent to a power, and in the last analysis, to reality. . . .  in comparison with the experience of the man without religious feeling, of the man who lives, or wishes to live, in a desacralized world.  It should be said at once that the completely profane world, the wholly desacralized cosmos, is a recent discovery in the history of the human spirit. . . . desacralization pervades the entire experience of the nonreligious man of modern societies and that, in consequence, he finds it increasingly difficult to rediscover the existential dimensions of religious man in the archaic societies.”

When the Bible rails against idolatry, it does not have modern man in view.  Its polemic is aimed at the ancient societies that worshipped other gods, that is, societies that had the wrong objects of worship.  These societies still believed in the sacred.  They were mistaken about the true God but they had gods.  Modern man is unique in the history of the world.  He has sent God into exile.  He has abdicated the spiritual world.  

You might object that religion plays a vital part in modern man’s culture and society.  You might remark about the growth of non-denominational churches or the renewal of Catholicism.  But this is to miss the point.  When it comes to daily practice, modern man lives in a world that operates by forces, not a personal God.  We are concerned with the forces of nature that affect climate change, the economic forces that affect trade, the political forces that shape policy, the moral and ethical forces that govern interpersonal relationships.  In fact, we spend an enormous amount of time and money trying to control these forces in order to bring some semblance of survivability to our world.  We fear that nature itself will extinguish us.  For the first time in human history, the world is without gods, any gods, including the God of Israel.  

Perhaps Paul was on the cusp of this seismic shift.  Rome is the first modern civilization.  It is still the most powerful political-social-military-economic model today.  This world, the world of the controllers, is but an extension of Rome.  And in Rome, belief mattered very little as long as it didn’t interfere with finances.  Are we living in virtually the same world despite our religious institutions?  Peter Leithart observed that modern Christianity is nothing more than institutionalized worldliness.  It is Rome ensconced in the sanctuary.  Perhaps Paul isn’t pointing us to that mysterious “spiritual warfare” we are so quick to acknowledge.  Perhaps when he exhorts us not to be conformed to the schema of this world he is really writing about the beginnings of modern man—and we are the offspring inheriting the whirlwind.

Let’s face it.  Our culture is idolatrous, not because its religious institutions fail to honor the Hebrew God YHVH, but because even its religious institutions operate as if the world is controlled by powers that men must overcome.  The world is no longer sacred.  It is no longer an exhibition of divine creativity.  It is an algorithm waiting to be manipulated, and we are diminished by the loss of the personal.
Topical Index:  powers, forces, modern man, sacred, profane, Eliade, Heschel, Leithart, Ephesians 6:12
August 30   He who testifies to these things says, “Yes, I am coming quickly.” Amen. Come, Lord Jesus.  Revelation 22:20  NASB
A Jewish Messiah
Come, Lord Jesus – erchou kyrie Iesou is the Greek text.  But we would be sorely mistaken if we thought that John was writing about a Greek Messiah.  When John expresses the desire for Yeshua HaMashiach to return quickly, he is not asking for an end of the earth scenario.  Nor is he expecting a final demonstration of Yeshua’s sacred sacrifice.  He’s looking for a political event, a fulfillment of the promises concerning the hallmarks of the Messiah.  He wants God’s enemies defeated, world peace to reign and Torah to pour forth from Zion.  The Jews never looked for the Messiah as a sacrifice for sin.  The Messiah is about the Kingdom, establishing God’s presence with His people on earth, ridding the earth of wickedness and establishing Israel as God’s official place.  For the Jews, the Messiah is ultimately a political victor, and since none of these things have happened, the Jews wait for the real Messiah to appear.

John is a Jew.  His name isn’t “John.”  It’s Yochanan.  He is a first century follower of the man Yeshua, a one-time itinerant prophet from Galilee.  As a result of Yochanan’s personal observation, he is convinced that this man is in fact the long-awaited Messiah.  But there is one small problem.  Those biblical and cultural expectations about the accomplishments of the Messiah haven’t happened.  These expectations included:
1. The Messiah will illumine the whole world, i.e., replace the purpose of the sun.

2. He will cause running water to pour forth from Jerusalem; water that will heal every disease and ailment.

3. He will cause the trees to produce their fruit every month.

4. All ruined cities will be rebuilt and there will be no wasteland in the world.

5. He will rebuild Jerusalem with sapphires.

6. Peace will reign throughout nature.

7. He will make a covenant between all creatures of the world and Israel.

8. Weeping and wailing will cease.

9. Death will cease in the world.

10. Everyone will be happy.

Yochanan wants to see the full display of Yeshua as Messiah, perhaps because he also wants the political expectations to come to pass and prove, beyond any doubt, that his conviction is truth.  What better way could there be for convincing his Jewish brothers and sisters that this man, Yeshua, is the one they have been anticipating.  So, erchou kyrie Yeshua.  Show up!  And show the world who you really are.

If you were a Jew in the first century, if you had family and friends who questioned your conviction, would you want just this?  And does that change how we read this verse today?

Topical Index:  erchou kyrie Iesou, come Lord Jesus, Messiah, politics, Revelation 22:20
August 31   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 1:24
Present and Past

Is able to keep you – No one can keep you from stumbling if you want to fall.  So Jude doesn’t write, “Now to Him who will prevent you from stumbling.”   This verse tells us that God is able.  God can do it if you want His help.  God’s strong arm is not limited by circumstances, but it can’t reach where you don’t want it to go.  You might not be able to prevent stumbling on your own, but He can if you’re willing.

The Greek tense here actually reveals this necessary cooperation.  Dynameno phylaxai are the two verbs.  The first is present tense—“he is able.”  But the second verb, phylasso, is an aorist.  That means it is a completed action in the past.  The verb is about protecting and watching over.  As an aorist, it means that God’s willingness to help has already been determined.  It is not contingent on our circumstances.  It will not change. 

What does this mean?  It means that we are the determining factor in divine assistance.  It means that God’s hand is available—always—if we are ready to grip it.  It means that God doesn’t give up even when we do.  It means that when we do what we can, He will do what we can’t.

Heschel once wrote that God will not do what men are supposed to do.  While Heschel’s comment was about social responsibility, it applies here as well.  God will not rescue us if we chose to let go of Him.  He won’t force us to obey.  He won’t intervene to prevent sin.  He will warn.  He will offer instruction, advice and counsel.  He will arrange circumstances so that there is always an opportunity for obedience.  He will insist, exhort and encourage.  But He won’t make you do it.  That tiny part of the process, that critical step, is up to you.

When we review the history of religion, we are tempted to ask, “If these biblical ideas are so important for life, and if God really loves us, then why doesn’t He stop all the confusion, all the mistakes and all the deliberate alterations that have caused so many people to miss the mark?”  In other words, if God is good and He is able, why doesn’t He prevent men from at least not altering His words in Scripture?  Why doesn’t He oversee the translations and the copies and the manuscripts so that we aren’t confused about law and grace, atonement and forgiveness, the Messiah and deity?  And the answer is dynameno phylaxai.  He is able, but He won’t interfere with our choices (most of the time, anyway).  Errors, mistakes, sins are in our court.  If you want to keep from stumbling, you have to do all you can to be willing to do all He asks.

Topical Index:  dynameno phylaxai, is able to keep you, Jude 1:24
September 1  “Build houses and live in them; and plant gardens and eat their produce.   Take wives and become the fathers of sons and daughters, and take wives for your sons and give your daughters to husbands, that they may bear sons and daughters; and multiply there and do not decrease.   Seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf; for in its welfare you will have welfare.”   Jeremiah 29:5-7  NASB
Hitchhiker’s Guide to Babylon (1)
Build/live – How are we, the set-apart ones, supposed to live in a world that does not honor God’s instructions, operates in a desacralized world and does not wish to know the history of God’s people?  How are we supposed to put Torah into practice in a world that ignores everything about it?  How are we going to bring about restoration when the very civilization where we live is so opposed to the God of Israel?  These questions were just as relevant for the Jews exiled in Babylon as they are for us today.  And God provided a checklist of practical actions for His people to take when they were strangers in a strange land.  The particulars of this list are crucial, and so is the order.  If we examine what God told Israel in captivity, we may find that we are just as much exiles as they were and the course of action God wanted for them fits us too.

Start with construction.  “Build houses.”  Of course, this doesn’t mean “Become carpenters and masons and electricians and plumbers.”  The point of the verb bana is not about skilled labor but rather about homes.  Build houses in order to live in them.  The second part of this commandment demonstrates that God wants us to settle in.  Yashav, “to dwell, to remain,” is a necessary modifier of the verb.  This is about permanence.  God does not tell His people, “Stay in your tents.  Be ready to flee at any moment.  Don’t get too attached to your new location.”  No, He tells them to do what is needed to become residents.  

Imagine what this means for Israel’s exiles.  First, it means that there is no point in pretending God is going to come to the rescue tomorrow.  We are going to be here for quite awhile.  Secondly, if you have just been uprooted from your ancestral homeland and you arrive in this new place, you probably didn’t bring lumber, nails, screws, hinges and tiles with you.  You will have to acquire them where you are.  How are you going to do that as an exiled slave?   You’ll need resources.  You’ll need to have capital to purchase materials or you’ll need to act in such a way that your masters will provide what you need.  Either way, you’ll have to get along.  No “fifth column” resistance movements.   No hostile attitudes.  No work strikes, sit-ins, or political protests.  You need what your masters have and to get it you will have to stop treating them with contempt.  They might be your oppressors, but at this moment they are your only source for fulfilling God’s command.  In other words, you will have to seek peace with those who were your enemies.

Now you’re building, but notice that God’s instructions are more than a command to make monuments to your previous culture.  You are to live in these.  Why is this part of the commandment necessary?  Because if I am going to live in what I build, I will have to make it a home, not just a house.  Furthermore, the Hebrew word here is shevu (from yashav).  It means “to dwell,” not to temporarily inhabit.  It’s about sitting down, taking a place, even marrying.  This is exactly the opposite of the refugee camp or the squatter community.  This is about establishing ties to the locals, creating permanent residents, becoming integrated.  I did not say assimilated (although that is always the danger).  Building homes to live in requires neighborhoods and neighborhoods become part of a larger society.  God tells His people, “I’m not taking you out of this place for a long time.  Settle in.  Make yourself homes.  Become part of the society.  You don’t have to take up the idolatrous practices of your masters, but you need to become cooperative citizens where you are, because where you are is where I put you.”

The convent is out.  The abbey is no more.  God wants us involved.  How else will these foreign masters recognize the difference the true God makes in the lives of His people?  If God puts you in the midst, be there!

Topical Index:  build, bana, live, dwell, yashav, Jeremiah 29:5-7
September 2  Shabbat
September 3   “Build houses and live in them; and plant gardens and eat their produce.   Take wives and become the fathers of sons and daughters, and take wives for your sons and give your daughters to husbands, that they may bear sons and daughters; and multiply there and do not decrease.   Seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf; for in its welfare you will have welfare.”  Jeremiah 29:5-7  NASB
Hitchhiker’s Guide to Babylon (2)
Plant/eat – Back to the Garden, but this time, we have to make it ourselves.  Exiled from the Garden God made, we still have the task of bringing Eden to the world.  And what better place to start than in a land filled with God’s enemies.  

God instructs His people in Babylon, “Plant and eat.”  Of course, there’s a long time between planting and eating.  Leviticus 19:23 gives the requirement.  “When you enter the land and plant all kinds of trees for food, then you shall count their fruit as forbidden. Three years it shall be forbidden to you; it shall not be eaten.”  Some fruit like pineapple can be eaten as soon as it ripens, but, from experience, that still takes about a year.  How do these slaves survive in the meanwhile?  Go on a three-year fast?  Hardly!  This command is like the one about building.  This is not for the short run.  You might be able to build a house in less than three years, but if God expects you to plant and eat, then it’s going to be at least a three-year process.  Just like the difference between houses and home, orchards are not the objective here.  Eating the fruit is the objective, and that means waiting.  Once again, God’s specific instructions point toward long-term commitments and community involvement.

Pretend you’re one of the exiled slaves.  The first thing you must do is get along with your master.  After you’ve shown that you are not a rebel, you might approach him for materials to build a home.  You will have to get them on the basis of his best interest since you have no capital for purchasing what you need.  Good will is your only currency.  And, if you’ve demonstrated the character of your God during this time, he’ll give you what you need because a content slave is a good worker.  So you build.  You have shelter, but you need to eat.  So far you’ve eaten what the master provides—and you’re grateful for it because it kept you alive.  But now you need to return to kosher if you can, and fruit is the best way to do that.  If you have your own orchard, then you can produce food for yourself that God approves.  So you plant.

Ah, but where do you get the seedlings and the land and the fertilizer and the tools?  Back to the master.  Back to good will, best interest and cooperation.  Back to obedience, commitment, integrity and trustworthiness.  Back to Joseph.  Do you suppose Potiphar would have put Joseph in charge of all that he owned if Joseph were trying to escape, defiant or destructive?  Joseph is the biblical model of the man in captivity.  And that means Joseph is our model for we are also captives in a world that does not know the God of Israel.  Plant and eat, people.  Nitu veiklu.
Topical Index:  plant, nata, eat, ‘akal, Leviticus 19:23, Jeremiah 29:5-7
September 4   “Build houses and live in them; and plant gardens and eat their produce.   Take wives and become the fathers of sons and daughters, and take wives for your sons and give your daughters to husbands, that they may bear sons and daughters; and multiply there and do not decrease.   Seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf; for in its welfare you will have welfare.”  Jeremiah 29:5-7  NASB
Hitchhiker’s Guide to Babylon (3)
Take/become – Physical survival needs accomplished, God now turns to communal identity.  It’s not enough to merely survive in Babylon.  Accumulating assets is only a small part of the strategy.  The names of Israel must also be protected.  What names?  Family names.  The tribal identity.  The legacy.  Just because we are in captivity does not mean we forget who we are.  We might be many Josephs, serving our Babylonian masters faithfully and completely, but we are still Israel and Israel must continue.

The verb used for “take wives” is completely common.  Used over one thousand times in the Tanakh, laqah has both literal and figurative applications.  “Lay hold of,” “seize,” “receive,” “snatch,” “acquire-buy” and, of course, “marry” are all possible translations.  But this particular context and this specific command should remind Israel of a time, a tragic time, when laqah involved Israel’s men in kidnapping, murder and ill-conceived oaths.  The last chapters of the book of Judges describes Israel’s social breakdown.  Were it not for God’s grace and His appointed kings, Israel would have collapsed entirely.  So laqah has historical consciousness.  “Take wives” can never be a repeat of Israel’s former disgrace.

Notice also that laqah does not restrict “wives” to members of the tribe.  There is no prohibition against wives from Babylon.  What!  This seems so contrary to our penchant for “tribal” purity.  Even today we enlist Paul’s famous “unequally yoked” phrase to keep the outsiders out.   But perhaps we have overlooked what God really wanted.  The whole intent of these commands to exiled people is to finally fulfill the purpose of Israel’s election, that is, to be priests to the nations.  In order to accomplish that directive, Israel must act as a friend to its enemies.  It must show compassion, goodwill, grace, forgiveness and shalom.  If it does this, God promises that the nations will come to these priests and ask, “Who is this god you serve that prospers you in this way?”  In other words, living in Babylon means being a magnet for God.  And this means getting to know these outsiders so that they are no longer strangers.  They are now neighbors, in the best sense of that term, and as such, they share common family values.  They discover the God of Israel in the lives of the captives.  And then marriages happen.  Not with complete pagans but rather with those who have come to realize who YHVH is and want to be part of His community.  That’s why laqah is the common verb.  The captors marry into the families of the captives because the relationship has changed from master-slave to friend.  If that doesn’t happen first, then laqah brings us back to Judges—and tragedy.

“Take wives” means becoming fathers.  This again reminds us of Judges.  God has no intention of allowing the tribes to disappear while in captivity.  Fathers beget children and children continue the names.  In fact, the verb, yalad, is the root for “child” (yeled) and “born” (yalid).  It is also the root of toledot (descendants), a crucial term in the records of Israel.  “These are the generations of” is the toledot arena.

Marrying is not enough, just as building and planting was not enough.  There is a greater purpose for all these actions.  In this case, that purpose is continuance.  Israel will survive because it finally acts as the priest it was intended to be and the community of the one true God grows through children.  Evangelicals are fond of saying, “God has no grandchildren,” meaning that each of us has an intimate first-hand relationship with Him.  But maybe that’s not quite true.  God has lots and lots of grandchildren, and great grandchildren and great great grandchildren, etc., etc. because He is the God of toledot too.

Topical Index:  laqah, take, marry, become fathers, yalad, toledot, generations, Jeremiah 29:5-7
September 5   “Build houses and live in them; and plant gardens and eat their produce.   Take wives and become the fathers of sons and daughters, and take wives for your sons and give your daughters to husbands, that they may bear sons and daughters; and multiply there and do not decrease.   Seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf; for in its welfare you will have welfare.”  Jeremiah 29:5-7  NASB
Hitchhiker’s Guide to Babylon (4)
Take/give – Captive Israel is instructed to “take wives for your sons.”  But how?  Didn’t Babylon execute the young men who could become future enemies?  That was fairly standard practice in the ancient world.  Nebuchadnezzar deported thousands of Jews to Babylon but that doesn’t mean he spared those who fought against him before his victory.  Furthermore, those who were deported consisted of the nobility, the priests, the administrators and officials.  These were not young men.  Are we to imagine that these older men had children in Babylon and then waited for those children to reach marriageable age before they sought brides and grooms within their own community?  Didn’t they also find wives and husbands just as Joseph did—from the culture of the masters.  Didn’t God bless Joseph’s children, including them in the tribes, even though their mother was the daughter of a pagan priest?  Why shouldn’t the same happen here, in Babylon?  Nebuchadnezzar gave the captive population protection, rights and religious consideration.  Wouldn’t this become fertile ground for establishing family relationships so that sons and daughters from both cultures became husbands and wives?

laqah is the common verb for taking in marriage.  Now the text introduces natan, “to give.”  Used twice as often as laqah, its range of meanings covers a very wide spectrum.  In this verse, the action follows a well-established custom, the contractual process of marriage between families.  Unlike our modern practice, individuals are not the focus of marriage.  When a marriage occurs, it melds families.  That is the point of marriage.  The union is arranged because both families benefit.  Therefore, we can expect that the Jews in exile would only take and give when both families shared common values.  

Of course, none of this ignores the fact that marriages did take place within the families of the deported.  The whole course of these instructions is intent on notifying the captives that their lives will be much like they were before, with actions like building, farming, marrying, having children and grandchildren.  All of this erases the false prophets who claimed the exile would be short-lived.  But none of it precludes reaching into the lives of the oppressors and converting them to be followers of YHVH.  Families marry families and if God puts us in places where our sons and daughters are surrounded by idolatrous culture, then it’s our task to bring some of those families into our way of life so that there will be posterity.  The task is not gender specific.  Both men and women are to be fully involved since both men and women are affected.  

If you’re one of the displaced, if you live where God is obscured or ignored, if your culture serves some god other than the God of Israel, then your assignment is obvious, for the sake of your children.  You must be the Joseph who helped, and thereby win an audience with those who would one day belong to the same household.

Topical Index:  take, laqah, give, natan, marriage, family, Jeremiah 29:5-7
September 6   “Build houses and live in them; and plant gardens and eat their produce.   Take wives and become the fathers of sons and daughters, and take wives for your sons and give your daughters to husbands, that they may bear sons and daughters; and multiply there and do not decrease.   Seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf; for in its welfare you will have welfare.”  Jeremiah 29:5-7  NASB
Hitchhiker’s Guide to Babylon (5)
Multiply/not decrease – If God has already given the command to marry and have children (and grandchildren), why does He also add, “multiply” and “not decrease”?  The answer lies in the recalling of Exodus.  

When Israel went into Egypt, they were a small family group.  When they came out, they were a nation.  Now they face captivity again.  What will prevent them from simply assimilating, from giving up on any possibility of return, now that it is apparent God intends them to stay for a long, long time?  The exodus.  Multiply!

The Hebrew verb is raba.  One of its derivatives is a description of locusts.  It’s generally about becoming many, but there is a little nuance here that would certainly inspire a captive people.  rabi is a common suffix in many Babylonian names (e.g. Hammu-rabi).  It’s divine irony that God’s captive people are instructed to become a multitude with a word that reminds them of their forced connection to Babylon.  But perhaps it’s intentional.  Only because of cooperation with Babylon will Israel once again emerge as a nation of its own.

Multiply.  OK, we got that.  But why add, “and do not decrease”?  Isn’t that redundant?  Yes, it is, but this is a Hebrew idiom.  The full expression, revu-sham ve-al-tim’atu is a way of covering the entire range from becoming great to diminishing into nothing.  What is the danger of this captivity?  That Israel will disappear like all the other overrun kingdoms.  God instructs His people to act in ways that will prevent this.  They are to become the fodder from a new exodus, a returning exodus.  But in order to do that, they will have to do everything necessary to not only survive but to increase.  They will not do anything that will cause them to decrease.  They will become great again.  They will not fade into the pages of forgotten history.

But here’s the catch.  No one hearing these words will ever see that day.  Just as the generations that lived out their days as slaves in Egypt, so these people, the first of the exiles, will live out their days before the great return occurs.  So they must know what to do despite the fact that they will not return.  And what they must do is grow!  Grow regardless of not seeing the result.  Grow because some day this will matter.  Grow because God says so.

Aren’t we exiles just like this?  Will we see the return?  Probably not.  Does that mean we give up and fall in line with the culture?  Does that mean we disappear along with the hordes that history no longer remembers?  No!  What we do now, while we wait, matters.  Without it, the return cannot come.

Topical Index:  multiply, raba, not decrease, al-tim’atu, exodus, Jeremiah 29:5-7
September 7   “Build houses and live in them; and plant gardens and eat their produce.   Take wives and become the fathers of sons and daughters, and take wives for your sons and give your daughters to husbands, that they may bear sons and daughters; and multiply there and do not decrease.   Seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf; for in its welfare you will have welfare.”  Jeremiah 29:5-7  NASB
Hitchhiker’s Guide to Babylon (6)
Seek – The complete upside-down command.  The absolute opposite of what you would expect.  The total reversal of common sense and human intuition.  But here it is.  Seek the welfare of your captors!  How can this be?  How can God expect any of us who are true to Him to actively promote the benefit of those who oppose Him?  This will take some serious investigation.

Back to Exodus.  Actually, back even further—to Joseph and Pharaoh.  What was Joseph’s relationship with Pharaoh?  Joseph was a slave elevated to the second most important person in the kingdom because he was 1) patient, 2) obedient, 3) trustworthy, 4) benevolent, 5) truthful and 6) clearly used by God.  Joseph did not complain about his unjust captivity (Israel deserved captivity).  Joseph waited for God to act (Israel had a history of operating outside of God’s plan).  Joseph showed remarkable personal integrity despite isolation (Israel never maintained its monogamous relationship with God even when He consistently demonstrated His compassion and love).  Now Israel is back in Egypt.  Well, almost.  Babylon was not Egypt.  Even though Israel was captive, the people had protection and certain liberties.  God was at work in Nebuchadnezzar’s heart.  Imagine what life would have been like if Babylon’s attitude toward Israel was the same as the second Pharaoh.  God was still involved with His people even in their displacement.  But now He gives them a set of guidelines that will insure a positive relationship between captors and captives.  God sets up Israel to become the next Joseph.  

Pretend for a moment that you are a powerful Babylonian master.  You have many, many slaves.  Which ones do you listen to?  The ones who constantly demonstrate attempts to flee your ownership or the ones who faithfully act for your prosperity?  The answer is obvious.  If God wants these captives to have a voice with the people around them, they will have to act in ways so that the people around them consider them friends, not slaves.  They will have to seek the welfare of their captors before their captors will be open to the welfare of the slaves.  

There is an important distinction in the Hebrew verb used in God’s instruction here.  Darash and baqash can both be translated “seek,” but they have different objects.  While darash is about seeking cognitive understanding, baqash describes moral pursuit.
  In this verse, God uses darash.  Why?  Because He is not suggesting that Israel seek moral alignment with Babylon.  He does not want assimilation.  He wants Israel to understand why Babylon is Babylon in order that Israel can point the way to a different paradigm, namely, fellowship with the Hebrew God.  

That’s where we are, isn’t it?  We need to employ darash in order to have anything valuable to say to those who do not share our paradigm.  If we don’t know how they think and feel, why would they listen to us?  But this is not baqash.  We don’t jeopardize our own moral seeking in the process.  We remain true to the God of Israel and His calling even when we act in ways that promote the welfare of the captors.

And, by the way, it should be obvious that “welfare” is shalom.  We don’t just seek (darash) their prosperity.  We seek their well-being.  That, of course, means that we gently move them toward the real source of shalom.  Did you notice that God’s promise in this verse is relevant.  “. . . for in its welfare you will have welfare.”  You want shalom in captivity?  Great.  Go about bringing shalom to your captors and you will find it.

Topical Index:  seek, darash, baqash, shalom, Jeremiah 29:5-7
September 8  “Build houses and live in them; and plant gardens and eat their produce.   Take wives and become the fathers of sons and daughters, and take wives for your sons and give your daughters to husbands, that they may bear sons and daughters; and multiply there and do not decrease.   Seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf; for in its welfare you will have welfare.”  Jeremiah 29:5-7  NASB
Hitchhiker’s Guide to Babylon (7)
Pray – Last on the list.  Did you see that?  We might think that the first thing we should do is pray for these rebellious idolaters.  But God puts it last.  Why?

Prayer is a powerful weapon in the spiritual arsenal.  It is crucial for those who find themselves in paradigm conflict.  But God’s instructions to His captive people begin with visible actions that affect not only the captors but the attitudes of the captives.  If my first tasks require submission in order to survive and I view that submission as the handiwork of God Himself, then my perspective on my captors and my captivity will change.  Actions produce emotions.  So God starts the process of inviting Babylonians into the faith by initiating cooperative actions; actions that will lead to relationships.  Prayer, that personal and corporate connection with God, even in intercession, is a family affair, and since the captors are not yet family, observable prayer may do nothing more than convince the captors that the captives are isolationists, arrogant or dismissive.  God will not allow that.  Pray all you want, but if you’re there to bring the God of Israel to the land of the Babylonians, start with acts they will understand.  In the end, you’ll be praying together.

God is quite specific about this prayer.  It is not prayer for the conversion of the Babylonians.  It is not prayer of complaint about the captives’ circumstances.  It is prayer for the benefit of the Babylonians.  The Hebrew is almost idiomatic.  The word (ba’ad) is literally, “behind, round about, through, in behalf of.”  Basically God is asking His people to surround the captors with prayer so that they will see God’s goodness.  God is not attracting the Babylonians through threats, intimidation or conviction.  He is attracting the Babylonians with precisely the same method that His people were supposed to exhibit after Egypt.  To become a kingdom of priests is to become intercessors on behalf of those outside the kingdom.  Modern religion has converted this task into a spiritual one, that is, to bring the outsider into the fold through salvation.  But that is not the context of God’s instruction here or in Exodus.  Israel is not a kingdom of evangelists.  It is a kingdom of shalom intercessors.

Maybe that’s a lesson we should learn.  First, that it is useless to try to browbeat people into the Kingdom.  The “Hell fire” method is nothing more than institutionalized trauma.  Second, if we really want people to meet the God of compassion, mercy and grace, then compassion, mercy and grace must be our approach.  And it’s not our version of compassion, mercy and grace that matters.  We have to know what our captors think (darash).  Then, if our actions demonstrate God’s character, we will have earned the right of an audience.  Now we can pray the intercessor’s prayers.  Now we can seek their shalom.  Quite frankly, it’s not our job to “save” them anyway.

Topical Index:  pray, shalom, intercessor, Jeremiah 29:5-7
September 9   Shabbat

September 11   “You shall not make for yourself an idol, or any likeness of what is in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the water under the earth.”  Exodus 20:4  NASB

Redefining Idolatry

Likeness – What is an idol?  You could ask Indiana Jones, I suppose.  But you’ll probably learn more if you ask Abraham Heschel.

   The second commandment implies more than the prohibition of images; it implies the rejection of all visible symbols of God; not only of images fashioned by man, but also of “any manner of likeness, of any thing that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth.”  The significance of that attitude will become apparent when contrasted with its opposite view.

   It would be alien to the spirit of the Bible to assert that the world is a symbol of God.  In contrast, the symbolists exhort us: “Neither say that thou hast now no Symbol of the Godlike.  Is not God’s Universe a Symbol of the Godlike; is not Immensity a Temple . . .”

   What is the reason for that sharp divergence?  To the symbolist, “All visible things are emblems . . . Matter exists only spiritually, and to represent some Idea and body it forth.
  The universe is “a mechanism of self-expression for the infinite.”  The symbol is but the bodying forth of the infinite and it is the very life of the infinite to be bodied forth. 

   Now, the Bible does not regard the universe as a mechanism of the self-expression of God, fo rthe world did not come into being in an act of self-expression but as an act of creation.  The world is not of the essence of God, and its expression is not His.  The world speaks to God, but that speech is not God speaking to Himself.  It would be alien to the spirit of the Bible to say that it is the very life of God to be bodied forth.  The world is neither His continuation nor His emanation but His creation and possession.

God manifests Himself in events rather than in things, . . .
  

If Heschel is correct, then we have a lot of correction ahead of us.  First, we must refuse to erect any further images of YHVH.  Any image diminishes Him.  This includes symbolic representations, caricatures in nature, celluloid portrayals and personal adornment.  But it is more than this.  The commandment prohibits investing God in any of the creation.  No matter how beautiful the scene, how awesome the sight, how magnificent the experience, it is not God.  In fact, the Scripture allows only one thing to be considered a proper image of God—human beings—and even here what is in view is not the physical embodiment but the verbal exhibition.  If God is YHVH, then “He” is best understood as a verb, and verbs exists only in the actions they describe.  

What is an idol?  It is converting any God-event, God acting in history, into a fixture, a static reminder.  If you want to see YHVH, you must look at the actions of His chosen one—Yeshua HaMashiach or you and me.

Topical Index:  second commandment, idolatry, Abraham Heschel, likeness, Exodus 20:4
September 13   Now these things happened to them as an example, and they were written for our instruction, upon whom the ends of the ages have come.  1 Corinthians 10:11   NASB
Lessons from the Past (Rewind)

Our instruction – Paul is a curious teacher.  He actually expects his students to learn from the stories of the Tanakh.  In fact, he considers the Tanakh as “written for our instruction’ (nouthesian hemon).  That’s a bit stronger than a simple application.  This Greek word contains the idea of admonition.  It is very close to the Hebrew musar, a word that is not only instruction but also chastisement.  Why is this curious?  Because if Paul really taught that Torah has no value in the life of the new believer under grace, then he certainly picks a strange way of speaking about the teaching of the Torah.  To suggest that Torah is nouthesia is to suggest that it has authority; otherwise what would be the point of saying that it was written for our correction and admonition?  Could we use the Torah as examples without describing it as nouthesia?  Certainly.  Pastors do this all the time.  “Let’s take an example,” usually treats some Old Testament passage as a kind of verbal flannel-graph.  But those same pastors are likely to quickly assert that Torah has been done away with under the new dispensation.  Really?  Then why does Paul tell us that it has authority, enough authority to admonish us when we don’t follow its lessons?
So what is the lesson in the rabbinic Torah allusion?  The story is about the children of Israel, recently freed from slavery in Egypt, demanding a representation of YHVH in the form of a golden bull.  When this idol was finished, the people had a festival that included at least some pagan practices.  Paul uses this illustration to make the following point:  These people who were punished, who died because of their infraction, were the same people that God delivered out of Egypt.  In spite of grace, they acted disobediently and it cost them their lives.  Point:  Don’t be so arrogant in your newfound relationship with YHVH that you think obedience doesn’t matter any more.  You were rescued just like the children in the wilderness, and you can die just as easily.  Paul concludes, “Therefore let him who thinks he stands take heed lest he fall.”  Ah, yes, rescue isn’t quite as unobligated as we thought.  Hen implies hesed.  If you want God’s offer of grace, you will inherit God’s expectation of obedience.
Note that Paul deliberately speaks of the written Torah.  He could have said, “The Law and the traditions,” but he didn’t.  He tells us that what is written was intended for us.  It had meaning to those who heard it first, but its larger scope includes the present followers.  Since Paul deliberately uses egraphe (written), he can only have one thing in mind – the Tanakh.  Paul did not teach from the New Testament.  All of his instruction is derived from the Tanakh.  We might be inclined to say, “If it was good enough for Paul, it’s good enough for me.” In the end, each of us must settle the issue of the authority of the Tanakh, not the authority of Scripture.  Why the difference?  Because far too often believers say that they accept the entire Bible as their authority, but when it comes to practice, they start with Matthew and end with Revelation.
Topical Index: egraphe, hemon nouthesia, instruction, Torah, 1 Corinthians 10:11-12

September 14  “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit,”  Matthew 28:19  NASB

Just Asking

In the name of – Recently Uriel be Mordechai came to my home to teach a group of readers about the impact of the p46 document (papyrus #46 is a series of ancient copies of part of the apostolic writings dating from about 180-200 CE).  He pointed out several textual changes, apparently deliberately made, from the time of p46 to the Codex Sinaiticus  (circa 4th C.).  These changes look as if they were theologically motivated since they imply significant alterations in the status of the Messiah, particularly concerning his divinity.  With this in mind, I thought it useful to once more take a look at the baptismal formula found at the end of Matthew.
eis to onoma tou (“in the name of”) reads the Greek text of Matthew.  Significantly, neither Mark, Luke, John or Acts repeats this command.  While the other gospels record versions of the “Great Commission” and the book of Acts provides instances of its application, nowhere does the phrase “in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit” occur.  Perhaps even more curious is the fact that Matthew, a gospel written specifically with a Jewish audience in mind, uses a phrase that no Jew would have understood at that time.  In fact, the doctrine of the Trinity was first mentioned by Tertullian in about 200AD and was not fully established in the Christian Church until the council of Nicaea is 325 AD (and even then, it was still a controversy).  

We know that another Trinitarian expression found in 1 John 5:7 in the KJV is really an addition to the text in about 800 AD, first appearing in a treatise written by Priscillian in about 385 AD.  Once incorporated into the text, it was treated as a proof of the doctrine of the Trinity.  But the truth is that John never wrote it.  Is it so difficult to imagine that some translator of Matthew’s Hebrew gospel added this expression to the text, believing that the doctrine of the Trinity established in the mouth of Jesus would provide substantial credibility to the Church’s distinctiveness from Judaism?  Is it so difficult to grasp the fact that no Jew in the first century could have embraced the Trinitarian concept of the Christian doctrine formulated more than 300 years later?  The difficulty is exacerbated by the very fact that Christian theologians have struggled for thousands of years to provide a rational, logical explanation of the doctrine that God is “three in one.”  All analogies ultimately fail since there are no worldly counterparts to the unique idea.  In the end, Christian theology is left with something like Tertullian’s comment that the doctrine of the Trinity must be divinely revealed because it cannot be humanly constructed.  As Erickson puts it, “It is so absurd from a human standpoint that no one would have invented it.  We do not hold the doctrine of the Trinity because it is self-evident or logically cogent.  We hold it because God has revealed that this is what he is like.”

If you take Erickson’s words seriously, this is an astounding admission.  The bottom line is this:  The doctrine of the Trinity doesn’t make any sense.  But the affirmation of the Church is that it is correct anyway.  Now, if it doesn't make any sense, how did we come to believe it?  Erickson uses the absurdity of the idea to suggest that it must come from God Himself.  It is beyond human comprehension, therefore, it must have been divinely revealed.  But this is quite odd.  We don’t make this claim about any other doctrine.  We expect that the Sovereign God who reveals Himself will do so in such a way that we can understand Him and His claims upon us.  All of the Tanakh is built on the premise that God speaks in words we understand.  Apparently in every case but this one.  Why?  If the doctrine of the Trinity is “one of the truly distinctive doctrines of Christianity” and “crucial for Christianity”
 then why is it uniquely “absurd” among Christian beliefs?  Furthermore, why is it fundamentally and unalterably opposed to Jewish monotheism, especially since Judaism records and recognizes that the One God manifests Himself in more than one form?  Everything about the representation of God in the Tanakh is about His singularity, His oneness.  Yet Christianity declares that this same God is not ehad (one) but rather “three in one,” whatever that means.

We won’t solve this problem today.  We probably won’t solve this problem ever.  But we can ask this question and expect a reasonable answer.  “Would those who heard Yeshua issue this command have understood Him if He actually asserted a doctrine of the Trinity?”  “Would Yeshua, the orthodox, conservative, Torah-obedient Jewish Messiah, have made such a claim?”  Doesn’t it make much more historical sense to suggest that this doctrinal stance was added to the text much later when the reading audience needed to see it in the mouth of the Savior?

Just asking.

Topical Index:  Trinity, in the name of, Erickson, Priscillian, Tertullian, Nicaea, Matthew 28:19
September 15   But when the multitudes saw this, they were filled with awe, and glorified God, who had given such authority to men.  Matthew 9:8  NASB 1977

When God Acts (Rewind)
Filled With Awe – Matthew is fond of expressions of amazement, but his fondness is not simply a literary device.  Long before Abraham Heschel mentioned it, Matthew recognized that the first step in transformation is awe, not conviction.  Unless we are confronted with a God whose power forces us beyond the limits of our understanding, we will have no need to listen to His instructions about life.  We have to be pushed to the edge before we admit that life is much, much bigger than we can control.  When we are filled with awe, there is nothing left to do but glorify God, and that starts the process of walking toward Him.

The Greek word, ethaumasan, comes from the verb thaumazo (to wonder, to marvel).  This word means to be struck with astonishment.  Notice that it presumes a lack of natural explanation.  I am not astonished at the fact that I can get on a 200,000 pound machine and be lifted off the ground to fly 3000 miles.  I know the physics of partial vacuums and the mechanics of curved wings.  I might be impressed that men can develop engines with enough power to create flight, but I am not astonished.  Neither am I astonished at the flight of a Saturn 5 rocket in spite of the fact that I can barely comprehend the amount of power it releases.  No, thaumazo is reserved for something greater than this.

When we read this story about Yeshua, we tend to think that the crowd’s reaction concerned the healing of the paralytic.  That was a miracle, indeed.  But was it astonishing?  Didn’t the Jews have a rich history of healing miracles?  Weren’t there examples from their past of much greater feats of power?  Unusual, yes.  Wonderful, of course.  But astonishing?  Hmm?  Maybe not.  So what were they astonished about?

This story involves two elements, only one of which can be explained.  The explainable element is the healing.  God heals through His prophets.  A prophet is on the scene, so the healing can be comprehended.  But forgiveness?  Only God can forgive (the scribes were right).  For a man to pronounce forgiveness of sins without acting as an intermediary with God was beyond comprehension.  No Jew could imagine such a thing.  For this man, Yeshua, to forgive sins directly and then demonstrate that His forgiveness was real by healing the paralytic as proof – now that is astonishing.  That requires me to fall on my face in praise.  That is beyond the edge of how I understand the world.

Matthew’s gospel has an objective.  That objective is to demonstrate that Yeshua is the Messiah.  This story provides evidence for Matthew’s claim.  A prophet may heal.  A holy man may heal.  Perhaps even someone quite ordinary may be used of God to heal.  But who among us can forgive sin?  We have become numb to a reality that the audience understood on that day.  Forgiveness is astonishing!  The holy God, the just God, the God of perfect integrity and unity – how can such a God forgive?  And how in all the world is it possible that such a God would give this authority to a man?  It’s beyond me.  All I am able to do is say, “Praise Him, praise Him, praise Him.”

Topical Index:  astonishment, amazement, awe, thaumazo, forgiveness, Matthew 9:8
September 16  Shabbat
September 17   Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit,  Matthew 28:19  NASB

Jewish Evangelism?

Go – John Piper wrote the introduction to Avi Snyder’s book, Jews Don’t Need Jesus  . . . and Other Misconceptions.  In his introduction, Piper says, “Before I knew this book was being written, I had said to the content team at our web-based ministry, desiringGod.org, ‘I want us to do more for the cause of Jewish evangelism.’” 
 Frankly, that’s all you need to read about Piper and Snyder.  Both are quite mistaken.

Piper notes that “Jewish people embraced Jesus in the early days of the Christian church;” and “the first and greatest Christian missionary, a Jew himself and former Pharisee, the apostle Paul,  . . .”  Piper’s replacement theology defies his emotional affirmation of Jews.  Like most evangelicals, he reads Scripture with the eyes of the Greek church fathers and he concludes, as they do, that the Jews rejected the Messiah, that the followers of the Messiah are Christians and that the Jews must convert to Christianity or face the judgment of God.  There is nothing new here.  We might as well be reading Justin Martyr.  It’s just a shame that 2000 years of anti-Semitic teaching is still in place in popular ministries.

Piper ignores that fact that Paul does not call himself a former Pharisee.  He ignores that fact that the term “Christian” is never used as a self-identification appellation by the followers of Yeshua.  He ignores the fact that “Jesus” is not the name of the Messiah.  He ignores that fact that the word translated “convert” is never applied to any Jew but only to Gentiles.  HE ignores that fact that the Jerusalem counsel of acts 15 did not struggle with the question of how to make Jews into Christians but rather what to do about Gentiles who were coming into the Jewish community.  And he makes no effort to understand what the commission of Matthew 28 really says.  Piper is a proto-typical Christian evangelical.  He believes he has the answer and no amount of lexical or historical analysis is going to change that.

“Go,” says the evangelically biased translation.  But the word is poreuthentes, an aorist, passive participle.  It is not an imperative (a command).  It is rather a description, something like, “As you have been going along.”  In other words, this is not a commission.  It is an instruction about how to act in the ordinary course of your journey in life.  Evangelicals desperately want “Jesus” to tell them to convert the world, but Yeshua doesn’t say that.  He says, “While traveling the road, disciple others.”  When a rabbi talks about discipling others, he is not speaking about conversion.  He is speaking about training the mind and the body in the ways of the Father.  The emphasis is on the life-long training, not the once-is-good-enough conversion.  Piper likes Snyder’s book because Snyder is a Jew who is no longer Jewish.  But that doesn’t mean Yeshua is a Christian.  As Heschel notes, “A Jew without Torah is obsolete.”
Topical Index:  go, poreuthentes, Piper, Snyder, Matthew 28:19
September 18   Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you.  Ephesians 4:32  NASB
The Roast

Forgiving – How humorous is it to sit around a room and belittle another person?  How much laughter do we derive from pointing out someone else’s flaws or embarrassing moments?  Why do we enjoy watching another person squirm under the spotlight?  One more invasive question.  Why is the “roast” usually conducted among men?

For years I have been troubled by the typical verbal sport of men putting each other down.  I see no redeeming value in this kind of humor.  In fact, I consider it a form of lashon ha’ra (the evil tongue).  Oh, it’s culturally accepted, I know.  In fact, some of the worst behavior I ever witnessed was conducted at men’s retreats.  Bawdy laughter over another man’s failures is not what I think Paul had in mind.

And, as far as I can tell, this is only the tip of the iceberg in a world where men are taught, by word and deed, to never expose themselves to personal vulnerability.  The results are tragic.  Men are not happy.  How can they be when they face a world, even a Christian world, that humiliates them for their weaknesses?  When Paul wrote to the Ephesians, he used some very important words; words that should eliminate pitiful attempt at humor at the expense of another person.  The first of these words that we must examine is charizomai; a verb that means, “to give freely,” in this context, “to forgive without strings.”  The root of this word is chairo, “to rejoice, to experience joy.”  That’s the point of forgiveness—to experience the joy of knowing you are right with the world and with God.  If that doesn’t happen, then something is wrong.  For men to be happy, joy must be present.  The tragedy of the male cultural world is the joy probably isn’t even in the vocabulary.  Men can be satisfied, successful, satiated, substantial and sagacious, but not joyful.  There is a tiny bit of embarrassment associated with David dancing before the Lord or singing as he entered Jerusalem.  Those actions might be acceptable in the ancient Hebrew culture, but not today.  Today men need to be powerful, hardened and resolute.  No tears of exuberance, please.

Paul pushes us toward a different reality; a reality where even the rocks express emotions.  In the Hebrew universe, everything is alive.  It is a personal and corporate tragedy beyond compare to find that human males are emotionally deceased.  Joy does not have a sister named heartless.

Why can't men be happy?  The answer seems to be connected with the lack of joy in their lives, and a culture where joy is considered a sign of weakness.  Western Man is very much a product of stoicism.  Perhaps the first step in recovering our God-given humanity is forgiving ourselves for being so hard on ourselves.  
Topical Index:  charizomai, forgive, lashon ha’ra, evil speech, chairo, joy, Ephesians 4:32
September 19   Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you.  Ephesians 4:32  NASB
Good Digestion

Tender-hearted – Have you ever been so emotionally mistreated that your stomach became upset?  Have you experienced trauma to the point of getting sick?  Then you know exactly what this Greek word is all about.  The word is eusplanchnoi, from two other Greek words, eu, meaning “good,” and splanchnon, a word that refers to the intestines.  Getting sick to your stomach over an insult, abuse or personal slight is the exact opposite of this word.  

In the ancient world, men believed that the seat of emotions was in the belly, the gut.  Therefore, this word refers to that area of the body where we feel the upset or the joy.  Paul exhorts the Ephesians to demonstrate compassion (tender-heartedness in English) to others.  Why?  Because compassion is desperately needed to allow disciples to grow.  I don’t mean grading on the curve or avoiding red pen marks on student papers.  I mean personal empathy with the deepest wounds of another.  

Eusplanchnoi is in very short supply in this world.  Most of us live with a mild case of emotional indigestion.  Despite personal insults, accusations, misunderstanding and errors, we survive.  We survive because we tolerate this mild abuse and we learn to self-medicate so we won’t feel the sting.  We know things aren’t really right, but we have put up with these small emotional snubs so long and so often that we’ve developed what we think is an immunity.  In fact, the disease of shame is still there, waiting for a trigger event to claim its hold over us.  

God is not interested in our survival.  That isn’t life.  That’s just existing.  Rocks exist.  That don’t feel shame or guilt or joy or pleasure.  At least not in our paradigm.  But in Hebrew, everything feels.  Mountains clap their hands for joy.  Stars sing praises to the Lord.  The earth performs a symphony of amazement.  But we live in the truncated world of Greek rationalism.  We have neutered our emotions in order to control our destinies.  We survive.  What kind of life is that?  We know how to mix concrete but we don’t know how to listen to the music of the creation.

When was the last time you felt warm and fuzzy about yourself?  When were you last compassionate to yourself?  Ah, it’s much easier to be sympathetic toward others, to put on the “compassion” mask in order to hide those inner accusations that make us ashamed and afraid.  That way people will focus on the external act and not ask, “How do you feel about being so nice to those people?”  No, we shift the attention to the observable and avoid the hidden emotional chaos.

Hebrew compassion is a two-way street.  When I show real euspanchnos toward someone else, I also benefit.  I feel good about myself.  My emotional intestines digest spiritual food perfectly.  I feel alive.  I discover that when I struggle with those indigestible feelings of shame or guilt, exhibiting euspanchnos halts the downward spiral.  Compassion is spiritual Alka-Seltzer.  

Topical Index:  euspanchnos, tender-hearted, compassion, Ephesians 4:32
September 20   Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you.  Ephesians 4:32  NASB

Penetrating the Veil

In – How does one translate without interpreting when the word in question has multiple, ambiguous meanings depending on the context?  The perfect answer would be to ask the author what he meant, but, of course, this is impossible.  The next nearly perfect answer would be to supply all the possible meanings rather than pick one out of the herd.  But that has serious theological consequences.  Suppose we take this preposition, en, as agency or instrumentality, rather than sphere of reference.  Then we could translate the passage, “Just as God through the Messiah also has forgiven you.”  But that would mean that forgiveness comes from God, not the Messiah.  In other words, the Messiah is only the instrument of God’s forgiveness.  “Jesus” did not die on the cross for your sins.  His death was the instrument by which God brought reconciliation to men and it is God who does the forgiving (please, don’t pull out the “Jesus is God” rebuttal here.  The verse draws a distinction, not an equivalence).  But this isn’t the end of the problem.  En as a preposition simply disappears from Greek over time.  Furthermore, when it is used in earlier periods, it seems to overlap quite a few other prepositions, in both literal and figurative cases.  Apparently the ambiguity of en is built into the word itself.  Good luck with picking an English translation.

Why does this even matter?  Can’t we be content with “in Christ” rather than “through Christ?”  If our Christology (what we believe about Yeshua) is not well thought out, subject to inherited drift or just plain dogmatic, then maybe any word will do.  But if we care about the cultural background of the author and the assumptions of the original audience, then the words really matter.  And in this case, if Paul is a Torah-observant, monotheistic Pharisee, it is quite unlikely that he would think Yeshua as Messiah is the author of forgiveness.  The translator’s choice of “in” pushes us toward Trinitarianism, away from orthodox Jewish thought, and perhaps, away from what Paul intended to communicate.  

Translation is verbalized, interpretative bias.  That doesn’t mean it’s wrong.  It only means that the hearer in the receptor language is getting a picture drawn in his own way of thinking, not necessarily according to the author’s way of thinking.  This problem is particular acute when the author and the hearer do not share the same historical and cultural paradigms.  But that is precisely the case when it comes to translating the Bible.  We need constant reminders that we are not native speakers.  I don’t mean that we are not Jews.  What I mean is that no one on the planet today speaks and thinks like the world of the 10th century BCE or the 1st Century CE.  We need authors like Aviya Kushner to force us to admit that the language of the Tanakh is “beautifully unruly, often ambiguous, multiple in meaning, and hard to pin down.”
  We need scholars like Daniel Gruber to correct our perceptions of biblical Greek and realize that it is Jewish Greek, not Western.
  But most of all we need to come to terms with the fact that the Bible was not written to us.  We are eavesdroppers on a conversation between God and Israel, and as soon as we think we are on a conference call, we will be mistaken in our conclusions.

Topical Index:  in, en, prepositions, Aviya Kushner, Daniel Gruber, Ephesians 4:32
September 21   as sorrowful yet always rejoicing, as poor yet making many rich, as having nothing yet possessing all things.  2 Corinthians 6:10  NASB

Committed Contradictions: Part 1

Sorrowful/rejoicing - Has your life become a reflection of the life of Paul?  Do you know both sides of the coin of committed contradictions?

In the last few weeks, God has been pressing me.  My fellowship with Job has not graduated from chapter 37 to chapter 38.  Just in case you have forgotten, chapter 38 is God’s answer to Job’s plea.  From chapter 38 to the end of Job, God takes charge.  I want to be ready to hear His answer, but I still feel stuck in the middle of the story.  

One of the participants in a study of Romans made a comment that pushed me a little closer to chapter 38.  He said, “Our problem is that we don’t get to see our heavenly bank accounts.  The only way we get a glimpse of what we’re building is in groups like this.  We see people changing.  We see lives being reborn.  That’s money in the bank from God’s perspective.  But we don’t see it except in other people.  We think we don’t have much, but God sees something we don’t.”

Paul captured the same thought when he wrote to the Corinthian church.  How can you be sorrowful but always rejoicing, poor but rich, possess everything but have nothing?  Answering these questions reveals the dual foundation of our understanding of the world.  One pillar of that foundation stands on the Greek concept of control and success.  The other pillar stands on the Hebrew view of obedience and wisdom.  

Let’s start with Paul’s first contradiction:  sorrowful but always rejoicing.

The Greeks believed that the opposite of sorrow was pleasure.  We have carried that idea into our world with the word hedonism.  The ancient Greek word did not have the connotation of unrestrained physical indulgence that we associate with contemporary hedonism.  Hedone is a Greek word for pleasure, but it included the pleasure of what is  good, the pleasure of virtue and reason.  Hedone covers all kinds of pleasure, from sensuality to ethical self-control.  Notice that the Greek culture believed that this wide umbrella called pleasure was the opposite of sorrow.  Life without grief, troubles and turmoil was the life of pleasant harmony, laudable virtues and highest self-control.  Many of our contemporary culture’s heroes and heroines display this Greek philosophy of life.  They point us in the direction of a world governed by reasonable men and women, built on high values, measured by education, enlightenment and peaceful coexistence.

Sorrow in Greek is lupe.  The see-saw of life throws us into constant swings between lupe and hedone, but even though we all strive for pleasure rather than pain and sorrow, life without the valley of suffering could lose its meaning.  In order to know pleasure, we must endure pain.  This is why hedone is not restricted to sensual indulgence.  True pleasure is the antithesis of all painful endurance including the sorrow of misunderstanding and deception, the agony of the mind and the emotions.  

In our contemporary Western culture we stand with one pillar of our worldview firmly planted on this Greek foundation.  We chase the dream of life without pain and suffering.  We pursue hedone, not merely as sensual experience but in the beauty of the arts, the excellence of a trained mind and the achievement of human goals.  We know sorrow because we are subject to see-saw human experience.  But we almost universally hope to win the lottery and enjoy the “good life”—the life free from the very struggle that makes pleasure so desirable.  

The celebrity culture is a testimony to the ultimate inadequacy of this Greek way of thinking.  How many times have we seen the same scene played out in the lives of our modern day icons of pleasure?  The ones who have everything run into the wall of meaninglessness.  Without sorrow and struggle, their lives become an endless and fruitless pursuit of one more encounter with hedone.  They discover what Solomon knew centuries ago.  Desire remains unsatisfied no matter how large the appetite.  Vanity, vanity, all is vanity.  In the end, “man goes to his eternal home while mourners go about the street”  (Ecclesiastes 11:5).

The religious version of this see-saw is called the “balanced life.”  Balance is supposed to provide us control of this see-saw world so that we aren’t affected by the wild swings of suffering.  That’s why the Greeks feared emotions.  They knew, just as we do, that all emotions push us off the playing field of rational control.  Love is no better than heartache when it comes to upsetting reason, although most of us would rather be driven crazy with love than with broken hearts.  The fundamental operational commitment of balanced-life thinking is the assumption that reason reins supreme and that control is a rational exercise.  So we tell people to get their heads straight or stop listening to their emotions or think before they act.  We’re confused.  If we really looked at the evidence, we would discover why the Greeks were afraid.  Emotions are passive.  That doesn’t mean that they sit around in the corner waiting for something to do.  It means that we are not the active agents in emotional dramas.  They happen to us, not through us.  That’s why they are so frightening.  They are alien invaders that somehow reside in our best intentions.  They have a will of their own and the ability to attack our carefully controlled lives at a whim.  In the Greek world, no one is safe from the fate of emotional upheaval.  Twenty-five centuries later, neither are we.

Eventually the Greeks settled on the Stoic answer.  It is still with us today.  If emotions are the real culprits of life, then we can protect ourselves from emotions by disconnecting from feelings.  This may require austerity.  After all, attachment to things is an open door for impending disappointment.  This may also require isolation and insulation.  Don’t get too close to anyone.  Heartache is right around the corner.  We have a colloquial saying about getting burned twice.  In the end, the stoic existence is a neutered world.  Freedom from pain comes at the price of denial of what really matters in life.

The apostles also use the word lupe for sorrow.  But they do not see hedone as the opposite of sorrow.  The apostolic writings reflect the other pillar of our cultural heritage—the Hebrew/Jewish side.  In the writings of the apostles, the opposite of sorrow is not pleasure.  It is rejoicing.  

We don’t have too much trouble with the Greek view.  Pleasure and pain seem so logically opposed that we hardly think about this.  Sorrow and harmony feel like opposites.   But how can rejoicing release us from this emotional roller coaster tyranny?   What possible reason can there be for rejoicing in the midst of suffering?

There are answers here but not the ones we might expect.  First, notice that the biblical focus is not on escaping sorrow.  The focus is on how we respond to sorrow, not how we avoid it.  The Bible does not embrace the Greek worldview that emotions like sorrow are destructive attacks on the goal of a balanced life.  The Bible does not endorse the myth of balance.  In fact, Yeshua tells us that if we are his followers, we can expect trouble.  We will live in a world that hates us and seeks to harm us.  There is no avoiding it.  Yeshua does not offer a way of blissful repose, a spiritual prosperity investment scheme or a life of protection from consequences.  The goal of serving God is not balance.  It is alignment.  If you seek alignment with God, you will be at odds with the world.  That entails conflict.  Paul reminds us that being a friend to the world means that you are an enemy of God.  There is no middle ground here.  The reason that followers of Yeshua have sorrow is that alignment with God means living according to an alien ethic in this place and time.  

It is worthwhile to ask ourselves if we are really ready to act upon this fact.  If our motivation is to find a comfortable fit between who we want to be and the world that we live in, we need to do some serious reassessment.  There is a lot more at stake than morality when Paul exhorts us to avoid the patterns of this world.  Alignment is going to demand sacrifice and hardship.  That’s the background to our opening verse: “as sorrowful yet always rejoicing.” When Yeshua says that His followers need to count the cost, he is not speaking metaphorically.  The cost of discipleship is high.  The price is walking directly into the path of suffering, not because we seek pain but because alignment with God means pain is unavoidable.  If you thought that being a follower meant freedom from consequences, then you did not understand the call.  You did not understand the cross.  You did not understand what God intended for those who are asked to redeem a broken world.

There are two reactions in the Biblical perspective.  The first is passive.  Alignment with God causes us to be grieved, to be sorrowful.   Our efforts at alignment bring about consequences.  We do not actively seek grief and sorrow.  The Greeks were right:  it happens to us.  But the Greeks thought that such emotions were dangerous disturbances to balance.  The follower of Yeshua sees that these are not emotional interruptions; they are the consequences of living for God in an alien environment.  Sorrow and grief come as a result of the disparity between the world God wants and the world as it is, and we, His representatives, become the intersections of these two worlds.  As long as we are aliens here, these worlds will collide around us.  But that collision is not the dungeon of emotional tyranny.  It is the evidence that God is at work, dismantling the old and replacing it with the new.  The work is painful but entirely necessary.

As a result of this change in perspective, we are not simply the passive victims of sorrow and grief.  We are called to active response.  This is the other side of the movement.  The world in its struggle against God’s intentions brings about sorrow.  That conflict plays its hand in our lives.  And we respond by rejoicing!

We are not the actors when the conflict between God’s way and the way of the world produces sorrow.  We are the audience.  It often brings us to tears as we see lives torn apart in this cosmic battle.  But at that point, the stage changes.  We are called to leave the seat in the audience and step onto the stage.  God’s answer to the terror of worlds in collision is—rejoice!  How can this be?  How can the terrible trauma of life lead us to joy?  It cannot! Unless there is a God Who is directing all things toward His purposes!

Imagine the differences in worldview.  The Greek post-modern view is a world filled with unpredictability and risk.  Emotional trauma only exposes our carefully constructed mythology of control.  We are faced with the frightening reality that we are helpless victims of forces beyond us.  The Hebrew worldview begins from a completely different observation.  God, the same God Who created all that is, is in charge.  The universe is not a random pinball bouncing in some cosmic machine.  It moves with intentional purpose.  Much more importantly, the God Who is Creator has invited me to participate in His purposes.  And since He is utterly trustworthy, I can trust my life to His direction.  When I encounter the events that cause horror and fear in those who live in a God-absent world, I still feel the pain, sorrow and grief.  But because I know Who God is, I can rejoice.  I am not a helpless victim.  I can be an active agent proclaiming God’s sovereignty to a world in deconstruction.  In fact, Paul suggests that as a follower of Yeshua I am required to actively rejoice.  Rejoicing takes the form of a command, not an optional psychology.  Rejoicing is a deliberate choice to align myself with God’s perspective in spite of the circumstances.  Rejoicing does not whitewash or minimize or ignore the sorrow.  Quite the opposite.  Because rejoicing calls me to act as God would act, I am called to embrace sorrow and grief just as God does.  I am called to walk in the shadow of the cross, to accept the brokenness of this world as reality now but not as the defining character of reality later.  I am to enter into sorrow and grief, not run from it, because God is in the midst of sorrow and grief, redeeming the world for Himself.

The Greek world – fear of emotional imbalance.  The Greek answer – hide, run, protect, ignore, pretend.  The Greek result – a godless world full of fear.

The Hebrew world – aligned with the God Who is.  The Hebrew answer – engaged, confronting, informed, honest, available.  The Hebrew result – God filled and full of confidant trust.

Your life can only be moving in one of these two directions.  They stand as polar opposites, allowing no compromise position.  When life jolts you with the reasonably expected unreasonable exposure, which way do you move? 

Topical Index:  hedone, pleasure, lupe, sorrow, 1 Corinthians 6:10
September 22   Praise the LORD!  How blessed is the man who fears the LORD, who greatly delights in His commandments.  Psalm 112:1  NASB

Straight Talk

Blessed – Congratulations!  You who follow God’s instructions are blessed.  Of course, that doesn’t mean you have all the measures of success in this world.  The psalmist might go on to say that those men who fear God and follow Him experience power, wealth, riches and fame, but his optimistic view doesn’t seem to always be the case.  We have plenty of examples of God-fearing men whose lives appear to be anything but blessed.  Perhaps we need to revise what we think “blessed” (‘ashre) means.

The verbal root of the group of words is ʾāšar.  It actually means, “to go straight, to walk.”  Notice what Victor Hamilton says about this:

The verb occurs in the Qal only in Prov 9:6, “go / walk in the way of understanding.” In the Piel it is used eleven times with several nuances of which the most prominent is “to bless, called blessed”: Gen 30:13; Mal 3:12, 15; Job 29:11; Ps 72:17; Prov 31:28; Song 6:9; similarly in two cases in the Pual, Ps 41:2 [H 3]; Prov 3:18. The relationship, if any, between Qal “to go” and Piel “to bless” is not apparent. 

Hamilton points out that this word for bless is not attributed to God.  When God is involved, the verb is barak, not ʾāšar.  Why?  Because ʾāšar is “a word of envious desire, ‘to be envied with desire is the man who trusts in the Lord.’ God is not man and therefore there are no grounds for aspiring to his state even in a wishful way.”
  In addition, ʾāšar requires that a man do something to experience this state of happiness.  That’s the critical element in Psalm 112.  In order to experience the state of bliss, this man must “fear” the Lord.  Of course, there is a lot involved in the verb yare’ as well, but it starts with this:  showing due respect and awe before the Creator of all.  In Hebrew thinking, showing due respect and awe is not simply a matter of genuflecting.  Fearing YHVH means obeying His instructions, following His ways and modeling His actions.  The psalmist parallels yare’ with ḥāpēṣ (delight), a word expressing great emotional desire.  In other words, the combination of yare’ and ḥāpēṣ indicates that this man has “fallen in love with God,” and can’t imagine life without this attachment.  Since his love for God permeates every part of his existence, this experience alone is the blessed reward.  All the rest, if it should occur, is icing on the cake.

The psalmist offers a compelling and condemning proclamation in one breath.  Have you fallen in love with God?  Are you swept up in emotional reverie when you consider Him?  Do you find that you pursue God for His sake?  Then you are indeed a man of ʾašrê.  And if not, then perhaps you’re missing one of life’s greatest blessings.

Topical Index: ʾašrê, happiness, blessing, ʾāšar, yare’, fear, ḥāpēṣ, delight, desire, Psalm 112:1
September 23   Shabbat

September 24  His descendants will be mighty on earth; the generation of the upright will be blessed.  Psalm 112:2  NASB

Straight Ahead

Upright – What does it mean to be upright?  In biblical terms, this is not an inherited condition.  It’s not about having a conscience.  It’s learned behavior.  God grants man the ability to learn the Torah, but He does not build a man’s conscience so that Torah is automatically exhibited.  That means each man must learn God’s ways for himself.  Ah, but there is an assistant in this process.  It is the father of each person.  The reason the psalmist calls a man blessed is because he sees his children living in a way that pleases God.  Then the generation will be called “straight.”  That’s the Hebrew word here—yesharim—the straight ones.  What a state of bliss it is for a father to see his children following God!

Notice that the psalmist extends this blissful state to the children themselves.  They are also blessed.  But here the word is barak where we might have expected ashre.  After all, barak is typically associated with God’s actions, not the actions of men, while ashre is associated with something that men do to cause delight.  But barak is also a term describing favor passes from a superior to someone in a lesser position, and that is precisely the case here.  The father of the family passes a great blessing to his children when he himself is a man of yashar.  The influence of straight living becomes the measuring rod of the children.  Yes, they are still responsible for their own choices, but the yashar father is likely to produce yesharim.  The opposite is also true.  Fathers without straight ways pleasing to God are likely to produce children whose lives reflect chaos and confusion.  Measuring sticks are crucially important and a father is responsible for a great deal more than putting bread on the table.

There is a difference between uprightness and righteousness.  The difference is important. “Uprightness as the manner of life is a characteristic of the blameless (Prov 11:5) and of the man of discernment (Ps 119:128, ‘I have lived uprightly’).” 
  Uprightness can be accomplished by discipline alone.  A man can commit himself to the narrow way.  But that won’t bring him into relationship with His creator.  “Righteousness is exhibited only through conformity to standards set out in the word of God.”
  That conformity is a sign of hesed, and hesed always requires relationship.  This is what Yeshua meant when he spoke of the vital connection between hands and heart in fulfilling the commandments.

This verse is a challenge to fathers.  You are the evidence of God’s involvement with your family.  You are the measuring stick.  And you have the potential to pass an immeasurable blessing to your children.  If you walk straight ahead.
Topical Index:  yashar, straight, upright, barak, bless, Psalm 112:2
September 25   Wealth and riches are in his house, and his righteousness endures forever.  Psalm 112:3  NASB
The List

Righteousness – The blessed father is one whose children are aligned with God’s word (Psalm 112:2), but his influence doesn’t stop there.  His righteousness endures.  What does that mean?  Does it mean that the father experiences eternal life?  Does it mean that his status in the family never wanes?  Does it mean God “saves” him?  Consider this explanation of tsedaqa, the Hebrew term translated “righteousness.”
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.

Did you notice that righteousness is a function of relationship interaction between men and with God?  It’s not an imputed condition, allocated by God to the elect.  It’s action; action taken by a man who treats his neighbors with dignity, who honors agreements, who seeks peace and who follows God’s instructions.  In this very important sense, righteousness is within reach of everyone!  The elect are elect because they choose to act as the elect.  Righteousness is a very human goal.  

How does a man exhibit righteousness?  He keeps his word.  He doesn’t defraud people.  He is upright in his dealing with others.  He obeys God’s instructions.  He cares for the stranger.  He offers hospitality.  He does not pursue wealth as a means of power over others.  He does not victimize the helpless.  He gives—freely and without regard for gain.  He is a blessing to his community and his nation.  He administers his tasks with ethical perspicuity.  He is a true friend.  He abuses neither himself nor others.  In other words, he walks as a man of God whose feet are at home in the dust of the earth.

Make your list.  How are you becoming the elect?

Topical Index:  righteousness, tsedaqah, elect, Psalm 112:3

September 26  Light arises in the darkness for the upright; He is gracious and compassionate and righteous.  Psalm 112:4  NASB
Born Again

Compassionate – The consonant structure of raḥûm, the Hebrew word for “compassionate,” offers an interesting linguistic insight into its meaning and application.  You see, raḥûm, can be slightly altered by changing the vowels.  Then it becomes raḥam, the word for the womb.  It’s probably not accidental that the consonants that mean compassion can also be vocalized as womb.  After all, the greatest human display of deep love and concern is found in the relationship between a mother and her unborn child.  This is real compassion.  Everything the mother does, every experience she has, every emotion, every thought, every word is transferred to the child in the womb.  That child’s life utterly depends on the mother, and the consequences of what the mother does will remain with that child long after it is free of the umbilical cord.  The responsibility is as close as any human being will ever come to the kind of care God has for His people.  In fact, when God passes by Moses hidden in the split in the rock, He declares that He is birthing Israel with the same kind of intimate connection (Exodus 34:6).

Amazingly, this word shows up in the description of the father.  Psalm 112:3 is a verse about the character of a man.  Perhaps men can appreciate the incredible intimacy between a mother and the child she is carrying, but empathy is about as far as it can go.  Nevertheless, the psalmist claims that a man can be recognized for his compassion.  How does this happen?

rāḥam is used infrequently (twelve of forty-seven times) of men. It is used only once in the Qal when the Psalmist confesses his love for Jehovah (18:1 [H 2]). The depth of this love is shown by the connection of this word with reḥem/raḥam. Compare Isaiah (49:15) who uses it of a mother’s love toward her nursing baby. It can also refer to a father’s love (Ps 103:13). Apparently, this verb connotes the feeling of mercy which men have for each other by virtue of the fact that they are human beings (Jer 50:42) and which is most easily prompted by small babies (Isa 13:18) or other helpless people. It is this natural mercy for the helpless that Israel’s and Babylon’s enemies will lack in their cruelty . . .

According to Scripture, raḥûm is a natural human emotion.  Its absence is an indicator that something non-human has overcome a person.  In fact, a world without compassion is a world without God since the very first thing God says when He describes His own character is that He is compassionate.  Hold on to that!  I’m afraid we will need it as a constant reminder where we live.  Something is very, very wrong with this world.  Perhaps our job is to exhibit raḥûm wherever we possibly can.  That’s what a man of God must do.

We should notice that the word is a powerful description of God Himself.  “This root is frequently used of God. It incorporates two concepts: first, the strong tie God has with those whom he has called as his children (Ps 103:13). God looks upon his own as a father looks upon his children; he has pity on them (cf. Mic 7:19). The second concept is that of God’s unconditioned choice (ḥānēn, grace). God tells Moses that he is gracious and merciful to whomever he chooses (Ex 33:19).”

Can the man of God afford anything less than compassion?  Can he be a man of God without it?  Perhaps the most important task we have as God’s children is to consciously develop raḥûm as an active ingredient in our lives.
Topical Index:  compassion, raḥûm, raḥam, womb, Psalm 112:4
September 27  It is well with the man who is gracious and lends; He will maintain his cause in judgment.  Psalm 112:5  NASB

Give and it shall be Given

Gracious – Exodus 34:6 and 7 are crucial verses.  They communicate God’s own self-description.  The words He uses as He passes by Moses reveal the character of the God we serve, worship and love.  If a man wants to be the image of His creator, then ḥānan must be an integral part of his life.  Without it, men are in league with everything that opposes their Maker.  The state of the world today could probably be summarized in just two words:  lo ḥannûn, “no graciousness.”
What does ḥānan imply?  What does it mean to exhibit the graciousness of God?  “The verb ḥānan depicts a heartfelt response by someone who has something to give to one who has a need.”
  Sometimes we call this “pity,” but that pushes the idea toward an internal emotional response rather than an external decision to act.  Hebrew isn’t Greek.  In the Greek world, pity does not require response.  You and I can “feel” upset by the misfortunes of others, but that doesn’t mean we will actually do anything about it.  We can simply turn to another station, delete the email, pretend it doesn't affect us, go to the mall.  We can push the images from our minds while still feeling sympathetic.  In our world, there is a statue of limitation on compassion.

But not in Hebrew.  If we are going to act like God, think like God, choose like God and be His children, then it is simply impossible to pretend that the sorrow of the world doesn’t really matter to us.  The rationalization, “What can I really do about this anyway?” is sin!  Would God ever say such a thing?  Will He tolerate those who do?  Oh, and just in case you thought ḥānan applied only to people, you need serious correction.  ḥānan is also for the pangolin.  Ah, you don’t know what a pangolin is?  “Pangolins are hunted and eaten in many parts of Africa and are one of the more popular types of bush meat, while local healers use the pangolin as a source of traditional medicine. They are also in great demand in southern China and Vietnam because their meat is considered a delicacy and some believe that pangolin scales have medicinal qualities. Over the past decade, over one million pangolins are believed to have been illegally trafficked, making it the most trafficked animal in the world.”

Pangolins are like these children.  Trafficked.  Abused.  Turned into profit by evil men.  Men who disregard everything about God, and don’t care.  Pangolins are like rhinos, elephants, lions, red wolves, black-footed ferrets and righteous people.  Nearly extinct.  Victims of greed and self-indulgence.  On Judgment Day men will answer for this callousness.  On Judgment Day, God may ask you, “And what did you do to save my creation?”

Topical Index:  ḥānan, gracious, Psalm 112:5, Exodus 34:6
September 28   For he will never be shaken; the righteous will be remembered forever.  Psalm 112:6  NASB

Tombstones

Righteous – What do you want on your tombstone?  Born: xxxx.  Died: xxxx.  And then some words about who you were.  Hopefully: ṣaddîq, the one word that will be the final marker of your life here.  The one word that describes what it meant to faithfully follow your God.  

But perhaps what it means hasn’t been so obvious to you.  Theologians have taught us that “righteous” means “conformity to an ethical or moral standard.”
  That means righteousness is about rules.  As Stigers notes, “ṣedeq, then, refers to an ethical, moral standard and of course in the ot that standard is the nature and will of God.”
  In the Western world, this sentence should cause enormous concern.  The nature and will of God is expressed in the Torah, but apparently the Church decided long ago that it was the expression of the nature and will of God.  So Torah was abandoned in favor of creeds and councils and dogma.  Think correctly instead of act godly.  Theologians can even agree that the nature and will of God is expressed in the “Old Testament” but apparently none of the Hebrew got translated into Greek.  Don’t you find this strange?

As if this obvious contradiction isn’t enough, ṣedeq has also been transformed according to Roman thought.  If Rome was about anything at all, it was about rules.  The Roman Way is not a description of multicultural tolerance and legislative benevoence.  It is about power, the power to enforce the rules of Rome.  The Church embraced this power and essentially copied Roman administration.  Instead of the instructions of Torah, the Church gave us holy Roman rules.  But ṣedeq isn’t actually about rules at all.  Matthew Wilson’s excellent study demonstrates the ṣedeq as it is used is the description of people who are devoted to God.  The lexical definitions don’t matter.  What matters is how the term is used, and how it is used shows us that it is a relational term, not a fixed forensic (legal) state.  The man who is righteous is the man who is devoted to God regardless of whether or not he is keeping the rules.  This explains why David is called a man after God’s own heart despite his obvious sins.  David is righteous because he persues God even when he is disobedient.  It’s not the rules that make David ṣedeq.  It’s his devotion.  

Of course, devotion carries weight.  Commitment, care, concern, conscientiousness, consideration, consistency:  they are all aspects of devotion.  But devotion isn’t measured by some ethical standard.  It is measured by the willingness to bend on behalf of another, to place my agendas second or not at all, to do what I do for someone else out of love, not obligation.  That’s the man who will be remembered.  That’s the man who loved so much his whole life changed.

Topical Index:  ṣedeq, righteous, Psalm 112:6 
September 29   He will not fear evil tidings; His heart is steadfast, trusting in the Lord.  Psalm 112:7  NASB

The Foundation Stone

Steadfast – Hebrew is about reality.  Hebrew doesn’t encourage fiction.  And what’s the difference between fiction and reality.  Fiction has to make sense.

Today we look at the Hebrew word kûn.  There are basically two forms of this word.  One is about what is right and true.  The other is about the consequences of a primary statement.  Thus, kûn means, “to bring something into being with the consequence that its existence is a certainty.”
  This is what God does.  Nothing is brought into being without the certainty that it fulfills the purposes of God.  Nothing is completely accidental.  Nothing God does is fiction.  That’s why many times what God does doesn’t seem to make sense.  It’s real, not story.  Get used to it.

The man of God doesn’t make sense either.  He acts according to God’s will and purposes.  He is counter-cultural.  He is an enigma.  He can’t always be explained because explanation assumes rationality within the box.  And God isn’t in the box.  The man of God speaks, thinks, acts and feels outside the box.  We encounter him at our peril if we are box thinkers and doers.  He pushes us outside our comfort zones.  His religious stance is uncomfortable because God is uncomfortable.  I didn’t say “intolerant.”  God isn’t intolerant.  He’s demanding with velvet gloves.  He’ll let you decide, but your choices have immutable consequences.  The man of God is nākôn, in his place, established, ready.  If he were anything but the man of God, his life would be an utter contradiction, the epitome of a fool, for he trusts in something that cannot be “proven.”  He trusts in someone outside the box.  Don’t ask him to explain it all.  He can’t.  Explanation doesn’t apply outside the box.  Devotion, true-heartedness, commitment:  those are outside-the-box terms.  And when you meet such a man, you know.

If only I were such a man.
Topical Index:  kûn, nākôn, steadfast, right, Psalm 112:7

September 30  Shabbat

October 1  His heart is upheld, he will not fear, until he looks with satisfaction on his adversaries.  Psalm 112:8  NASB

Really?

With satisfaction – When you read this verse, what do you think it means?  Does it mean that the man of God will find recompense for the abuse he has suffered at the hands of the wicked?  Does it mean that he will see God’s wrath poured out on his enemies?  Does it mean that he will finally see justice done?  If that’s what you thought, you might ask yourself if this verse is more about personal revenge than it is about the ways of YHVH.  If God describes Himself with terms like compassionate, slow to anger, forgiving and merciful, then why does this verse appear to paint Him as your personal hit man?  

In fact, in Hebrew it doesn’t say this at all.  The words “with satisfaction” have been added to the text.  In Hebrew, all it says is that the righteous man yireh betsarayw’ (“looks at his enemies”).   How he looks at his enemies is entirely without comment.  It’s the reader who has to supply the context.

Okay, you’re the reader.  What did you think?  What if I challenged you to look at your enemies as God sees them?  Would the verse still be a gloating proclamation of personal justice?  Or would you suddenly realize that God sees the enemies as lost children desperately in need of being found.  Would the righteous man seek God-inspired revenge or would he weep for their sins and confusion?  You might recall Yeshua’s reaction to the city of Jerusalem, a city filled with enemies.  What did he do?  How did he respond?  When the righteous man looks on his enemies, perhaps his eyes are filled with tears and his mouth full of forgiveness.  What do you think?

You and I aren’t very much like the man of Psalm 112, are we?  We read this verse with a secret hint of personal victory.  In the end, all those who have afflicted us will get what they deserve, right?  But were we not also His enemies?  And how did He treat us?  

Maybe we aren’t fit for this psalm until we have begged forgiveness for our arrogance.

Topical Index:  justice, revenge, Psalm 112:8
October 2  He has given freely to the poor, his righteousness endures forever; his horn will be exalted in honor.  Psalm 112:9  NASB
Mistakes Will Be Made

Horn – In Hebrew, the word qeren means both the literal horn like the horn of an animal and the figurative expression of power.  The mistranslation of this word as literal horns resulted in Michelangelo’s representation of Moses with horns.  The translation should have described Moses with radiant streams like horns coming from his face after his encounter with God on Sinai.  It is this figurative meaning that the psalmist uses in this verse.  The author does not have cornucopia in mind.  He is writing about power, not plenty.  “Schmidt further notes that whereas teeth, mouth and claws are images of violent exercise of force, the horn denotes physical might and power. It is for God to exalt or trample down the horn; when men exalt their horn, it denotes arrogance (Ps 75:4–5). Consequently, ‘horn’ becomes a symbol for men endowed with such power (Dan 8:20–21).”
  

What kind of power does the man of God possess?  Actually, none!  The man of God is a channel for the power of God.  He does not possess the power at all.  In fact, in Hebrew there is no word for possession as if a man permanently held ownership.  All is loaned.  God is the only owner.  So what kind of power does the man of God exhibit?  Anything God wants to do through him and, at the same time, nothing at all.  God is on display, not the man of God.  The key to this “horn” is its transparency.  When it is exhibited, the man disappears behind the hand of the Lord.  We might want to rethink our penchant for titles and positions in the religious world.  The reason that the man of God will be exalted is simply because we can see God’s handiwork through him.  And not much else.

It’s difficult for us to be used without credit, isn’t it?  We want just that little bit of recognition for all our hard work.  In fact, we even have laws that demand we be credited.  Proper citation.  Infringement.  Copyright.  Plaques.  Street signs.  You name it; we want it.  The eternal quest for validation.  But the man of God seeks a different kind of recognition—the recognition of anonymity.  God knows.  That’s enough.

Is it enough for you?

Topical Index:  horn, qeren, power, recognition, Psalm 112:9
October 3  The wicked will see it and be vexed, he will gnash his teeth and melt away; the desire of the wicked will perish.  Psalm 112:10  NASB
Pronoun Perplexity

See it – What’s “it”?  What will the wicked see?  Will they see the revenge of the man of God, as might be suggested by adding a few words to verse 8?  Will they see the prosperity of the righteous as if “horn” meant plenty?  Will they see the honor God gives His elect servants and gnash their teeth over that?  Probably none of these.  Do the wicked really care what happens to the righteous?  Are they really jealous about those who are obedient?  Probably not.  In my experience, the wicked could care less about what the righteous do or don’t do as long as it doesn’t interfere with them.  Whatever this verse is about, it must be something that the wicked actually care about.  What do you suppose that is?

The problem is, once again, an added word.  The Hebrew reads, “The wicked will see and be vexed.”  It isn’t that they will see something (an “it”).  The verse simply says that the wicked will see (yireh).  It doesn't specify anything more.  The root verb (ra’a) has a wide variety of meanings surrounding the idea of observation.  “To see, look, mirror, appear, inspect, look at” and even, as we commonly use the term, “to understand.”  TWOT suggests that there are five important extended meanings for this verb. 

(1) rāʾâ designates the saving, understanding, believing acceptance of the Word of God as delivered by his accredited messengers.

(2) rāʾâ has the sense of the act of acceptance, especially on the part of God. God says to Noah, “Thee have I seen righteous” (Gen 7:1). Another example is Num 23:21. 
(3) Another sense is “to provide,” usually of God’s provision: I Sam 16:1, Gen 22:8, 14 (as in English to see to something is to provide it). 
(4) “To have respect to” is another, especially of God in acting with mercy (Isa 38:5; Ps 138:6).

(5) Of special importance is that rāʾâ is employed far more than any other word for the act of an authentic prophet in receiving oracles from God.

Let’s reread this verse with these distinctions in mind.  What, then, do the wicked “see”?  Can we suggest that the wicked “see” the man of God as God’s visible word of confrontation?  The reason they gnash their teeth is because this encounter calls their lives into question.  It isn’t one thing or another that bothers them.  It is the presence of God in the life of this man.  That’s what vexes them.  It’s the irritant that they are out of alignment with the Creator.  That they have missed the real point of life.

But notice this.  The man of God does not have to tell them.  It isn’t his words that give them heartburn.  It’s the fact of his existence.  This isn’t about verbal evangelism.  This is about living.  “What distinguished the righteous from the wicked?  The wicked are trapped by material things that bring them pleasure; the righteous are enchanted by the mystery of the Divine inherent in things.  Their wonder sustains their lives.”

“The problem was not whether to trust God but whether to trust one’s acceptance of God.  ‘For in much wisdom there is much pain, and he who increases knowledge increases pain’  (Ecclesiastes 1:18).”

Topical Index:  see, ra’a, wicked, Psalm 112:10
October 4  Therefore you are to be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.  Matthew 5:48  NASB
The Agony of Perfection

Be perfect – What a terrible translation!  No, it isn’t that the words aren’t correct.  The Greek esesthe teleioi does mean, “you are to be perfect.”  That’s not the problem.  The problem is that no one can be perfect!  As it stands, this verse condemns all, and furthermore, condemns all regardless of our spiritual desire.  Face it.  Human beings are “mistake makers,” as John Powell so aptly puts it.  So it’s not a question about the verb (teleioo).  It’s a question about the command itself.  

Most of us know that this verse is really a citation from Leviticus 19:2.  The text of that verse reads, “Speak to all the congregation of the sons of Israel and say to them, ‘You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy.’”  Perhaps this is even worse.  How in the world can we be “holy” like God is holy?  The typical answer is to treat holiness as if it means, “to set apart” for divine use.  That sounds accommodating.  Yes, maybe we can actually set ourselves apart for God, at least some of the time, but the sense of the verse seems to ask for more than an hour of prayer a day (or ten minutes) and a day of worship once a week.  How do I set myself apart on the job, at school, in the gym, on the road, in the store?  And since this Hebrew idea also applies to spoons, carts and animals, how does it make any sense for me?  Am I not just as condemned because everything in my life is not “set apart” for God?  Either way, these two verses seem to leave me with a declaration of my moral inadequacy.

Until I read Matthew Wilson’s study of holiness.
  In that book, Wilson makes a compelling case that holiness does not mean “set apart.”  It means “devoted.”  We are to be devoted to God in the same way that He is devoted to us, to Israel and to His creation.  “Therefore you are to be devoted, as your heavenly Father is devoted.”  Yes, that is something I can do.  I can choose God in my circumstances.  I can choose to pursue Him despite my failures and mistakes.  I can be for God, on the way toward Him, seeking His presence even when I am in the midst of terrible struggles, trauma and discouragement.  I can be just like David, a man full of vigor for God, but nevertheless a man, just like me.

And now maybe another verse makes more sense.  “For we do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but One who has been tempted in all things as we are, yet without sin” (Hebrews 4:15).  Did Yeshua devote himself to God?  Yes!  Did he do so as a man just like me?  Yes!  Did he draw upon some divine nature in order to avoid sin?  No!  He was without sin because he remained devoted, not because he wasn’t completely human.  Oh, yes, I know.  This raises all kinds of other questions.  But for now, let’s just focus on this one thing:  you and I cannot be perfect, but we can be devoted.  And isn’t that what real relationships are all about?

Topical Index:  holy, perfect, teleioo, devoted, Matthew 5:48, Leviticus 19:2
October 5  In the days of His flesh, He offered up both prayers and supplications with loud crying and tears to the One able to save Him from death, and He was heard because of His piety.  Although He was a Son, He learned obedience from the things which He suffered.  Hebrews 5:7-8  NASB

Punctuation Removed

Loud crying and tears – Do you pray like Yeshua prayed?  We all want that kind of intimacy with the Father, don’t we?  But what about this verse?  Do you pray with loud crying and tears?  Or are you more like the comment from Abraham Heschel:
“We do not refuse to pray.  We merely feel that our tongues are tied, our minds inert, our inner vision dim, when we are about to enter the door that leads to prayer.  We do not refuse to pray; we abstain from it.  We ring the hollow bell of selfishness rather than absorb the stillness that surrounds the world, hovering over all the restlessness and fear of life – the secret stillness that precedes our birth and succeeds our death.”

Let’s ask this question another way.  Why would the Messiah need to pray with loud crying and tears?  Isn’t he God?  Does he have to plead with himself to have an answer?  Perhaps we haven’t paid any attention to the obvious question because we have been seduced by the punctuation.  The capitalized pronoun.  With “He” and “Him” in capitals, the whole verse seems to be nonsense.  How can God save God from death?  Ah, the Christian solution:  just 400 years to figure out that when we read a verse like this, Yeshua is human, but when we come to the punctuation, He is divine.  Makes perfect sense, right?  So “he” becomes “He” whenever we need “him/Him” to.

No, I’m afraid not.  It doesn’t make any sense (but that’s why we believe it, according to Erickson).  What makes sense is that Yeshua and you and I face the same human struggles and the answer is praying with loud cries and tears.  Yeshua didn’t get an answer from the Father because he was already God (disguised).  He got an answer because he eulabeias—he was devout!  Holiness is devotion and Yeshua was devoted to the Father.  That’s why he was holy (devoted).  And that’s why God answered.  But it still took loud crying and tears.  The only reason for loud crying and tears is because we hurt!  We suffer.  We learn by trial and error.  It’s the human way.  Perhaps you thought that your prayers should be like those soliloquies heard from the pulpit or the crafted erudition from center stage.  That’s not how our leader prayed.

What about your prayers? 
Remember the warning:  “It is easier to study than to pray.  It is harder to become a God-fearing person than a scholar.  The evil spirit permits learning.”

Topical Index:  prayer, loud crying, tears, Messiah, Hebrews 5:7-8
October 6  as sorrowful yet always rejoicing, as poor yet making many rich, as having nothing yet possessing all things.  2 Corinthians 6:10  NASB

Committed Contradictions: Part 2

Poor/rich – The first set of antonyms in Paul’s list made us reconsider our emotional well-being.
  The second set forces us to rethink our life goals.  We start with some Greek distinctions.  

Paul uses the Greek terms ptochoi and ploutizontes.  Ptochoi is a particular kind of poor.  This is a word that describes the beggar.  It is not the word for the typical poor, the day laborer who survives without credit, without salary, without a bank account, but nevertheless, is part of the working class.  No, Paul uses the same word we find in the first Beatitude, ptochoi, the completely destitute, the man in the ditch begging for alms.  But Paul uses this term in the same way that his Master used the term.  This is a man who knows he is spiritually bankrupt, completely dependent on God’s graciousness.  This is a man who cannot afford pride.
  Paul is not describing a vow of poverty.  He is describing the character of humility.  

If this is the case, then what does the opposing term mean?  Ploutizontes is the present, active, plural participle of ploutizo.  That means whatever it is about, it’s happening now for all.  When Paul says we are beggars yet we make many rich, he is asserting something that would have been unthinkable in the first century Greco-Roman world.  Why?  Because in Greek thought, wealth makes people happy and noble.  It is honorable to be wealthy since that shows the favor of the gods, the diligence of one’s work and the character of the man.  To be poor can only mean that the gods are against you, that you are not worthy of wealth and that you have an ignoble character.  Then along comes Paul, asserting that the beggars after God bring filling benefit to others.  Beggars bring life to the full?  You must be kidding!  Paul might think that way, but no self-respecting Greek would.  Perhaps we are more Greek than we thought.  

Do you wish God would provide you with wealth?  Secretly, maybe, since it isn’t socially acceptable to speak about this in religious circles (unless you’re part of the prosperity gospel).  Do you think that God’s favor is exhibited in the same way that Zeus operated?  If you’re rich, God loves you.  If you’re poor, you haven’t tithed enough.  Right?  Please don’t pretend that this is only about spiritual benefit.  Be honest.  Do you buy Lotto tickets?  I wonder if most of us don't think that poverty is okay for missionaries (like Paul) but for the rest of us, God will supply an abundant life.  But notice Paul’s point.  Our humility produces something of inestimable value for others, not us.  We are in the business of neighbor benefits.  We pray with loud cries and tears so that others might discover God’s devotion to them.  Right?

Topical Index:  poor, rich, ptochoi, ploutizontes, 2 Corinthians 6:10

October 7  Shabbat

October 8  “You shall not make for yourself an image in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below.  You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God, punishing the children for the sin of the parents to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me, but showing love to a thousand generations of those who love me and keep my commandments.” Exodus 20:4-6 NIV
Addictive Idolatry

Image - A friend of mine who is a Catholic priest used to tell me, “Our addictions kept us alive until God’s grace could find us.”  Addictions are our hiding place when the world is not safe.  Becoming human entails communicating who we truly are in a place where we feel safe enough for intense personal disclosure, but when we don’t feel that we will be accepted with all our warts and scars, we retreat to a safe place we make for ourselves.  The psychological goal of addiction is safety.  Unfortunately, choosing an addictive safe house leaves us exactly where we sought escape.  We just didn’t notice what was happening.

The yetzer ha’ra is the life force that keeps us going.  It provides the willpower to stay alive when we are threatened with extinction, both physical and psychological.  The yetzer ha’ra is the reason we gasp for air when it would be easier to just let life go.  It refuses to let us die.  But because it is the will to live, it will do whatever is necessary to stay alive and when there is no safe place in the world, it hides us from the world in inner fantasy.  It creates a world that blocks out the threat of reality.  The result is that we do not deal with the world as it truly is, and that means we cannot grow because growth can only happen when we confront the painful reality of being alive in this world.

The yetzer ha’ra is simply doing what it must do, what it is supposed to do, but in the process the by-product of the will to live is the progressive pathway to death.  In this role, the yetzer ha’ra is essentially self-defeating, internally contradictory, and the ultimate threat to life.  It just doesn’t appear that way.  The actions of the yetzer ha’ra seem to offer a safe haven but this safe haven is really an execution chamber.  The reason our self-constructed addictive safe houses are really death row prison cells involves the word pesel.  Usually translated “idol,” pesel is derived from a word that means, “to hew, to shape.”  Since physical idols are shaped by craftsmen, the connection is obvious.  But is that the end of the story?  Is this commandment simply a prohibition against little statues of Jesus, religious jewelry, or a golden Buddha?  Abraham Heschel points out how easily human beings move from possessing a symbol of a god to worshipping the symbol as if it were a god.  Perhaps the Bible itself falls under this warning.  Our theological arguments often seem to be about worshipping the Bible rather than the God revealed in the Bible.

But there is another aspect to “idol” that suggests a different application.  While pesel is directly associated with the skills of physical construction, could it not also be connected with the psychological skills of rebuilding the world to fit my needs?  Don’t we all, in some degree or another, have the capacity to reshape our worlds into safe houses for fragile egos?  Isn’t addictive retreat from a brutal world actually a form of pesel?  If you think that it just might be, then there are some serious and frightening consequences.  

Since the active construction of a different world removes us from God’s creation (no matter how terrible that creation has become), this protective maneuver of the yetzer ha’ra brings death instead of life.  It is a form of idolatry.  God is the god of life.  Within us is the option of serving the God of life (the yetzer ha’tov), an option that requires us to operate within the fractured, threatening world; and the option of serving ourselves (the yetzer ha’ra), an option to create a world less threatening, a world that God did not create.  Serving this self-constructed world violates the commandment, “You shall 

not make for yourself any representation or any likeness of what is in heaven or on the earth or beneath the water under the earth.”  Are we not “on the earth”?  When we create the artificial safe houses of our addictions, are we not constructing a misrepresentation of God’s true creation?  Doesn’t that entail that addiction is really idolatry?  And isn’t idolatry the most serious of all sins of mankind?

Woe to us, those who have no safe place in the world.  We will survive, but we will survive as idolaters, cut off from real life, wasting away in our self-constructed death row cells.  We’ll have company, no doubt, but we won’t have communication for communication requires vulnerability and vulnerability means risk, the very risk that we wish to avoid.  Yes, addictions kept us alive in the interim.  But they become solitary confinement cells if we don’t exit when grace arrives.

How we exit is another story.

Topical Index:  idol, addiction, pesel, Exodus 20:4-6
October 9   Then the Lord God called to the man, and said to him, “Where are you?”  Genesis 3:9  NASB

Grace Arrives

Where – As you know, Hebrew has two words for “where.”  The first is a question about geographical location.  ‘ephoh, that is, “Where is such and such place, person, thing?”  If I’m lost in Jerusalem, I might use this word to ask for the location of my hotel.  But there is a second word, ‘ayyeh, that is also translated “where.”  Although it comes from the same root as ‘ephoh, this is not about location.  ‘ayyeh expresses surprise.  “Where are you?” is God’s exclamation that Adam is not found in the expected place, namely, by God’s side.  “What’s happened?  Where are you?  You’re supposed to be here, with me.”  TWOT notes that this use is a “rhetorical question.”  Adam’s actions and his reply are the story of addictive retreat from the world.

Adam does answer, but his answer reveals a serious change in psychological identification.  “He said, ‘I heard the sound of You in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid myself.’”  Carefully examine this response.

First, we note that Adam does not say, “Here I am.”  The common Hebrew expression, hinneni, has overtones of obedience.  “Here I am ready to serve you,” is probably a close idiomatic translation.  Adam is not ready to serve.  He is trying to hide.  He is not available to God because he is preoccupied with himself.  When the voice of God comes from all directions,
 Adam is confronted with the inescapable presence of God, but instead of responding to the arrival of grace, he attempts to remain hidden.  “I heard the sound,” says Adam.  He cannot obliterate the evidence of God’s presence.  He can attempt to hide, but God knows every secret place.  The first lesson of this verse is that real escape from God’s creation is a figment of addictive imagination.  There is no hiding place.

Notice why Adam seeks to hide.  “I was afraid,” say the text.  But the translation assumes temporal positioning.  It expresses the Hebrew ‘i-ra as past.  “I was afraid.”  But the word is Qal, vav-consecutive plus imperfect.  That means it is a continuous incomplete action.  It is not the case that at some time in the past Adam was afraid.  No, Adam is afraid, right now, at this very moment when God expresses surprise.  In fact, Adam’s psychological experience with fear has been present to him ever since he ate the fruit.  Adam now knows what it means to be afraid—constantly.  Suddenly the Garden is no longer safe.  And Adam is afraid.  

The present experience of fear means that we have to change our translation of Adam’s explanation as well.  It is not the case that Adam was naked.  The reason Adam gives for his present psychological state is also an immediate psychological reality.  He is naked.  Of course, that has nothing to do with clothing.  He is ‘erom, bare, exposed, from the verb ‘ur, “to lay bare, to expose.”  Adam is aware that he is vulnerable.  For the first time in his life, he is aware of a threat to his existence.  He is not safe.  That’s why he hides!

It is extremely interesting that the Hebrew word for skin is exactly the same consonants.  The only difference is the pointing of the middle consonant, from u to o.  Eating from the tree provided Adam with discernment, and that discernment came at the cost of realizing that he was no longer comfortable in his own skin.  He became aware of his vulnerability.  He always was vulnerable, as Genesis 2:25 clearly states, but that vulnerability was under the protection of YHVH.  He and the woman were ‘arom (naked) but without the sense of bosh (shame).  They had nothing to hide.  God protected their innocence.  But now things have changed.  Perhaps the tree doesn’t represent moral failure as much as it is the symbol of shattered innocence.  We have all eaten from this tree.  We are all afraid of our vulnerability in the world.  We are not safe.  The question is what we do about it.

Adam’s response to this newly experienced threat to his state of mind is to hide.  He constructs an artificial means of concealment.  Notice that Adam considers himself naked even though he has covered himself with “fig leaves.”  Clearly the issue is not about outward appearance.  Adam’s inner state of self-identity has been altered.  He now sees himself as threatened.  And who threatens him?  Adam himself.  The battle is on the inside.  Adam has changed.  His innocence is lost.  God can ask, “Who told you that you were naked?” but Adam never answers that question.  Instead, Adam immediately offers rationalized blame.  In other words, feeling no longer safe in the world, and recognizing that his own artificial attempts at concealment are insufficient to remove his vulnerability, Adam retreats to blaming others for his fear.  What he refuses to see is that he is the enemy of his soul.  

Grace arrives when God asks, “Why aren’t you here with Me?”  God’s expectation is community and fellowship.  That is the kind of God we serve.  God’s concern with Adam is not “Why did you sin?”  That question never comes from God’s lips.  God’s concern is rather about Adam’s personal psychological well-being.  “Who told you?” is not an examination of guilt but rather an expression encouraging self-reflection and self-revelation.  If only Adam would realize that he is the one who is telling himself that he is exposed and threatened, then perhaps restitution can begin.  But Adam does not take this path.  Instead, he retreats to rationalization—and his inner state of fear is not diminished.  God demonstrates grace anyway.  He clothes the couple.  But the trauma has taken hold—and so it grips each of us.

“Who told you that you were naked?”

Topical Index:  naked, ‘arom, where, ‘ayyeh, addiction, grace, hide, Genesis 3:7-11

October 10   For amazement had seized him and all his companions because of the catch of fish which they had taken.  Luke 5:9  NASB

Miracle Man

Seized – Wrapped all around.   That’s the sense of periecho, “to seize.”  The thambos (amazement) that these men experienced was something that seems to come from every direction at once.  There was simply no way of avoiding it.  It overwhelmed.

Now think about the actual event, not the emotional response to the event.  Yeshua directs Peter and his companions to lower nets into the water of the lake.  In spite of the fact that they had been fishing all night without a catch, Peter agrees.  Suddenly the nets are filled to the point of breaking.  Wonderful!  Amazing!  We might say, “Wow, how lucky we were to run into a school of fish at just that moment.”  In other words, even if we were surprised, we wouldn’t fall to our knees before a miracle-making man.  We would offer some “perfectly natural” explanation.  But that’s not how Peter saw it.

This incident reminds me of a discussion of termite communication.  While on safari, we heard a lecture about how termites communicate with the queen of the mound.  Scientists are unsure how this happens since they can find no physical, chemical or electrical means for explaining the fact that when the queen is disturbed, all the termites in the mound, even at great distances, immediately react.  Many tests have been performed to explain this phenomenon.  Recently scientists have suggested that the communication between the queen and the rest of the mound is psychological, that is, it is more like telepathy than it is like any form of communication that we know or understand.  It’s a miracle.  Of course, in Western thinking this isn’t possible.  There has to be a reasonable, logical cause and effect explanation.  

And fish don’t magically appear.  

First century Jews did not dismiss the miraculous.  It was part of their worldview.  The experience of “miraculous” events was expected because they lived in a world where God was actively present.  Encountering a miracle might have left them awe-struck but it did not cause them to look for inside-the-box explanations.  One must wonder how many times we have missed miracles simply because we don’t expect them.  We have been conditioned to find the “scientific” explanation, and as a result, our world is not populated by men of God who perform miraculous events.  We are left with a universe without surprise.

Maybe we don’t see miracles today because we don’t know how to see them.

Topical Index:  seize, periecho, amazement, thambos, miracle, Luke 5:9
October 11  “And in that day you will cry out because of your king, whom you have chosen for yourselves, but the Lord will not answer you in that day.”  1 Samuel 8:18  ESV

Divine Politics

In that day -  The day will come when those who have chosen leadership other than YHVH will cry out to Him.  They will finally realize that any ruler except the Supreme God is fatal to human life.  They will experience what it means to have politics in charge.  And they will know what Mao Tse-Tung clearly understood: “Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun.”

Since the early 1980’s the world has drifted away from common law.  Common law, sometimes called “natural law,” is a set of moral and ethical principles that the populace in general considers essential for the exercise of liberty and justice.  The basic principles of common law concern promise keeping and safety.  In other words, agreements should be kept (whether these are about trade or relationships) and no one should infringe on the property of another.  These are fairly well summarized in the Golden Rule.  And without the Golden Rule as a general principle of behavior in a society, things deteriorate—rapidly.

The world replaced common law (and the Golden Rule) with political law.  Political law is legislation enacted for the purposes of making someone else do what you want.  Political law depends on power, and this power is ultimately represented, as Mao observed, by the gun.  Political law contains a threat—the threat that if you do not do what the politicians determine you should do, you will be harmed.  Political law allowed Hitler and Stalin to operate legally while exterminating millions of people.  Political law allows the slaughter of human beings prior to birth—without recompense because it is “legal.”  Political law can take your property, your investments, your reputation and ultimately your life simply because it is legal to do so.  Haman is a biblical example of the power of political law.  Political law makes life unstable.  Promises are only as good as the politicians say they are.  Infringement can change on a whim.  Political law is the most dangerous type of government anyone can have—and the whole world will soon have it.  

That makes politicians the most dangerous people alive.  Unless they personally espouse and publically maintain the precedence of common law (and its religious foundations), they are subject to the greatest legal addiction in the world—power!  As a friend of mine who spent his career in the House said, “The most important job of the politician is to stay in power.”

God had a lot to say to the people who wanted so desperately to have a political leader.  None of it was good.

We, apparently, didn’t bother to listen.  So God won’t listen either.

Topical Index:  law, politics, kings, in that day, legal, common law, 1 Samuel 8:18
October 12   The sons of Israel said to the Lord, “We have sinned, do to us whatever seems good to You; only please deliver us this day.”  So they put away the foreign gods from among them and served the Lord; and He could bear the misery of Israel no longer.  Judges 10:15-16  NASB

I’ve Had Enough

Bear the misery - Do you think God’s had enough with us?  Corporately and individually?  That’s really the message of the book of Judges.  God sees the idolatry of the people.  He sends punishments.  They repent.  He forgives.  They return to idolatry.  And around we go again.  Over hundreds of years, the spin cycle just gets faster and faster until they are returning to idolatry even before the last rescuer, a “judge,” has departed.  Finally God has had enough.  “He could bear the misery of Israel no longer” isn’t just a statement about God sympathizing with Israel’s plight.  It’s a statement about God’s disgust with Israel’s unfaithfulness.  God’s response is basically this:  “Okay, now you’re on your own.  Good luck with that!”

Yeshua gives us a parable like this.  Remember the owner of the vineyard who sends his servants to collect what is due him?  Remember what they do?  Remember what happens when the owner sends his son?  Now, do you remember what the owner (an allegorical figure for God) does to those occupying his vineyard?

The Hebrew terms here are qāṣar and ʿāmāl.  Literally, “was grieved of the toil.”  Barry Webb translates the idiom as “exasperated.”  Irritated, annoyed, enraged, provoked, irked, vexed, incensed, infuriated—divine anger, not sympathy.  Too many times around the circle.  Too many repetitions of the same behavior.  In God’s book, it’s one thousand times bitten, finally shy.  

I wonder if we aren’t in the same place.  How many calls for national repentance have we heard in the last fifty years?  How many promises have we made to follow Him with all our hearts?  How many signs of divine forbearance have we had?  How many times have we simply carried on as if none of it really mattered after we recovered?  How long will the Church continue down its path of self-proclaimed divine favor, ignoring the basics of God’s instruction?  How long will Messianic groups simply repeat the penchant for divisive doctrine, Hebrew rituals sprinkled on top of Christian philosophy?  

Actually, I’m exasperated.  I’m sure you are too.  Certainly God must be.  

Then I remember that I have made innumerable promises—not kept.  I have wandered the path of Christian Messianism.  I have considered myself right most of the time.  I have ignored the call to devotion.  Before I can be righteously exasperated with others, I must first be annoyed to an extreme degree with myself.

Topical Index:  bear the misery, qāṣari, ʿāmāl, exasperate, Judges 10:15-16
October 13   My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow Me;  John 10:27  NASB
The Messiah’s Shema

Hear – How do you know if you hear the voice of the Messiah?  The answer is simple, but the implications are profound.  If you hear the voice of the Messiah, you follow him.  Of course, speaking Hebrew, Yeshua would have said, “My sheep hear/obey my voice.”  His use of shema means that his halacha is binding on his community.  How do I know that I hear him?  I do what he says.  And what he says is to follow Moses (but that is another story, isn’t it?).

The profound implication is that there are millions who claim to hear his voice but do not do what he says.  They ignore Moses.  They do not adopt a Jewish, first century worldview.  They are quite convinced that following what the Church says he said is sufficient.  How could they think otherwise?  Everyone in the Christian world tells them that this is what the Messiah meant.  They claim to follow “Jesus,” but since Yeshua follows Moses, there is an inherent contradiction in this assertion.  It can only be justified if we can somehow dispose of Moses.  And we do, of course, by replacing Moses with the Church.

There is a second profound implication.  Matthew Wilson makes it clear.
  Yeshua speaks to those who already hear him.  This means that they are already “saints,” citizens of the Kingdom, followers of the Messiah.  They are not on the path toward sanctification.  They are already sanctified.  That’s why they hear.  They are already attuned to the voice of the Messiah.  Since holy means devoted, holiness already incorporates the idea of sanctified.  We hear because we are already accepted.  In the past, many Christian teachers considered sanctification to be a process, slowly ridding us of our sinful flesh in order to one day (hopefully) become acceptable to God.  But this makes no sense at all.  As Wilson says, “We do not follow His instructions to become holy; we follow His instructions because we are holy, because we are dedicated to following Him”
  The corollary to the idea that we become sanctified over time is the postulation of the carnal Christian.  In other words, it is patently obvious that some people who claim allegiance with the Christ do not follow his commandments (or anyone else’s).  But they still claim to have “faith.”  How is this to be explained?  Voilà!  The “carnal” Christian, that is, someone who believes but acts as if they do not.  Principally as a result of the theological work of Lewis Sperry Chafer and the popularization of Campus Crusade for Christ, Christians were taught that there was an in-between state of spirituality, a place where men could be believers but continued to live according to the “flesh.”  This mistake caused enormous grief and serious self-deprecation.  The theological error haunts those who recognize that they desire to follow the Messiah but still struggle with prior natural inclinations.  It’s time to put the mistake to rest (in the grave).  Devotion to God and His Messiah means hearing what he says, not as a condition of acceptance but as a fact of inclusion.  

Topical Index:  hear, commands, devotion, holy, carnal Christian, John 10:27

October 14   Shabbat

October 15   For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face; now I know in part, but then I will know fully just as I also have been fully known.  1 Corinthians 13:12  NASB
Facebook
Face to face – “You don’t know me.”  Have you heard that expression?  Maybe you were the one saying it.  It might be true when talking to a stranger, but it is painful when we are speaking to someone we love.  Unfortunately, many times those we love are the same ones we feel don’t really know who we are.  Why?  The sad truth is that we haven’t communicated.  If we aren’t really known, it’s probably because we have been afraid to be known.  We wear the masks that keep our image in place while all along wishing we could just let someone else see our real faces.  

Paul offers a solution.  prosopon pros prosopon (face to face) will happen.  In God’s purposes, being truly known is inevitable.  For most of us, this is a scary thought.  We have no practice in this arena.  In fact, we have done everything possible to remain hidden.  “Face to face” is just too difficult to imagine.  And yet, God promises that “face to face” will occur.  Ready or not.

John Powell discusses the many different ways we behave in order to avoid prosopon pros prosopon.  These “games,” the masquerade used to keep us in protective hiding, are all self-defeating.  Why?  Because as fearful as we are of revealing who we really are, we are even more fearful that no one will actually love us as we are.  This internal conflict manifests itself in some very destructive choices.  We seem not to be able to take a step back and ask some telling questions about the games we play.  Powell notes:  “In all of these games, we must ask ourselves what it is that we really want, why we want it (which will always tell us something about ourselves), and why it would be better to give up our game.”
  But we don’t ask, do we?  We go right on pretending—pretending that living behind the mask protects us, pretending that we can survive without really being known, pretending that we are loving when we know we are just playing a part.

It is the agonizing dilemma of being human.  “I must be able to tell you who I am before I can know who I am.  And I must know who I am before I can act truly, that is, in accordance with my true self.”
  Genesis 2 confirms Powell’s remark.  Adam cannot know who he is until she arrives.  That’s what God means when He declares that the creation is not quite good.  “It is not good for man to be alone,” is another way of saying that I don’t know who I am until I can tell you who I am and I can’t act from the center of who I truly am unless I know who I am.  Adam doesn’t need the woman for companionship.  He needs the women for self-identity.  He is “Mankind” (Adam—the anonymous being) before she comes.  He is a man (ish—this particular man) after she comes.  All that masks do is prevent us from becoming what God intended in Genesis.

Topical Index:  Genesis 2:18, Adam, ish, masks, identity, face to face, prosopon, 1 Corinthians 13:12.

October 16   Now the man had relations with his wife Eve, and she conceived and gave birth to Cain, and she said, “I have gotten a manchild with the help of the Lord.”  Genesis 4:1  NASB
Under the Covers

Had relations – We all know that this is about sex, right?  Adam and Eve have sex and she gets pregnant, right?  No, sorry.  Wrong!  Of course it’s about sex.  That’s why it’s not about sex.

Let’s look closer.  First, the translation “had relations” is a euphemism, provided by the translator.  The word is yādaʿ, “to know.”  We realize that this expression is about intimate, sexual knowing, but perhaps we have already overlooked the more important idea.  Adam and Havvah know each other.  They share their vulnerability in a way that they have not experienced since the end of chapter 2 when they were naked and not ashamed.  Here yādaʿ suggests more than sexual encounter.  It suggests deep connection.  And that’s the tragedy of this verse.  What should have been a connection that established self-identity and communal equality has turned into something else.  Now they are lonely together.

Not now,

Not ever.

Alone

Together.

Cain is not the result of joyous harmony.  He is the result of fractured identity.  If the man cannot know who he is until he tells at least one other person who he is, then Adam’s tragedy is that he no longer reveals who he is.  He is broken, ashamed, guilty and estranged.  And he remains so.  He does not ask forgiveness (in spite of the fact that he is forgiven) and he does not forgive.  He is a stranger inside his own skin.  And now, when he shares himself, he only succeeds in creating further separation. Cain is not his son.  Cain is her replacement.  Adam knows, all right, but what he knows is

Not now,

Not ever.

Alone

Together.

Havvah doesn’t win either.  Neither one recovers  bāśār ʾeḥad.  Sex is no substitute for singularity.  Sex is the loneliest act of human expression one can experience.  It is the attempt to recover myself alone.  That’s why we all know that sex is not love—and never can be.

Topical Index:  had relations, sex, yādaʿ, one flesh, bāśār ʾeḥad, Genesis 4:1
October 17   For God has not given us a spirit of timidity, but of power and love and discipline.  2 Timothy 1:7  NASB

The Anti-Isaac God
Timidity - “If I am to tell you who I really am, I must tell you about my feelings, whether I will act upon them or not.”
  If this is true for human beings, don’t you think it is also true for God?  Can we really know who God is if He doesn’t tell us how He feels?  Feelings encapsulate what it means to be me, what it means to be a person.  If I leave them out of the story, you can’t really know me.  If, as some theologians suggest, it is logically impossible for God to feel (the doctrine is called impassibility), then either 1) it is impossible for me to know who God truly is or 2) God is not a person in any meaningful sense of the term.  The Scriptures certainly paint God as a feeling being, but theologians are quick to convert this to anthropomorphism to avoid the conclusion that God changes, and is therefore not perfect (perfect things do not change).  But this is a mistake.  This assumes the Greek idea of perfection, something that the Scriptures never attribute to God.  As a result, we human beings are cast totally adrift when it comes to knowing God.  We can know the idea of God, but we cannot know Him as a personal being because according to this logic, He isn’t one.  C. S. Lewis recognized this when he said that God is an idea.  He believed that the person of God was found in the Father, Son and Spirit.  But why should we rewrite the Scriptures?  They clearly show YHVH as a person—with feelings!  Why should we allow a Greek philosophical idea (perfection) to reformulate what the text says?  Answer:  Because we are really Western thinkers, not Middle Eastern followers.  We end up at the same place that Isaac ended, as recognized by his own son.  Western ideas produce a God of dread, an unknowable, unpredictable, dangerous God whose lack of consistent character can wreak havoc on our lives.  Actually this isn’t such a Greek idea after all.  It is precisely the view of the ancient Middle East about pagan gods.  They were best avoided since they had no inherent compassion for men.

Notice how Paul counters this mistaken view of God, still popular in the pagan mythologies of the first century.  God has not given us a spirit of deilia, a Greek word derived from deos, meaning “dread” or “fear.”  God, the consistent, faithful God of covenant promise, has not given us Isaac’s experience.  We do not have a God of paḥad.  We have a God who is compassionate, merciful, full of grace, slow to anger, just and faithful.  Deilia is not in our vocabulary.  This means that our God must be a God of feelings, otherwise we would be forced to conclude that we should dread the Supreme Being.  Greek theology must go.  We can’t live with a God of perfection.  But we can love a God of compassion.

Topical Index:  deilia, deos, fear, dread, paḥad, timidity, perfection, 2 Timothy 1:7
October 18    But He said, “Woe to you lawyers as well! For you weigh men down with burdens hard to bear, while you yourselves will not even touch the burdens with one of your fingers. Woe to you! For you build the tombs of the prophets, and it was your fathers who killed them.  Luke 11:46-47  NASB
Generational Curse?

Woe to you – I find no evidence that God curses offspring for their fathers’ sins.  It seems quite clear that each person is held accountable for his or her own actions.  The typical interpretation of “visiting the iniquity of the fathers” is simply mistaken.  But that doesn’t mean there aren’t consequences.  Consequences are the inevitable effects of causes and, in this world, sin has consequences that extend beyond any singular lifetime.  We all know this to be the case.  Our personal experiences have lasting effects and, at the same time, we are the victims of other people’s bad choices.  God does not assess guilt to these consequences, but He typically doesn’t remove them either.  Life comes packaged.  What we do with it is our own making but what we started with isn’t.

When Yeshua proclaimed that misfortune would fall upon these people and these cities (see the previous verses), he was talking about consequences.  As a result of prior disbelief, certain dire consequences would fall upon these men.  Had their fathers responded positively to the signs of the Kingdom, other things might have happened.  But not now.  Now the lot is cast.  The dominoes fell.  Bad things will happen.

Pay attention to the implication in this pronouncement.  The current generation suffers because of the mistakes of the past generation.  In fact, the choices made this day, as a result of past error, put this generation in a dangerous place when the Day of Judgment arrives.  On that day, this generation will be accountable, even if they were led astray by their own heritage.  Why?  Because they should have seen the truth and repented, but they did not.  They did not see that their own monuments honor those who subverted God’s purposes.  In Yeshua’s words, these scribes built memorial tombs without considering who was responsible for the deaths of the prophets.  The implication is that these scribes should have known the history of their own past and refused to endorse it!

There’s a tragic lesson here.  Have we not built edifices to the very men who removed us from the truth?  Are our shrines and temples and cathedrals and churches anything more than tombs to the same men who subverted Torah, persecuted Jews, added to the text and ushered in pagan syncretism?  Have we not built monuments to those who rejected the Jewish Messiah and converted him to a pagan deity?

Do you suppose this declaration also applies? “Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! For if the miracles had been performed in Tyre and Sidon which occurred in you, they would have repented long ago, sitting in sackcloth and ashes. But it will be more tolerable for Tyre and Sidon in the judgment than for you” (Luke 10:13-14).
Topical Index:  woe, generations, consequences, Tyre, Sidon, Luke 11:46-47, Luke 10:13-14

October 19   Woe to those who call evil good, and good evil; who substitute darkness for light and light for darkness; who substitute bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter!  Isaiah 5:20  NASB

Our Place in Genesis 3

Woe to those – hoy ha ‘omerim.  “Woe to those who call.”  Isaiah’s pronouncement pushes us back to Genesis.  And it’s not just Havvah who stands before the tree.  Suddenly we realize that we are right there beside her, doing exactly what she did—and not because we were seduced.  We act like she did.  We have determined that evil is good, dark is light, and bitter is sweet.

Did you ever ask yourself the surprisingly difficult question: How does one choose evil?  How do we commit sin?  The will can choose, by its very nature, only that which is good.  I am personally convinced that the exercise or use of free will in a given situation of guilt is that the will, desirous of some evil which has good aspects (if I steal your money, I will be rich), forces the intellect to concentrate on the good to be acquired in the evil act, and to turn away from the recognition of evil.  This urges the intellect to rationalize that which was originally recognized as evil.  While I am doing something wrong (in the act of doing it), I cannot be squarely facing its evil aspect; I must be thinking of it as good and right.  Consequently, free will is probably exercised in the act of coercing the intellect to rationalize rather than in the execution of the act itself.

“When the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was desirable to make one wise,” is the rationalization of evil for beneficial effect.  The only way Havvah can act in opposition to God’s desire is to convert the disobedience into something good!  Human beings rarely if ever do something evil for the sake of evil alone.  They do something evil because they have converted the act into something good for them.  They have inserted personal evaluation into the ethical equation.  Before she even eats of the fruit, Havvah has convinced herself that doing so will benefit her.  This is the justification for her decision.  And it is the justification for ours.

Think about the last time you chose to act in a way that you knew was contrary to Torah and Yeshua’s halacha.  Why did you go ahead anyway?  Because you first convinced yourself that what you were about to do was justifiable, that is, it met some greater need at the moment that blocked the voice of accusation.  This ethical maneuver prevented you from acting according to your understanding of Torah because you converted what you knew to be evil into something good.  Then you were free to act upon it.  You decided at that moment that this was good for you, and that’s why you could go ahead even though your conscience would later condemn you.  And this is why disobedience is possible.  

The story of the Garden is not just about the “Fall of Mankind.”  It is an insight into the dynamics of choice, the necessity of personal insertion into God’s commandments, and the mutation of evil into good.  It is about every one of us whenever we stand before the temptation of experiencing something forbidden.  It is about the seduction of the yetzer ha’ra, convincing us that at this moment what God says is no longer good.  Hand in hand we stand, listening to the subtle argument of the creature within us, until we are justified in reaching out for something we know we should not have.  

And the rest is history.

Topical Index:  woe, good, evil, rationalization, Genesis 3:6, Isaiah 5:20
October 20   For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face; now I know in part, but then I will know fully just as I also have been fully known.  1 Corinthians 13:12  NASB
The Cost

Fully known – “It costs so much to be a full human being that there are very few who have the enlightenment or the courage, to pay the price . . . One has to abandon altogether the search for security, and reach out to the risk of living with both arms.  One has to embrace the world like a lover.  One has to accept pain as a condition of existence.  One has to court doubt and darkness as the cost of knowing.  One needs a will stubborn in conflict, but apt always to total acceptance of every consequence of living and dying.”

You and I know a lot.  We are the most informed generation that has ever occupied the planet.  And we are drowning in information.  In fact, the more we collect facts and observations (ginosko in Greek), the less it seems we know about ourselves.  We are acquainted with who we are, but very few of us epiginosko.  This is knowing with penetrating insight.  This is knowing at the depths.  And the reason most of us know a lot about things that don’t really matter is simple:  we’re afraid of what we will find in those dark recesses of our being.  We have a pretty good idea that uncovering all that pain and fear and trauma will not benefit the carefully-controlled persona we display to the world.  In fact, we might even conclude that the face in the mirror is good enough.  We don’t really need to ask that person looking back at us how she feels.

Then Paul comes along with a fire hose.  

He tells us that we are on the path to knowing fully as we are fully known.  But we don’t want anything like that.  I don’t want to know everything about you.  You might scare me (maybe) or, worse yet, if you share all that you are with me, I will be inclined (perhaps even obligated) to share all I am with you.  And that is truly terrifying.  Then you will for sure find me unacceptable.  Better to know just enough (only the facts, please) so that neither one of us ever has to go through the trauma of rejection.  Of course, we can never experience the joy of acceptance this way, but it seems (when we look in the mirror) that this is just an inevitable trade-off of living.  Surviving is perhaps a better term.  Because I don’t really live this way, and I know it.  The problem with Paul is that he makes it quite clear that I can’t go on avoiding this forever.  That isn’t in the game plan.  I will have to look into the depths—and share them.  And at that point, I will know the cost of being a fully alive human being.  And it will hurt!

Look!  What I want is security.  I want to know that you will care about me after I tell you who I am.  But that’s exactly what I cannot know beforehand.  That’s the cost.  So I just keep postponing and the interest accumulates.  One day I won’t be able to look in the mirror at all because I won’t recognize the face that looks back at me.

Paul’s words are more frightening than “The wages of sin is death.”  I would take death over this.  This is the walking dead.  I desperately want to be known, and just as desperately want to hide.  I’m Adam among the leaves.  And what a sad fate he had.

Topical Index:  ginosko, epiginosko, fully known, human, 1 Corinthians 13:12
October 21  Shabbat

October 22  The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.  John 10:10  NASB

Super-Salvation
Abundantly - I know plastic.  I know tinsel.  I know paper maché.  I’m not sure I know “abundantly.”  I can’t think of any sustained period in my life where I would have exclaimed, “Oh, my, this is life abundantly.”  I know what it means to suffer.  I know what it means to be frustrated, disappointed, annoyed, perplexed, sorrowful, even (maybe) glimpses of joy, peace, satisfaction.  But I’m not sure any of these are abundantly.  That word leaves me wondering what I have done wrong.  In fact, the whole word group in Greek leaves me somewhere in the dust.

Perisseuo, in this verse perisson, “means ‘to be present overabundantly or to excess,’ censoriously ‘to be superfluous,’ and of persons ‘to be superior or superabounding.’ Transitively the sense is ‘to make overrich,’ ‘to provide superabundantly.’”
  But even my greatest moments of exuberance are tinged with something else—regret, temporality, unworthiness, angst.  The rabbis don’t help much.  They take this word as a sign of material blessings in the Messianic age.  Can I wait for that?  Is the real fulfillment of life only sometime later?  No wonder Kierkegaard gave up on religion.  And Paul?  He’s not much help either.  All he does is make it worse by adding hyperbole—hyperperisseuo, hyperekperissou, hyperekperissos.  Like pouring gasoline on the fire.  Burns hotter and faster, but I’m watching from a distance.  Makes me feel even more left out in the cold.

I get the part about the thief.  Steal, kill, destroy.  Actually, that’s what I’ve done to myself.  I stole that innocence I once had when I listened to my own justifications.  I killed my sense of harmony and worthiness when I started comparing myself to “successful” others.  I ended up destroyed.  I didn’t need some outside spiritual beast to attack me.  I laid siege and wasted away all on my own.  That’s part of the problem  There’s really no one else to blame here.  But now that I’ve lost my innocence, my inner peace and my willingness to keep going, what does the rest of this verse really mean to me?  There’s no geographical solution.  Wherever I go, that’s where I am.  There’s no psychological solution.  I carry around the enemy inside me.  I can’t fight and win.  I’m already defeated (oh yes, and he knows this).  In fact, when I seriously think about it, I’m the all-around loser here.  

That’s why the verse isn’t self-help.  There is no self-help for my condition.  DOA.  If life in any form is going to happen here, it will have to come from somewhere else.  “I came” is not about me.  “Abundantly” isn’t my word.  It’s his.  Whatever abundantly means, I won’t be giving anyone the definition.  I think this is a case of unintended explanation.  We thought we were going to get a definition, but instead we were directed to look at another person’s life.  Maybe “abundantly” can only be seen, not thought.  Maybe I only know what he means when I see what kind of life he lived.  And maybe that scares me even more.  

I’ll have to revise all those superlatives that imply physical, material and spiritual gains.  I don’t think abundantly has much to do with that direction.  It seems to me that when I look at the exemplar of “abundantly,” I see only one consistent action—alignment with the Father.  All the rest seems to be just the ordinary craziness that I so desperate want to escape.  Maybe this is a word I can’t really understand looking in from the outside.  Maybe I’ll have to get burned first.

Topical Index:  abundantly, perisson, perisseuo, John 10:10
October 23  If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.  1 John 1:9  NASB
True Confession

Confess – This verse was standard protocol while I was growing up.  I heard it over and over, perhaps because I used it so much to wash away my guilty feelings.  But, you know, it never really worked.  Oh, I don’t mean that it isn’t true.  God really does forgive.  We really are restored—from His perspective.  But that’s only part of the battle.  There is still the part where I haven’t forgiven myself.  I still carry the unrighteousness of my actions and as a result, I don’t feel forgiven.  In fact, I don’t even feel like I have truly confessed.  If I had, then I wouldn’t feel this way, right?  And since I still remember my sins and they still affect me because their history is now a permanent scar on my desire for purity, it must follow that I really didn’t confess properly.  Ultimately this leads to the conclusion that I need to confess for being born because it seems to me that being born is what started this path to perdition.  Maybe Pedro Calderón de la Barc, the Spanish playwright, was correct.  Man’s greatest sin is being born.  All the pain starts there.

Confess is an interesting word.  In Greek it’s homologeo, that is, “to say the same thing.”   It’s used to describe promises.  How many times have I promised God that I would go the other way?  And failed to do so.  Each one of those confessions was really a lie, wasn’t it?  It didn’t materialize.  It wasn’t effective.  Another strike against me.  Homologeo also means “to confirm, to agree.”  I have confirmed my mistakes and my deliberate disobedience.  I don’t deny them (or at least I try not to), but that’s an intellectual process.  It doesn’t produce the change that I am looking for, and the change that I suspect God desires.  After all, in Hebrew thought, if there isn’t any change in life behavior, then the event hasn’t happened.

This situation is worse than John’s hoped-for promise.  Having failed so many times at true confession, you know, the kind that radically changes my direction, I realize that my version of confession is more like admission.  As much as I wanted it to turn me around, it didn’t.  As a result, this confession becomes another sin on the pile of many, many sins.  Now I have to confess for confessing.   It certainly seems as if man's greatest crime is to have been born.  Maybe the circle of sinfulness is endless and every “confession” is tainted by our own justifying rationale.

But somehow I don’t think this is what John had in mind.  I think that I am a victim of the Western world’s view of law and grace, a view that makes grace unobtainable by human effort (so why try, right?).  Somehow I think John really did mean that we can confess and find peace.  I just am not sure how.  My feelings betray my academic theology.  The “belief” is there, but the emotions don’t match.  Maybe I need to know more about God’s version of “cleanse from unrighteousness.”  I’ve been under the illusion that this phrase is about being perfect.  That if I confess properly, I will suddenly become the perfect little someone that God really wanted all the time.  This illusion prevents me from actually being human.  What God wants is a holy automaton, something I cannot be.  Here we are, back to being born.  

But what if I’m wrong about “cleanse from unrighteousness”?  What if this is really about removing something that interferes with a relationship with God in spite of my failure?  What if the only thing that really matters here is that God removed the defilement, not that I become a perfect little angel?  The Greek verb translated “cleanse” is about ritual defilement.  Things like touching a dead body or bodily emissions.  It’s actually not about guilt.  When we are cleansed, we are treated as if the defiling object has been ritually purified.  Confession in this sense is about removing the ritual obstacles to fellowship.  Furthermore, since cleanse is an action taken by God, the result is the removal of unrighteousness.  And unrighteousness (ádikos) is really a word that means “violation of law.”  So what God does through our confession is remove the defilement that occurred as a result of our violation of the law.  

This is not the same as forgiveness.  Forgiveness is pardon.  In this same verse, John states that confession produces pardon (aphíēmi), or release from the implied and necessary consequence.  In other words, confession does not necessarily alter my feelings.  It alters the relationship I have with God because it allows God to release me from the imposed penalties and remove the offending action.  Confession initiates God’s actions.  It does not mean that I will suddenly experience a great inner transformation.  That might happen, of course, but the essential action is God’s, not mine.  If, as a result of this experience, I turn another way and find my emotions relieved, liberated or assuaged, then mazel tov.  But it might not happen that way.  Confession does not require that I feel the same way He does.  Confession motivates God.  The by-product changes how I feel.

We say that confession is good for the soul.  We mean that it makes us feel better.  But that’s not what John has in mind.  John explains how God reacts to our confession.  What happens next depends on your personal journey.

Topical Index:  confess, homologeo, forgiveness, aphíēmi, 1 John 1:9
October 24   When I am afraid, I will put my trust in You.  Psalm 56:3  NASB

Fear of Another

Afraid – We know this Hebrew word.  yārēʾ, “to fear, be afraid, revere.”  Yes, it’s the same word used in the verse about the “fear of the Lord.”  But yārēʾ has five different nuances, and one of them is simply the psychological experience of fear, the anticipation of something harmful.  yārēʾ is the word you would use when you have to walk down a dark alley in  a strange town.  It’s the word you would use when you hear that a tornado is headed your way.  And it’s the word you would use about other people.  David’s response to this psychological and real experience is bāṭaḥ, i.e., trust in God.  It is striking, but not unexpected, that David does not put his trust in another human being.  We all know why.  Other human beings are what we fear.

Certainly there are good reasons to fear those who seek to harm us.  We should run from terrorists, robbers and henchmen.  But that isn’t the problem, is it?  We all know what to do when bodily threat arrives.  The problem is that we fear everyone else at some deeply psychological level because we aren’t sure they really love us for who we truly are.  Yes, they love us as we present ourselves, equipped with the protective masks that make civil behavior possible.  But will they love us if they see all the warts, the scars, the trauma, the contradictions and the confusion that still reside at the deepest level of our persona?  Will they love us if we really tell them everything?  David’s response is not about imminent-bodily-harm fear.  We know what to do about that.  David is asking something deeper.  What do I do when I fear you?  Not because you wish to harm me but because I am afraid to reveal myself to you.  I fear your rejection.  I anticipate you will no longer love me.  I’m back in the Garden after eating from the Tree, trying to hide my sins from God and myself.  The reason David can turn to God is that God already knows all of my secrets and He has not turned away.  God still cares.  I’m just not sure that you will still care.  

This struggle may be assuaged by the trustworthiness of God, but it isn’t erased.  You see, if I am going to confront my fear of self-revelation, I will have to make the first move.  I will have to be brave enough to risk rejection by you.  I will have to tell you my shameful secrets, my debilitating fears, my anxious projections and my emotional traumas without any guarantee that you will still accept me.  The only guarantee that I have is the God accepts me and if I don’t do this I will never know if you accept me.  But, believe me, even though I know God already loves me, I am afraid.

David offers us the absolute faithfulness of the Father as the anchor we need in a time of self-disclosure.  David suggests that, while we can’t be certain to your reaction, we can be certain of God’s.  And that will have to be sufficient until I am ready to reveal.

Topical Index:  fear, yārēʾ, trust, bāṭaḥ, Psalm 56:3
October 25 "Call to me and I will answer you, and I will tell you great and mighty things which you do not know."  Jeremiah 33:3  NASB
God's Higher Education Plan

Call – Today's post-modern culture ignores the most important part of education.  Once God is removed from the system, education takes on a completely different objective.  The goal is no longer instruction in righteousness.  It is accumulation of information in an effort to control our destinies.  Yeshua would say, “What does it profit a man to know everything there is to know about the world and never discover what God is telling him?”  We have learned everything about life except God’s answer.  In our world, we rely on accumulated uselessness.  We are the world’s smartest fools.

The purpose of life is preparation for eternal service in the Kingdom.  If my educational plan does not include instruction that makes a difference in the Kingdom here and later, then I have wasted my efforts.  My Ph.D. might not matter in the ‘olam ha’ba, but the character of my submission to His authority certainly will. 

God has designed the world so that I will not know the significance of my life until after I die.  If my education plan constantly strives for significance in this world, I am deluded.  I have to look over the horizon to see what life is really all about.

Qara', the root word for “call, name, summon, invite, declare”, is the first step in true education.  But it has an undertone that should not be missed.  Qara' is often associated with sovereignty.  To call is to establish a relationship of ranked order.  The caller acknowledges the superiority of the one being called.  I don’t ask for an answer from someone who knows less than I do.  So, when I call on God, I am really acknowledging that He is my authority.  I invite Him to give me instruction with the assumption that I am already committed to carrying it out.  That’s why I call on the name of the Lord.  I intend to do what He says.

Is that your education plan?  Do you ask God questions fully committed to do what He says?  Or are you simply seeking a bit of heavenly advice that you will consider along with your own views? God doesn’t bother with that foolishness.  How many times have you gone to God asking for validation of what you already decided or wanted?  Is that submission?  God is not interested in rubber-stamping your desires.  Is God’s reply command or information?

God answers when we call.  He doesn’t answer when we ring Him up for advice. 

Topical Index:  call, command, qara’, Jeremiah 33:3
October 26  The One forming light and creating darkness, causing well-being and creating calamity; I am the Lord who does all these.  Isaiah 45:7  NASB
Unacceptable Terms

Calamity – By now you are aware that this verse has been radically changed in order to be consistent with Greek philosophical Christian doctrine.  The original verse does not use the word “calamity.”  It uses the word ‘ra, that is, evil.  In this pronouncement, YHVH says that He, and no other, is the author of both good (shalom) and evil.  This apparent contraction to the idea of a pure, holy, perfect and righteous God caused the translators to modify the word so that it looks as if God is only speaking about natural disasters.  But clearly that is not the case.  The contradiction stands, but it might only be a contradiction because of the paradigm we use to read the verse.  Perhaps something else is really happening here, and we are unable to accept it because we stand in Athens, not Jerusalem.  Heschel has some helpful remarks:
Genuine solitude is the prelude to a new community.  However, if you do not withdraw but remain part of “the world,” your supreme effort must be not to deceive yourself.  Clearly one of man’s strongest inclinations is to deceive himself.”

What distinguished the righteous from the wicked?  The wicked are trapped by material things that bring them pleasure; the righteous are enchanted by the mystery of the Divine inherent in things.  Their wonder sustains their lives.

. . . the Baal Shem and his followers held that all delights come from Eden.  “A longing for things material is an instrument by which one may approach the love of God; even through course desires one may come to love the Creator.”  Lust, desire, evil inclination, all should be elevated, not uprooted.

The Baal Shem taught that God was everywhere, only when one sinned was He suppressed or blocked.  An intimation of this lay in the Hebrew word het, which means “sin.”  The letter alef in the Hebrew spelling of the word het, signifies God, Lord (aluf) of the Universe.  He thus was present in the Hebrew word for sin but remained mute, not articulated.

What if evil is the means by which we come to understand good?  What if evil is not simply deprivation, but rather the foundation of what must be elevated?  What if evil is not something to be feared or erased but rather to be transformed?  What if God is truly God, and evil is still a part of His ultimate plan, the jumping-off point of restoration?

Topical Index:  evil, ra’, Isaiah 45:7
October 27  All day long my dishonor is before me and my humiliation has overwhelmed me,  Psalm 44:15  NASB
The God Who Forgot

Humiliation – Psalm 44 is a plea for divine intervention.  It’s not a petition to be forgiven.  It’s a complaint that even though the children keep the Father’s commands, they are still “sent like sheep to the slaughter.”  It is a plea for YHVH to rise up and protect His chosen instead of allowing the enemies to overwhelm.  In other words, David challenges God to be just, to do what He promised to do, and to stop ignoring the suffering of Israel.  Most of us will find this song surprising.  David’s complaint is based on his belief that Israel has done what it was supposed to do.  Our contemporary evaluation sees a different picture.  We often think that God removed His protective hand because Israel failed to follow Him, but that isn’t David’s assessment.  Perhaps our view, one thousand years later, isn’t quite in line with the thinking of the author at the time this was written.  Perhaps we suffer from an historical bias that came much later.  David sees Israel in another light.  Maybe we should too.

In the middle of this plea is an amazing statement.  Because God does not protect, Israel experiences dishonor and humiliation.  What David implies is that God should have taken care of this.  God should have prevented the enemy’s victory.  Why God didn’t is a mystery.  David claims that God’s chosen have not forgotten Him; that they abandoned the covenant.  And yet, they are not safe.  I wonder if we don’t feel the same way.

The word David uses is bôš (sounds like bosh).  It means, “be ashamed, put to shame, disconcerted, disappointed.” TWOT notes, “The primary meaning of this root is ‘to fall into disgrace, normally through failure, either of self or of an object of trust . . . The force of bôš is somewhat in contrast to the primary meaning of the English ‘to be ashamed,’ in that the English stresses the inner attitude, the state of mind, while the Hebrew means ‘to come to shame’ and stresses the sense of public disgrace, a physical state.”
  Does that fit us?  Aren’t we being publically shamed even though we are doing all we can to follow His instructions?  Don’t we feel the outward humiliation, disgrace and condemnation in our circles of friends?  Haven’t we felt the rejection of the Church?  It seems as if David’s complaint is just as appropriate today.  Where is your protection, Lord?  We have not abandoned our trust in You.  We have not given up the covenant or its commandments.  And yet . . . we suffer.  We are sent to the slaughter like sheep.  We are the scapegoats of theology, the outsiders, rejected simply because we believe what You say.  How can You allow this?

Perhaps you haven’t articulated your discouragement in the same way David did.  But I’m guessing you’ve felt it.  Are you bold enough to echo David’s challenge?

Topical Index:  humiliation, bôš, public shame, Psalm 44:15
October 28   Shabbat

October 29  But Martha was distracted with all her preparations; and she came up to Him and said, “Lord, do You not care that my sister has left me to do all the serving alone? Then tell her to help me.”  Luke 10:40  NASB

Successful Triangulation

Came up - Martha had a lot on her mind.  A dinner party means attending to plenty of details.  But in her desire to please her guests, she encountered more than culinary complications.

Luke tells us that all of the distractions about serving altered her attitude.  This thought hides a deeper reality.  The word Luke uses for "serving" is diakonian.  It is part of the word family of diakonos.  This is the basis of our word “deacon.”  Yeshua uses this word when he says, "whoever wishes to become great among you shall be your servant" (Matthew 20:26).  To be a servant of others is a mark of adopting the vision of Yeshua.  Yeshua's leadership was servant leadership.  It is not Martha's anxiousness to serve that is the problem.  She is behaving in a way that we would probably applaud.  She is working behind the scenes on behalf of others.  She is carrying the load so that others may benefit.  But Yeshua never looks for outward action as the sign of a servant.  Outward humility can disguise inner pride. 

“She came up to Yeshua,” says Luke.  Body language often tells a lot more than words.  Luke uses the verb ephistemi.  This word combines the prefix for “near” (epi) and the verb “to stand” (histemi).  We need to see the picture clearly.  Mary is sitting at the feet of Yeshua, listening to Him speak.  Martha comes to Yeshua, but she does not sit.  She does not kneel.  She does not bend.  She stands near him.  In all likelihood, she stands over him since he was probably not standing while he talked.  She takes the posture of confrontation.    She demands attention.  We know exactly how this feels.  It is that moment when someone outside the conversation inserts a presence that demands attention.  Whatever Yeshua was teaching had to stop because Martha pushed her presence into the room.  She made a stand.  

It takes only a moment to blurt out her indignation.  The behavior of a servant cannot restrain the spirit of the slighted.  She exhibits an attitude that demands personal rights.  

“Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the serving alone?  Then tell her to help me.”
Martha wants more than recognition.  She wants someone to accommodate her needs.  She thinks to herself, "I am not getting the recognition and help I deserve.  Someone is to blame.”  And the first person on the blame list is God.  But notice that Martha does not confront Mary.  Martha uses the triangle approach, combined with a strong dose of guilt.  What Martha claims she wants is Mary’s help.   To get what she wants, she plays two games--guilt and blame.  “If you really cared about me, you would do  . . . .”   The first shot fired is guilt.  “Don't you see that I am important?  Don't you see that I am burdened? Don’t you know how hard I am working for you, Lord?”  Feel guilty that you have not done anything to help me.  Respond to me because you are responsible and you have failed to meet my expectations.

Martha goes to the authority figure.  Clearly Mary’s action shows she is ready to do whatever Yeshua says, so Martha attempts to enlist Yeshua in her effort to get Mary to meet her need.  Martha uses a third party to play the guilt game.  She wants Yeshua to feel guilty that He has not recognized her need and therefore instruct Mary to act accordingly.  
Successful triangulation requires that both parties in the dispute have someone in the middle that can be manipulated by guilt, shame or blame.  The triangle enlists another person who is really not part of the conflict as a weapon against the one whom I should confront directly.  Successful triangulation creates conflict between the middleman and me in order to win my case.  It happens all the time.  Just recall how often children manipulate one parent against the other, co-workers enlist the support of other workers against the boss, parishioners gang up on people that some one person doesn’t like.  Most of us are experts in relationship geometry.
Do you find the tactics familiar?  Engage another in the confrontation, supply guilt, add blame and solicit sympathy and action.  For one purpose—do what I want.  
Topical Index:  triangulation, blame, guilt, Martha, Luke 10:40

Parts of this Today’s Word were excerpted from Jesus Said to Her.
October 30   but just as it is written, “Things which eye has not seen and ear has not heard, and which have not entered the heart of man, all that God has prepared for those who love Him.”  1 Corinthians 2:9  NASB
Imaginative Living

Not entered - How’s your imagination doing today?  Is it robust and visionary, ready to explore all kinds of possibilities, even ones that might surprise you?  Or are you experiencing rigidity, a kind of ossification of your dreams, desires and curiosity in order to maintain order and control?  What matters most to you:  the free flow of creative inspiration or mastery over the chaos and concerns of living?  Don’t answer with what you wish were the case.  Take a serious look at how you behave.  What do you find?

Paul pushes us to imagine.  In a loose translation of Isaiah 64:4, Paul goes so far as to say that we aren’t even capable of envisioning what YHVH has in store for those He loves.  His grace is beyond the scope of our imagination.  Doesn’t this imply that imagination is an acceptable path toward God’s goodness?  It just isn’t quite sufficient.  But that doesn’t mean it should be avoided.  Imagination is the train that gets you on the right track.  It just can’t quite arrive at the final station.

Roderick Logan notes that “van der Kolk and Perry both talk a lot about how imagination is lost in trauma and recovery includes restoring the victim’s imagination and the ability to see (forecast) oneself in a better place tomorrow.”  He’s referring to Bessel van der Kolk’s book, The Body Keeps the Score, and Bruce Perry, Brief: Reflections on Childhood, Trauma and Society.  This is crucial because sin is trauma.  Sin upsets the human dynamic wired into who we are.  It produces distorted pictures of our abilities and disabilities, our relationships or lack of relationships and our purpose.  There might not be a “clinical” definition of sin, but we all know that the experience of sinful behavior pushes shame, guilt and remorse upon us.  Sin undoes us.  That is trauma.  What this means is that our sins blunt our imaginative processes.  We see less, hear less, dream less, understand less.  We are diminished in every way.  Recovery from sin entails restoration of imagination, and that means we will experience greater insights, bigger visions, greater purpose and more integrated living.  In fact, according to Paul, we will once more be on the track toward something we can’t even conceive.  Life will be exciting, surprising and joyful.

But there’s another implication.  If spiritual restoration brings back robust imagination, what do we say about those whose lives pursue a rigid structure and strict control?  What do we say about the man who will not entertain any change in his point-of-view?  What do we say to the one who claims that he has the definitive truth and no more exploration is necessary?  A curtailed imagination might be the signal that something is amiss.

Topical Index:  imagination, not entered, trauma, 1 Corinthians 2:9
October 31 “Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest.”  Matthew 11:28  NASB 

Eulogia
Rest - Walking.  . . . .  Walking.

The pure white sand between my toes as the crystalline waters lap against the shore.  

There.  There is a palm, its graceful neck arches up to heaven supporting the deepest blue sky my eyes have ever seen.   Now I know I am here—in the place that has always been in my mind.  Now surrounding me.  

Transparency.  Shedding all the masks I carried.  Emptying the bags I was given.  What need have I of the trappings of another world?  Their brand names left behind to be washed into the endless peace of the tranquil sea.  I am here alone, in body, mind and soul.  These are my last words, the eulogy of life written on the sand, soon to be washed away, carried off into the All of Being.  I once was here.  And gone.

Sitting.  

It is warm, the sun and sand on my body.  Years of guilt are scrubbed away by the infinitesimal grace of spiritual abrasion.  I will be clean.  I know it now.  Weeping lubricates my metamorphosis.  I cannot stand in this holy place.  Even knees are too arrogant.  I curl on the shore.  Returning to the beginning.  God’s invitation has finally brought me to His attention and now I will be cleansed.  If you were there, somewhere down the beach, would you see only this naked old man sobbing in the sand?  Or would you see him renewed, received to the Garden, prepared for the sacrifice of truth he so longed for?  Just a man, perhaps a bit heretical, lying in the sand, doing nothing.

Doing nothing is the path of my true salvation.  No longer on the wheel.  No more fulfilling expectations.  No need.  This eulogia is about the wonder of living and the blessedness of dying.  Reunited with the One who made me, I gladly give away my spirit. In the place of serenity, awe and overwhelming grace, I finally see me.  The fig leaves fall from my eyes.  He wraps me in light.  I sparkle on the sapphire shore.

I am happy to have known you.  Each of you pointed me in this direction.  Each of you added to who I will now become.  My life was constructed from the building blocks of your souls.  It has been my honor to know you, even if it has been a personal disgrace to have hidden from you for so long.  You persisted despite my fears.  Perhaps this place of abrasion and renewal will teach me that my fears were never just mine.  I carried them from the embryonic past and was never able to finally push them away.  I came into this world already twisted.  Now, at the end, I will be unbent.  It is gloriously terrifying to be without my covering.  “tetelestai” he said many years ago.  Now it is my turn.  aha
ha-kadosh baruch hu.  

I lay down.  The waters of the earth’s womb flow around me.  I’m safe.  I’m home.  He calls.  
November 1  The proverbs of Solomon the son of David, king of Israel:  Proverbs 1:1  NASB
One-Liners

Proverbs – māšāl.  The Hebrew word translated “proverb.”  But it’s much more that.  TWOT notes that while we think of proverb as something like a catchy by-line or intriguing “gotcha” popularized on religious billboards, māšāl really includes parables, discourses and even people as public examples.  Yeshua uses māšāl in this extended form.  In fact, in this regard Israel itself is a māšāl.  I probably don’t fit māšāl as a person.  I’m far too impure.  But maybe there is still a place for some one-liners.  Here are mine:

Freedom is being gripped.

I know the pen is mightier than the sword.  Help me discover that prayer is mightier than the pen.  

Philosophy is a dead lullaby sung sweetly in the ear. 

Why do we try to use the rational mind to say what can only be felt?

Instinct is something never expressed.  Archaic man has the need to make a holy space, not a holy thing.
Sex is the ultimate bonding substitute for intimacy.  It feels like connection but it isn’t love and vulnerability.  It is the counterfeit of personal engagement.  Sex is the mechanics of personal gratification.  Love is the destruction of personal barriers.

Perfect prediction is always ambiguous:  “Something significant is going to happen today,” is always true and says nothing.

Creativity is the essence of being.  Loss of creativity is a sign of death.
Without awe we become addicted to substitutes.  Consider the opulent displays of kings and pharaohs.  Man must display what he refuses to recognize belongs to God.  We are addicted to the lifestyle of replacements.

What we need for life, to live, is a sense (presence) of awe and majesty.  What we want is the kaleidoscope of the addict in a world without color.
Social networks are lies of pretended connection.  They allow us to live in protected isolation while thinking we have friends.

Topical Index:  proverb, māšāl, Proverbs 1:1

November 2  He said, “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I shall return there. The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away. Blessed be the name of the Lord.”  Job 1:21  NASB
Sackcloth and Ashes:  Travels with Job (1)

Taken away - The story of Job is too easy.  I don’t mean to suggest that it isn’t tragic or full of struggle.  What I mean is that we don’t really appreciate its personal depth.  We read through the book as though it were an O’Henry short story or a Cecil B. DeMille screenplay.  It’s just too much over the edge for us.  Our imaginations can’t fathom multiple messengers of doom showing up one after another with terrible news.  We have Social Security, life insurance, Medicare, and government entitlements.  We’re protected.  Even after disasters, we’ve got FEMA.  We don’t connect to the conversations of Job’s friends in a world where Christianity preaches blessings and love while enthroning celebrity success and status.  We don’t understand the torment of the soul because we can read the entire account in less than two hours.  The story is much more like watching a television drama without the commercials.  We know the good guys will win.  It’s another version of tragedy followed by heroic resolve resulting in victorious restitution.  We’ve seen it so many times in the movies that we’re immune to its real impact.  We live at the top of the human food chain.  We don’t know Rwanda, Kosovo or Somalia or a hundred other hellholes in the world where no one cares and no one comes to help.  The story of Job is too easy because it is so removed from life as we know it.  It is just a story.
My guess is that most of us know nothing about the Job saga except the first few verses and the last paragraph.  Job had everything and was a good man.  Satan took it all away and Job suffered.  God restored him with even more than before.  That's the kind of Job story we want to hear.  It's a Biblical fairy tale.  An innocent victim meets terrible tragedy but is rescued by a benevolent God resulting in opulent abundance.  We might wonder for just a moment why God seems so fickle and uncaring at the beginning, but since Job wins in the end, we withhold our complaint.

Until it becomes real.  Until the bad news arrives at our doorstep.  Then Job’s story takes on a different perspective.  Then Job invites me to a banquet of sackcloth and ashes.

Why is the story of Job even in the Bible?  It doesn’t seem to offer much comfort.  After all, it’s about undeserved tragedy.  I have often wondered if God’s restoration could possibly mitigate the sorrow of losing all your children.  I’m quite sure that is a pain I would carry to the grave, even if I had a new family and a new fortune.  Job’s story certainly doesn’t seem to offer any really acceptable answers.  What kind of rationale is it for God to say, “I’m God.  You’re not.  Don’t question me”?  It’s a slap in the face of the human idea of fairness without any apologies.  It’s an insult to a man who stands before his children’s graves.  So what if He’s God.  Don’t I still deserve some recognition?

And then there are Job’s friends.  They seem so well intentioned.  They talk like a lot of friends that I have known.  “What do you mean you’re innocent?  Look how you’re being treated.  God doesn’t bring havoc and misery on the righteous.  You must have done something wrong.  Stop denying it!”  I’ve heard that before.  And I’ve heard the corollary preached from one pulpit after another:  Be good, and God will bless you.  Sin, and God will punish you.  It’s the Santa Claus god keeping track of your good and bad deeds and meting out the consequences.  That’s a god we can understand.  That makes sense.  But a God who allows the righteous to suffer and forgives evil sinners?  No, that can’t be right!  

Job just doesn’t satisfy.  Until Job’s story becomes my story.

There are a lot of theological discussions about Job.  There are plenty of commentaries and sermons and lectures about the texts.  But I wonder if they are all sort of beside the point.  Maybe Job’s story is intentionally incomprehensible until we step into Job’s shoes.  Maybe the only reason Job is there is to give us a place to go when life turns into something we just can’t get our minds around.  Maybe Job is just an introduction to our primal cry when we are swallowed up in catastrophe.  Then Job is for everyone who has ever suffered.  Then I lay aside all the twisting theological puzzles and simply say, “God, I don’t get it.  Life sucks.  I need help.  Why have You done this?”  Maybe Job is just emotional theology.

We need to take Job in longer doses, say a year or two at a time.  We need to see that Job is not about a two-hour documentary.  Job is about the day-after-day-slow-bleeding-while-life-just-keeps-sliding-down-into-the-pit kind of living.  Job is for people who have spent some real time with loss and pain.  Job is for the man or woman who has heard the howling silence.

After awhile, we discover a pattern in the process of long-term suffering.  It goes something like this:

Catastrophe

Acceptance

Heroism

Resolve

Belief

Erosion

Questioning

Silence

Despair

Rebuilding

Faith

Trust

Contentment

This pattern does not happen in an hour.  This takes a long time.  And the longer it takes, the deeper the questions become.  If you want to reach the end—contentment—then you must be willing to travel a road that goes beyond the horizon—a road that leads through the valley of the shadow of death.  Job is really a story about the grave, in unexpected stages.  With that in mind, it’s worth serious investigation.

Catastrophe

The news arrives.  Accident.  Illness.  Injury.  Victim.  Disaster.  A car comes out of nowhere and you end up in a wheel chair.  The doctor says, “It’s cancer.”  The attorney tells you the embezzler took it all and the IRS still wants its money.  Someone shoots your son in a drive by.  A hurricane destroys your home and your crops.  Terrorists explode a bomb in the mall and your family disappears in the rubble.  Every day the news presents us the grist of the Job-mill.  Life is a nightmare.  All of our human efforts at protection of people and property are only finite.  There is no such thing as real security in this world.  

When Job visits our own lives, the shocking reality of our vulnerability is uncovered.  The myth is shattered.  We are not in control.  We are at risk.  Life is not about eternal safety.  It is about faithful response.  This is the first emotion of the Job saga.  “The Lord gives.  The Lord takes away.  Blessed be the name of the Lord.”  When life mounts a frontal attack and slams us with the fist of finitude, Job points the way.  I came here with nothing.  I leave here with nothing.  What I have in the meanwhile is all on loan.  And every loan can be recalled.  The first stage is a deep reality check.  What made me think I had control in the first place?

Most of us can get past the arrival of the bad news.  Most, but not all.  Sometimes the news just derails us forever.  We are unable to accept the “nothing to nothing” truth about living.  Our sense of fairness clouds our perception of reality and we spend the rest of our waiting time angry or depressed or both.  We can’t pick up and go on.  It’s not the way we thought things were supposed to be.  We actually believe we deserve better.  We have forgotten that in a totally random universe (if you don’t believe in God), anything can happen.  Random means “doesn’t have to have a reason.”  And if you don’t like a universe without God, then try the Biblical view where Qohelet says, “Man does not know whether it will be love or hatred; anything awaits him.”  Pretty much the same conclusion.  The first step is the same for one reason.  We need the “life’s supposed to be fair” nonsense kicked out of us.

When we get stuck at the beginning of this road, life becomes a bitter experience.  God becomes an unfaithful accomplice.  We decide to hold Him accountable for our emotional immaturity and a long battle ensues.  We live on the tragic edge, withholding growth as petulant recompense for sorrow.  The longer we stay here, the more we succumb to a god of our own design, one who would never have done what was done.  In the end, suffering becomes a familiar and comfortable choice to avoid confronting the God Who is.  But there is no life in this option.  The universe is not interested in our definition of fair.  The universe does not bend to our notion of justice and purpose.  To hold God accountable for what we consider appropriate property management is to misunderstand completely the difference between Creator and created.  Job does not make this mistake.  Job sees that there is no guarantee for our right-to-use what God places in our hands.  God gives and, because He is Creator and Giver, He can take away.  His decisions do not diminish His authority nor impugn His sovereignty.  And they do not make Him evil.  Lesson Number One:  I am not God.

Confronted with tragedy, some of us take the heroic option.  Human beings have an incredible capacity for heroic action in the midst of pain.  Disasters of natural or human origin are a call to arms.  Our deepest sympathies and greatest virtues flow to the surface and reach out to others.  Even when the catastrophe is quite personal, we suddenly discover wellsprings of emotional reserve and heroic resolve.  Incredible achievements often result.  But it doesn’t last.  Life is entropic.  It slips back toward the valley.  Human beings are not designed to permanently occupy the mountaintops in that adrenaline-laced rarified air of the hero.  Human beings can climb great peaks but they can only live and grow in the shadowed valleys.  They must come down to survive.  

Job stands at the side of the mountain trail and points down toward the valley.  Acceptance is the beginning of truth.  Denial is the pathway to despair.  God restructured the fallen universe so that pain has purpose.  It might not always seem redemptive.  It might not always seem rational.  But pain always moves us toward confrontation with divinity.  It is precisely the unreasonableness of pain that brings God into focus.  Pain confronts us with our finitude, our inability to control the world.  We discover that we are thrown into circumstances that are quite beyond us.  So pain pushes back the curtain of this world and demands that we stare into the world beyond the human horizon.

Next comes acceptance.

Tomorrow.
Topical Index:  Job 1:21, taken away, catastrophe
November 3  He said, “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I shall return there. The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away. Blessed be the name of the Lord.”  Job 1:21  NASB
Sackcloth and Ashes:  Travels with Job (2)

Taken away – Acceptance.  
This is the Job answer to the first stage of catastrophe.  God gives.  It is a blessing to recognize that God is the author of my good fortune.  God takes away.  It is a virtue to realize that God is still the sovereign power behind my circumstances.  Either way, God deserves my worship.

Catastrophe is simply the reminder that I am not god.  I do not control my destiny.  The universe does not conform to my rational desires.  In some sense, catastrophe is an essential ingredient in spirituality.  I do not mean to suggest that it is necessary.  God intended that we become human in dialogue with the divine without pain.  But we have all chosen otherwise.  We have turned from the open invitation to dialogue because we do not like the necessity of subordination.  The result is a world of pain.  While pain was not essential, it has now become necessary.  It is the single, clarifying occurrence that confirms the need for dialogue.  Pain re-establishes the order of subordination whether we like it or not.  Pain is the antidote to fantasy.  It is the cure for denial.

In Job, we see the proper response to pain.  Acceptance.  Not stoic acknowledgment.  Not fatalistic admission.  Acceptance has both a positive and a negative movement.  First, acceptance positively engages me with reality.  I accept what I cannot change.  I face my circumstances without denial or animosity because I acknowledge that I am also a created being under the hand of God.  Job can say, “The Lord gives and the Lord takes away” because Job understands that what is created has no rights except those given by the Creator.  To accept pain is to agree that God is God and He has the authority to do what He pleases with His creation.  That He chooses to grant me peace, prosperity and blessing is entirely a decision of His grace, not of my worth.  I have no grounds for complaint when He chooses otherwise.  Does the clover complain when it is cut?  Does the robin complain when the nest is destroyed in a fire?  Does the mountain complain when the glacier scrapes away its majesty?

The negative movement hidden in pain is the desire for domination.  This domination begins with the denial that life should include suffering.  When I reject my existence as a created part of someone else’s universe, I establish an egocentric view of life.  This view demands that life either behave according to my edicts or explain why it is an unruly child.  The egocentric view of life presupposes my right to control.  When I move toward the negative side of pain, I move toward a world that flies the banner of self-determination from the highest spire.  I usually call this by the fictitious name, “Freedom.”  I can never have this kind of freedom until I am able to subdue all of those forces and threats that limit my self-determination.  Therefore, the negative movement of pain pushes me toward the desire for greater and greater domination over my world, exactly the opposite direction encouraged by the positive movement of pain.  I seek to become god rather than accept God.  I seek control rather than submission.  Pain and suffering is the fulcrum point of this delicate balance.  In the West, pain is wrong!  It has no legitimate purpose, spiritual or otherwise, than to encourage my mastery over it by force or contrivance.  Pain is anti-human and I must do all I can to bring it into submission.  In this kind of world, I must become my own god.  But Job reminds us that we are not and since we are not, we must learn what pain has to teach us.

Topical Index:  acceptance, pain, purpose, Job 1:21

November 4  Shabbat
November 5  He said, “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I shall return there. The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away. Blessed be the name of the Lord.”  Job 1:21  NASB
Sackcloth and Ashes:  Travels with Job (3)

Taken away – Heroism.  The first response to disaster is heroism.  Men and women are wired with the will to live and occasionally this will must be exercised under great duress.  The world salutes these examples of bravery, not simply because they exhibit uncommon valor but because they remind us of what is best in our kind.  We are a species that cares in extended community.  This is quite an unusual fact about human beings.  Many creatures on this planet exhibit heroic behavior in the face of threats to themselves or to immediate offspring.  Few if any show regard for those outside the house.  Human beings are remarkably communal, extending the boundaries of our concern to those whom we will never meet and perhaps never even know.  In the face of tragedy, human beings often become the hands and feet of God for someone else.

Heroism, however, has limits.  Physical capacity wears down.  Resources are exhausted.  Motivation flags.  Heroes shine best when they are remembered for past acts, not when they return to life's tedious routines.  In the face of tragedy, timing is everything.  The hero seems to occupy that slender moment when heightened awareness catapults grief to the foreground of life.  The longer the unresolved disaster remains, the less heroism can accomplish.

Job is a hero of the faith.  He begins with an exclamation of belief that few of us could have managed.  Instead of the "Why me, God?" question, or the denial of his created status, Job vouches for the absolute authority of God.  He immediately puts his "rights" on the shelf.  He does what only a hero could do:  he believes.  His declaration that God gives and God takes away is heroic (Job 1:21).  In spite of all the pain and suffering, Job endorses God.  He doesn't flinch in his commitment to God's absolute sovereignty.  He sees the reality of living.  We come into this world with nothing.  We leave with nothing.  Everything in between is under the direct control of God.  The rational man – a man of faith – will understand and worship.

I'm quite sure that at the beginning his wife and friends applauded Job's bravery.  Job's faith instantly elevates him above the common believers.  While his friends show sympathy and his wife provides comfort, I'm sure that they are already wondering how this man can keep it all together.  We are spared the details of his personal agony.  The story does not tell us about the heart crushing weeping at the death of all his children or the panic attacks in the face of total financial collapse.  It doesn't describe the deep sense of identity loss that accompanies destruction of family, fortune and fame.  The story skips lightly over what were surely days and days of torturing emotion.  Identifying with the pain is not the point of this story even though it takes but a moment's reflection to personally feel what Job must have felt.  Job's heroic stand lifts him above what was surely a living hell.  For this, we praise him.

But heroism doesn't last, not even for those who offer applause.
Topical Index:  heroism, Job 1:21
November 6  He said, “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I shall return there. The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away. Blessed be the name of the Lord.”  Job 1:21  NASB
Sackcloth and Ashes:  Travels with Job (4)

Taken away – The next stage in the story is the slide from external tragedy to internal trauma.  Job heroically proclaims his faith when the world around him collapses.  Will he do the same when his own body fails to protect him?  

It’s one thing to endure the loss of possessions, even the loss of children.  There is no question that those losses are numbingly painful.  But when the body breaks, when the skin molds and rots, when there is constant physical pain, that’s the time that suicide begins to remove color from the horizon.  

Our civilization has stopped believing in the sanctity of life.  We no longer consider the decisions about birth and death to be the exclusive province of God.  We extenuate and terminate, ventilate and complicate the issue of living so much so that some judge who has never considered who God is adjudicates in God’s place.  As a culture, we firmly believe that our lives belong to us, and when they get too painful to bear (wherever that point might be at the moment), we have the inalienable right (but who gave it to us?) to do something about it.  This is precisely the proposal given Job by his wife.  “Your life is horrible.  It will never be better.  Why don’t you just curse God (the equivalent of deliberately issuing a death sentence for yourself) and die?”  Why don’t you commit suicide?  What is the point of going on?  You’ve lost everything you possessed.  Now you have lost control of your own body.  Is this a life worth living?

If we read this part of the story in Hebrew, we would find something shocking. The word translated “curse” is not qalal (which we see in Job 3:1).  It is barak and barak means “bless.”  This verse jumps off the page because it seems to say exactly what we don’t expect.  Does Job’s wife really say, “Bless God and die”?  

What we discover when we realize that the word is “bless” and not “curse” is this:  Job’s wife employs powerful sarcasm to get across her point.  Job has become a scapegoat of blessing.  All his good has been turned to evil.  Now his wife ridicules his previous blessed state.  “You thought God was so good to you.  You constantly talked about His blessings.  Now look at you.  You’re pathetic.  Why don’t you bless your ‘blessing God’ now, and die?!”  

Years ago when I had my first face-to-face encounter with Job, when my life suddenly collapsed into ruin, I heard these same sarcastic remarks.  “Don’t wait for a miracle.  It’s not going to happen.”  “You were so stupid.  Now maybe you’ll wake up to the real world and take care of yourself.”  “Stop living in a fairy tale.”  The words of Job’s wife echoed across the centuries. “Look at your life.  It’s ruined.  What kind of God does this to people?  If that’s what God’s blessings mean, then why bother to live?”

Job is a very difficult book to study.  It’s not difficult for those who read only the first two chapters and the last few verses.  They are the ones who are convinced that God directs MGM studios.  Everything turns out good in the end.  Job isn’t for the Hollywood believers.  Job is for the rest of us who have to live in the middle.  Job doesn’t become ours until we hear those sarcastic words, until our faith is challenged by the unthinkable, until we are standing alone, destroyed, under the banner of a God who cares.  Then Job is as real as it gets.  Job is the theology of pain and it is utterly useless to those who do all they can to avoid pain.  Job is only for brave souls who are willing to face life as it is.

The belief that we are owners of our own lives is deeply embedded in the culture’s thinking.  This is the fundamental issue with the argument over abortion.  It is the foundation of legislation about euthanasia, life-support, Dr. Kevorkian and dozens of other “death” difficulties.  When we think that life belongs to us, we are immediately pushed onto the path of determining for ourselves what life really is.  When does it begin and when does it end?  So Job’s wife comes to him and says, “Curse God.”  That is a suicide clause.  You did not curse a god and expect to live.  To curse God was to commit an act of treason, punishable by death.  That is the essence of the Third Commandment.  If you cursed the “blessing God,” you would die in retribution.  But at least you got it over with.  You stopped the pain.  

Now Job displays a faith that very, very few people have.  He has already lost all his possessions and his closest community.  Now he loses interpretive contact with the world.  In this world, we exist embodied.  Our bodies are the channels of living.  We do not enjoy life as spirits.  For better or worse, we are here as bodies.  All that we experience is interpreted bodily.  Our ability to interact with life depends on bodily cooperation.  That is why the loss of bodily faculties is such a tragedy.  We are designed in a way that expects full body functioning in order to experience all that life offers.  Blind men are cut off from vast amounts of worldly experience.  So are the deaf, the mute, the physically and mentally disabled.  Illness is a form of deprivation from life.  It restricts our intended interaction with all of God's creation.  Deep and lasting illness slowly squeezes out the world and in the process, minimizes life.

Job’s first tragedy introduces him to the fragile nature of accumulation and security.  Job’s second tragedy introduces him to the absolute dependence of all experience on the grace of God.

Last year a close friend of mine died from a prolonged battle with cancer.  As the disease destroyed her body from the inside, her world grew smaller and smaller.  She traversed the path from healthy athletics to exhaustion, from weakness to inability and from survival to death.  She could no longer enjoy a walk at sunset, a drive to the beach, a party with friends, a favorite dessert, a day with her grandchildren, a time to read.  Illness robbed her of life, slowly, day by day, squeezing her into a world confined to the length of her bed and the hand that held hers.  External disaster removes our connection to substance.  Internal disaster removes our connection to life.

You might ask, “What's left?” 

The answer is, “Resolve.”

Job’s resolve is found in chapter 2, verse 10.  “Shall we indeed accept good from God and not accept adversity?”  The implications in this statement are enormous.  How many of us could stand with Job and proclaim this kind of faith?  Very few, I suspect.  Today we live in a world that preaches God’s unlimited goodness.  From forgiveness without consequences to richer, better lives, we are subjected to an unending barrage of spiritual utopia.  When God shows up, life gets better.  When God shows up, problems disappear.  The reason for salvation is happiness here and heaven later.  We have painted God in our own desirable image—the great genie in the sky who is ready to make life wonderful for anyone who believes strongly enough.

Job did not have that kind of God.  Job’s God was the God who stood behind the good and the bad.  Job’s God was the God who initiated His own purposes even when it put Job in debtor’s prison and the hospital ward.  This God is much more difficult to follow.  But the other kind of god is worthless.

Suffering is nearly impossible to comprehend.  It is one of those theological problems that never finds a truly satisfying answer.  No matter what solution is offered, there always seems to be some discomfort in the context.  Suffering just doesn’t seem right.  Job’s resolve in the face of incredible undeserved suffering deliberately avoids the mental gymnastics needed to bring rational closure.  Job is not a theologian.  He is a fellow traveler on life’s tortuous road.  His answer to this suffering is culled from dirt and thirst.  If God is responsible for the good I have experienced, am I going to complain when He brings bad?  My life is under His control.  The good things in my life came from His hand.  I was the passive recipient of His favor.  I took all that He gave when it was good.  Am I now going to complain when He brings things into my life that I don't like?

Job does not tell us why God allows good or bad.  Job simply points out that it is God’s choice, not mine.  It’s not a matter of what’s fair.  It’s a matter of what’s given.  If the rain falls on the just and the unjust, so do hail storms.  When God chooses to favor His children, we rejoice.  When He chooses not to bless us, we are still called to rejoice.  He is still God and we are still His creatures.  Job’s priority is not theology.  It is worship.  

If we thought that Job’s first declaration of faith (“the Lord gives and the Lord takes away, blessed be the name of the Lord”) was strikingly heroic, then we will be even more impressed by his statement of resolve.  “If I accept what is good, shall I not also accept what is bad?”  Who can challenge the justice of God?  Not Job!  Job resolves to uphold God’s absolute rule no matter what that might mean for his personal circumstances.  

Now I know that I am not like Job.  I suspected that we didn’t quite share the same perspective when he pronounced that God had the right to take things away.  Intellectually I agreed.  God is sovereign.  But my fear and distrust began to grow when I thought about what that would mean for me.  I don’t want God to take things away, and I am pretty sure that when He does, I feel slighted.  I complain.  I want them back.  I hold God accountable.  What right does God have to take from me what I earned under great duress and with considerable effort?  I am more than likely to be one of the “Why me, God?” people.  But Job might convince me that God is sovereign and He does have the right to change my life (as long as I continue to think He is doing it for the best).  

Unfortunately, when I get to the point where Job says that I should be just as agreeable to the bad as I am to the good, Job and I start to part company.  I see his logic.  If I accept God’s gifts, then it follows that I should also accept His chastisements or even His unfavorable acts toward me.  But my natural ego reaction is, “This isn't fair,” by which I really mean, “I don't like this.”  That’s when I need Job’s resolve, not to solve the problem of suffering but to exercise the call to worship.  I need to resolve to honor God because He is God, not because of what He does or doesn’t do for me.  Job’s answer to suffering is to remind us that worship is not based on what God does but on who God is.  It’s a point well taken.

Topical Index:  resolve, Job 1:21; 2:10

November 7   “Afterward Job opened his mouth and cursed the day of his birth”  Job 3:1  NASB
Sackcloth and Ashes:  Travels with Job (5)

Cursed - Unfortunately, even the best of us fail.  Chapter 3 begins the real story of Job.  Most of the book is devoted to Job’s erosion toward justification.  It all starts with a subtle shift: Job wishes he were never born.

The Greek poet Theognis probably summarized the essence of the Greek view of life when he said, “Best of all for mortals is never to have been born, but for those who have been born to die as soon as possible.”  Why was he so pessimistic?  Maybe he knew about Job.  The crushing impact of the story of Job is not the fight between good and evil.  It is rather the total lack of control that Man exercises over life.  Without a good God above, the world is nothing more than a fickle and cruel place where anything can happen.  Even Solomon recognized this fact.  So, Theognis rightly concludes, if life is just painful suffering while traveling toward the grave, why even be born?  In a world without the protection of a benevolent God, what hope do we have?  Probability always wins.  

Job never met Theognis but it certainly looks like he agrees.  In this verse, Job begins a long lament about the day he was born.  He wishes it had never happened.  All of the joy surrounding his conception has been turned to excruciating sorrow.  All of the pleasure is now pain.  He concludes that it wasn’t worth it.  Death is so much better than this living hell.  At least when I’m dead, says Job, I will no longer suffer.

The Hebrew word qalal can mean “to make light of, to trivialize,” but in this context it takes on a much more powerful invective.  “Curse the day I was born.  Extinguish it!  Cross it off the calendar.”  Job’s distress reaches up to heaven and asks for a chronological eraser.  If you have suffered deeply enough, you might also find yourself crying out with Job, “Why was I even born?”  Theognis has no answer at all.  For him, suffering is purposeless.  Death is relief.  But even though Job shares the same emotional context, his cry is not Greek.  Job does have a God in heaven.  This makes his pain even harder to understand.  For the Greeks, uncontrollable fate brought unwelcomed pain.  Without nous (mind), the Greek world is an irrational world.  The Greek struggle is always to bring under rational control what is essentially irrational fate.  But Job believes in a God of order, a God who is completely in control.  The world is not accidental, fickle and vicious.  Job’s suffering is not just emotional.  It is spiritual.  He has confronted the very edges of the God he knows and his mind is breaking along with his body.

For Job, this is the beginning of a long slide into despair.  Up to this point, disaster produces heroic faith and superhuman resolve.  But now the breakdown starts.  For thirty-three chapters, Job falls.  This is the real story of Job, the man who just wanted to know why.  Push aside those first few lines about calamity.  Ask yourself if you are just like Job from chapter three to thirty-three.  “God, I just want to know why?”  Have you surveyed your life and concluded that God needs to explain a few things?  

Job’s story is not a Hollywood drama.  It is the traumatic struggle to really believe in the character of a good and faithful God when the world doesn’t make any sense.  It’s not easy and it’s not easily resolved.  This shift is the beginning of grappling with one of the most difficult questions:  If God is good, why are there undeserved evil acts in the world?  

Job is no theologian.  He is not contemplating the presence of “evil” from afar, playing mind games of debate while securely ensconced in an ivory tower.  No, Job’s wrestling is real.  His body is rotting.  His children are dead.  His wife has abandoned him.  His fortune is gone.  Job is the gutter man, trying to understand how a “blessing” God could be so cruel.  

We need to pay careful attention to Job’s thoughts.  He rejects the arguments of his companions.  The evil that has befallen him is not the result of his sin.  He has done the fearless moral inventory and found no marks against him.  How convenient it would be if he could only have discovered some outright disobedience, some hidden fault.  Job is a man who would waste no time repenting.  He knows confession intimately.  Yet the argument that his living horror results from his heart rebellion is unwarranted.  Job, even by God’s own reckoning, is a righteous man.  So we must carefully note that Job never assails God in his personal tragedy.  He does not say, “God, You are cruel and unjust.  You are playing games with my life, tormenting me for no reason.”  Job rejects such attempts to put the blame on God.  His thought moves in another direction.  He does not ask for a change in circumstances.  He asks only for an explanation.

Job and I part company.  I suspected that I was not really like Job with the opening lines of the book.  I might be a friend of the Most High, but I don’t think God would have mentioned me in the same breath with the words “blameless and upright.”  I am, at best, a Jacob.  I am the man who spent his life manipulating and negotiating and leveraging, until the day that another “man” wrestled me to the ground.  And even then, I clung to him, demanding some favor.  That’s why my soul limps.  But Job, Job is not like me.  Job truly was righteous and upright.  And even now, at the point of slipping over the edge of despair, we still see Job's righteousness.  He will not blame God.  He only asks for the reason behind his suffering.

Now I know that I am certainly not like Job.  When personal tragedy falls on me, I may start with heroic resolve.  I may declare belief.  But when erosion begins to grip my soul, I am converted into Esau.  I look for someone to blame.  After I have confessed the open and the hidden sins that may have perpetrated this tragedy, like Jacob, I want God to fix things.  And if they remain horrible, I can only conclude, like Naomi, that God Himself must be out to get me in spite of my confession.  I begin to question the long-suffering mercy of the Most High. I wonder about His benevolence.  Doubts about His faithfulness weave a web of bitterness in my soul.  I am quite sure that the current evangelical God of light would never allow such terror to dominate my life after confession, but instead of Job’s posture of acceptance, I become a prosecutor, demanding that God give account for the way I am being treated.  

This version of legalism is implied in the conversations of Job’s companions.  Job’s friends are convinced that life operates on a moral version of Boyle’s Law.  Boyle’s Law states that under conditions of constant temperature and quantity, there is an inverse relationship between the volume and pressure for an ideal gas.  When you squeeze a balloon, you notice that the harder you push, the harder it seems to push back.  When you lie back on an inflatable mattress, or pool float, it compresses up to a point and then seems to stop.  This is because as you decrease the volume of a confined gas, the pressure that it exerts increases.  When two variables are inversely proportional, like pressure and volume, the product of the two variables will always remain constant.   This means that if you double the value of one variable, you divide the other by half.  

Job’s friends argued that God’s desire to bless me is constant but the experience of blessing in this world is in inverse relationship to individual sinfulness.   As my sinfulness decreases, God’s blessings increase.  If my life is full of sorrow and tragedy, it is not because God has changed His mind about blessing.  His desire to bless me remains the same.  Therefore, the only reason that I am not being blessed is due to my sinfulness.  God cannot bless me because my sin prevents it.  

When Job denies that he is sinning but he nevertheless experiences pain and suffering, his friends can only conclude that he must be lying about his moral state.  Under the spiritual Boyle's Law world, it is simply inconceivable that God would allow a righteous man to suffer.  

If we carefully examine our own thinking, we haven’t yet overthrown this false moral equation.  We really do think that God withholds His blessings because of our sins.  In fact, we might even emotionally believe that God punishes us due to our sins and rewards us due to our obedience.  This is the imagined Law of Just Rewards.  If I am good, God will bless me.  If I am bad, God will hurt me, or, at the very least, withhold good things from me.

Erosion leads me to the desire for escape.  Common wisdom suggests that there are basically two reactions to stress:  fight or flight.  Personally, I am a “flight” type.  After heroic resolve has collapsed, I want to get away.  I want a nice warm beach on a tropical island preferably inhabited by other people who want nothing more than to make me happy. When I finally realize that my fantasy flight is a sign of neurosis, that it is the unwillingness to face reality as it is, I return to God’s word.  It is anchored in the only reality that matters.  In fact, it is so well grounded that it even comments on my “flight” syndrome:  “Hope deferred makes the heart sick” (Proverbs 13:12).  Yes, Lord, it certainly does.
Topical Index:  qalal, curse, Job 3:1
November 8   “Why did I not die at birth, come forth from the womb and expire?”  Job 3:11  NASB
Sackcloth and Ashes:  Travels with Job (6)

Questioning
Expire - The end of erosion is questioning.  Questioning is not doubt.  We don’t doubt that God exists, that He is good, that He is just or that He is sovereign.  We question His motives.  So does Job.  Erosion in our belief systems leads to questioning, not just the meaning and content of the beliefs, but to the reason behind God’s actions.  We can survive concerns about meaning and content.  That is the stuff of doctrine, dogma and ways of life.  One system of beliefs can be replaced by another.  But when it comes to the motives of God, we are often left in the black hole of the inexplicable.  We simply can’t understand why a God who is all the things we believe Him to be would act as He does, or in some particularly troubling cases, does not act when He should.  This is not a matter of intellectual incapacity.  It is of no value to assert that “His ways are higher than our ways.”  While that is rationally conceivable, it makes no difference to the existential anxiety of living with tragedy.  What is the point of telling me that I simply am ontologically incapable of understanding?  That leaves me without an answer, without even the hope of an answer.  It is as if God said, “Well, I know the secret and I could tell you, but I won’t.  Too bad for you!”

Questioning is about motives, intent, purpose and plan.  It is not about how it all happens.  We can readily admit that we don’t understand, and perhaps cannot understand, how.  But we don’t really need to know how.  A child doesn’t need to know how an automobile works.  He just needs to know that it can take him to school so that he doesn’t have to worry about walking.  We just need to know that God actually has some purpose behind all our experiences.  And we don’t even need to know exactly what that purpose is.  We just need to know that there is a purpose.  That much He needs to communicate in a way that makes us confident about Him.  If God can’t even do that, then either we are so incapacitated as to be no better than instinctual animals, or God is so removed from us that it is foolish to believe He even cares.  The desire, perhaps even, demand for God to give us some sort of explanation of motive isn’t blasphemous disrespect.  It might be if we served a God who operated as a tyrant.  Tyrants can order compliance without explanation.  They can issue ultimatums simply because they have the power to do so.  But this isn’t the way God is described in the Bible.  He is a Father, compassionate, intimately involved, concerned, loving and gracious.  What Father like that would refuse to provide even the slightest hint about motive?  If God does refuse to tell us anything about why He does what He does, then we should rightly dismiss His claims to care.  

Questioning is reasonable, that is, it is morally reasonable.  We don’t need responses to make sense.  We just need them to have some purpose we can grasp.  In the ancient world of the Middle East, the gods often did things that didn’t make sense—and they refused to explain why they did these things.  But YHVH, the God of Israel, was uniquely distinguished from all the other gods precisely because He offered explanation.  He made promises.  He revealed purposes.  We should expect Him to continue in the same vein.  When our questioning arrives at a concrete wall, when no explanation is offered, when grief over moral injury is rejected, something happens to the human soul.  It retreats to silence.
Topical Index:  questioning, Job 3:11
November 9  “For now I would have lain down and been quiet; I would have slept then, I would have been at rest,”  Job 3:13  NASB
Sackcloth and Ashes:  Travels with Job (7)

Been quiet - Silence is an emotional response to trauma.  It doesn’t have to be.  Silence can be the emotional response to awe, to majesty, to gratitude.  But that would require prior awareness of divine concern or divine, welcoming presence.  That’s not the case when we arrive at this point in the progress of long-term suffering.  Our questions about God’s motives receive no answers.  We ask until the ceiling of heaven turns to lead.  Until our prayers bounce off an implacable universe.  Until we are worn out from crying.  And then there is nothing left but silence.

This is not the silence of acceptance.  This is the silence of despair, the next stage in our progression.  But before we open ourselves to the discouragement and despondency of this next step, we need to listen intently to the empty world we occupy.
There is a time when heartache turns to anger.  We rage against the night because we believe in justice.  But when there is no answer, no resolution, when the heartache just doesn’t stop, we stop too.  We stop thinking.  We stop questioning.  We stop speaking.  We turn off—and endure.  After we curse the day we were born, after we realize that there isn’t any reason forthcoming and the pain is not going to subside, human beings stop talking.  Oh, we can still go on with our daily grind.  We can get up, eat, move about and work, but there’s an emptiness that pervades life, a gnawing sense that it is all for nothing now.  No purpose.  No real direction.  Just survival.  And certainly, no hope.  Silence is resignation.  “It’s just going to be like this until it’s finally over.”  Look into the eyes of the desperately poor, the chronically abused, the truly homeless and you will see.  The spark is missing.  

Is this part of the journey?  Is it possible that God simply observes when we reach full depletion?  The agony of Job’s curse of himself is not an indictment of God.  It is a declaration of helplessness.  When we reach the stage of silence, we have concluded that no one and nothing can relieve our distress.  We are alone—and no one cares.

You might think that Job’s condition isn’t yours.  You might tell yourself that even if you suffered like he did, your faith would pull you through, just as it eventually does with Job.  But I suspect that if you really look under the skin, there is a place where the disease of silence grows, a subterranean fungus garden waiting for the right combination of stress and mercilessness to break through the surface.  I suspect that we know how Job feels even if we are well cared for at this moment.  Job’s cry haunts us because it sets off primal concerns.  Stripped of our protective pretenses, we are very close to this man’s words—and his wordless existence.  If God cannot break into this cell, we will never be whole no matter how many camels He provides later.  This is the place of resurrection or death.  Do you feel it?

Topical Index:  curse, silence, quiet, Job 3:1
November 10   “I cry out to You for help, but You do not answer me; I stand up, and You turn Your attention against me.  “You have become cruel to me;”  Job 30:20-21  NASB
Sackcloth and Ashes:  Travels with Job (8)

Not answer – And what if God doesn’t answer?  What if we never hear from Him?  What if we live those thirteen years of silence like Abraham?  What then?  After we stop talking, after there is nothing left to say, we arrive at another stage—despair.

There are a lot of synonyms for despair.  Some of them still leave a little room for change.  Disheartened, for example, suggests a temporary condition.  Unhappiness is the same.  Melancholy, pessimism, discouragement—all with a sliver of light at the end of the tunnel.  But then there’s hopelessness, anguish, desperation and wretchedness.  These, I’m afraid, are much closer to Job’s experience.  And perhaps ours.  

What sliver of hope can you give to a woman who has been selling her body for twelve years in order that she and her children will not starve?  You can give her food for today, and maybe tomorrow, but her real circumstances don’t change.  She will still have to go to that dingy room with another client.  Hopelessness.  The psychological barrier must be in place to live like this.  It wasn’t different for her mother.  It won’t be different for her.  And probably not for her daughter either.  This is the real world—evil, dehumanizing, ruthless.  

But, of course, we don’t have to live on the streets of Calcutta or Jakarta or Kinshasa to know what hopelessness feels like.  All we need is a continuously broken relationship, a loss of purpose, a feeling of being lost in a heartless world.  All we need are 900 Facebook friends who don’t know our emptiness.  A peer group that rejects us.  A parent who doesn’t care.  That’s when we need to hear from a God who loves, and His silence is deafening.

Don’t we wish we could have the faith of others?  Wouldn’t it be wonderful if somehow we could just experience that warm feeling of acceptance they talk about, that intimate conversation with “Father” that seems to escape us?  What is wrong with us?  We try to believe.  We try to imagine God cares.  We ratchet up our spiritual expectations and do what we can to be worthy of His voice.  But it doesn’t come.  Day after day we wait.  We are not Elijah, commanding the sign of His presence.  We are Job, cursing our own existence.  Something is wrong with the world and we don’t know how to fix it.

Do you think that despair is a stop on the journey toward faith?  Surely God cannot have planned this route.  But here we are.  God didn’t save us from this emptiness.  The only question we have left is this:  Will He?  Will He look upon our misery and rescue us now?  

Do you suppose that those who truly love are the ones who have known the depths of rejection?
Topical Index:  despair, not answer, Job 3:20-21

November 11  Shabbat
November 12  “I know that You can do all things, and that no purpose of Yours can be thwarted.”   Job 42:2  NASB 
Sackcloth and Ashes:  Travels with Job (9)

Purpose – Do you really believe that God can do all things?  Perhaps we are only truly capable of such a statement when we have suffered the inexplicable at the hands of YHVH.  It’s easy to assert that God can do everything when life is good, when the blessings flow.  But when life turns bitter, sour to taste and touch, do we still maintain with firmest conviction that God can do everything, including allow this catastrophe into our lives for His purposes?  Do we believe when we are in the refiner’s fire?
Job’s use of the Hebrew verb zamam begins the process of rebuilding faith.  This verb and its derivative, mĕzimmâ, is unexpected.  Along with the root, it is almost always used to describe YHVH’s judgment against the wicked.  When it is used of men, it is about evil plans and deeds.  Perhaps we’ve misunderstood Job’s return to faith.  Perhaps Job now recognizes his error and he uses this word to remind himself that God is justified in punishing.  Too often we think Job’s statement means Job will now expect God to bring about good things once more, that Job has relented.  But what if Job is acknowledging that he deserved some sort of chastisement and the blow should not be softened.  Perhaps rebuilding begins when a man sees into the depths of his resistance.  Even a righteous man has dark places in the soul.

If Job’s statement is really an acknowledgement that God is unraveling those dark places, then we gather another insight into spiritual chastisement.  First, we notice the statement of Tournier.  “We do not realize how terrible psychological determinism can be.  It wears down the will as concrete wears down the fingernails.”
  Tournier amplifies.  “ . . . as long as these psychical mechanisms are unconscious they are all-powerful, but when they become conscious they are less so.  The way is open then for faith and trust to win their victories.”
  In other words, like all men, Job must be peeled back one layer at a time before he can come to the depths of his own self-reliance.  He must be pushed to see his automatic spiritual justifications, his unexamined religious assumptions and his potentially divergent paths.  Job’s story is not simply about the role of good and evil in the world, or the culpability of God in the process.  Perhaps we need to read it as an intensive therapeutic session in which Job is forced to re-examine all he has assumed to be true in order to find that these beliefs created a kind of determinism about his life and his expectations.  God upsets the apple cart in ways that we can hardly grasp.  But the end is not chaos.  It is a chance to rebuild the relationship with the Lord on the only grounds that are immune to futile assumptions, i.e., the personal character of YHVH.  Without this, life is just substituting platitudes.

Topical Index: rebuild, zamam, purpose, thwart, Job 42:2
November 13  “I have heard of You by the hearing of the ear; but now my eye sees You;”  Job 42:5
Sackcloth and Ashes:  Travels with Job (10)

Hearing – What is the difference between hearing God and seeing Him?  The Hebrew term shama is a familiar one.  Today we often stress the double action of the word shama, i.e., to hear and to obey.  But Job must have more than this in mind.  He has been a righteous man.  He has heard and obeyed.  But now something even more important has happened.  He sees.  

Does this mean Job had a personal visitation from God?  Not likely.  What Job expresses in a revelatory insight much like those men who later would be called “seers.”  Suddenly, all Job’s prior obedience takes on a new dimension.  He changes from a man of meticulous rule-keeping to a man of visible relationship.  Now we have to re-evaluate what we thought righteousness was.
Job discovers faith.  It’s not that Job didn’t practice faithful obedience before.  Clearly, he did.  But his relationship with YHVH was based on prescribed behaviors.  He cared for  the poor.  He sacrificed.  He prayed.  He acted honorably with others.  He did not lust after possessions or people.  He was a model of strict, moral behavior.  Many of us think that this is the true meaning of righteousness.  We strive to be like the early Job, a man of principle, witness and commitment.  Who among us would not applaud Job’s statement at the beginning of the saga?  “The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away. Blessed be the name of the Lord.”  Job is our model.  

But there is more.  Rule-governed living assumes stability in expectations.  Like Job, we can become servants of the rules, worshippers of the Book, followers of the Way to the exclusion of a God who seeks dynamic interaction.  Relationship is a matter of deciding to trust, not a checklist of prescribed behaviors.  Relationship requires a certain flexibility, a decision to continue in fellowship when our fixed expectations are being torn apart.  Tournier notes, “True personal relationship, of the sort that makes the person, involves both choice and risk; it lays one open to a reply, and to the necessity of replying in turn:  it is a dialogue.”
  Perhaps we have much further to travel than simply Torah obedience.  Yes, it’s true that Torah is our guide.  Yes, it’s true that it summarizes God’s instructions for living.  But Torah can become another list of rules.  It isn’t personal until we enter into a dialogue with the One who gave it.  “There is no life without fluctuation, without incessant oscillations about a mean equilibrium.  Fixity is death.”

“There is scarcely any such thing as a stable spiritual life.  In any case it is rather a Hindu than a Christian ideal—the disappearance of the person, absorbed into the great Whole.  We do not ‘possess’ God or contact with Him.  We find him periodically and this is precisely authentic and living religious experience.  It is an adventure, of which the return of the prodigal is an illustration, whereas the elder son, to whom the Father says, ‘Thou art ever with me’ (Luke 15:31), undergoes no religious experience.”

Job discovered the God who is involved, not the God who once gave instructions.  Job discovered that relationship trumped everything else, including righteous living.  Faith is a journey, and on the road, Job discovered “grace is given drop by drop.”
  

Topical Index:  hearing, shama, seeing, relationship, Torah, rules, faith, Job 42:5
November 14  And Job died, an old man and full of days.  Job 42:17  NASB

An Idiomatic Life

Full of days – What is the result of a life devoted to God?  In Hebrew thought, it isn’t getting to heaven.  It’s living out the full purposes of God’s design here on earth.  In other words, it’s experiencing a life “full of days.”  The Hebrew idiom, śābēaʿ yamim, is an expression of satisfaction.  If we wanted to convert this idea into modern terms, we might say that Job lived a fully satisfied life.  That itself is quite a statement.  After all, he lost all of his first children.  He experienced the sarcastic anger of his wife.  He saw the true colors of his friends.  And he suffered and struggled with God. Yet, in the end, the text tells us that he knew satisfaction.  Can we say the same for ourselves?

We discovered that Job grew beyond the discipline of duty.  He experienced the pliability of relationship.  His faith was transformed from declaration to dependency.  Drop by drop, he lived in harmony with the dangerous God.  For this reason, Job helps us define trust.  

Perhaps we think of trust as assurance (something Melanchthon suggested to Luther in the translation of Hebrew 11:1).  Perhaps we think of it as confidence and reliance.  But Job demonstrates that trust is fundamentally relational, and that means it is the choice to continue in fellowship in spite of ambiguous evidence.  It’s not simply a response to another’s behavior.  It is our decision to maintain the dialogue, continue the reciprocity and vouchsafe the continuity even when our observations and emotions point us in another direction.  More than anything else, Job underscores the decision to believe.

God’s actions are not always obvious.  In fact, there are times when God appears as a contradiction, an enigma, a dangerous encounter.  But the end of Job’s career in concert with God is a statement that God does not fail.  Satisfaction is God’s goal too.  Lives well lived, full of purpose, devoted to things beyond our grasp is God’s engineering.  John Piper is known for the statement, “God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in Him.”  But perhaps Job asks us to alter this.  God, too, will be satisfied when we are glorified with Him.   How that occurs is the theme of Job’s account.  From discipline to dependence is the transition from fulfillment to contentment.

Job ended with an idiom.  “Full of days” is the declaration of a life spent on God’s behalf.  Will that be your epitaph?
Topical Index:  satisfaction, full of days, Job 42:17
November 15  Then God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness;  Genesis 1:26a  NASB
Once More With Feeling

Image/likeness – Michelangelo’s ceiling artistry is arguably the most famous painting in the world about the creation of Man.  It’s magnificent, isn’t it?  But have you ever thought about what it communicates?  Let’s consider the meaning behind the media.

First, a view of a large portion of the ceiling in the Sistine chapel in the Vatican.  See if you can recognize the progression in the painted stories from the creation of Adam to the flood.
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Now look at the creation account we want to consider.  Notice the representation of God and Adam.  What implications are involved?  Yes, we know that this image of God as an old man is sheer idolatry, a violation of the second commandment.  That it is prominently displayed on the ceiling of a holy chapel in Christianity’s theological center says quite a lot.  But, for the moment, ignore this fact and concentrate on Adam.  The painting shows Adam as a fully-formed human being prior to the divine touch that initiates his life.  Furthermore, there is no attempt to capture the biblical idea of breathing life into the man.  What this painting shows is an entirely Greek idea that Man is Man because he contains a divine spark, imparted to him from God.  Notice that God is clothed and surrounded by fat little cherubs and other figures that all appear entirely human.  Conclusion:  heaven already contains human-like creations (angels?) who surround God in some kind of place fully contained apart from the world of Adam.  Plato’s dichotomy—the separation of heaven and earth—is in full view.  God is outside of our world.  Only the tip of His finger manages to connect Him to us, and even that has a tiny separation.  God is definitely not in our environment.
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Forget the obvious fact that Adam and God are ethnic white, Northern Europeans.  That’s nothing more than Michelangelo’s cultural bias in a world where the Jewish origins of Scripture were suppressed.  Notice the theological implications.  This painting is not about the Genesis account.  It is about the Greek philosophical representation of the Genesis account.  And it is the most famous representation of what it means for God to create Man.  

We often are unaware of the subtle influences in our cultural history that actually shape how we see the world.  We are much more the products of subconscious constructions than we are of deliberate choices.  Michelangelo’s painting is an example of this cultural subconscious manipulation.  How many more of our ideas about human existence and biblical themes are really the products of Western culture rather than Semitic Scripture?

Topical Index:  Michelangelo, Sistine Chapel, Adam, creation, Genesis 1:26
November 16  Turn to me and be gracious to me, for I am lonely and afflicted.  Psalm 25:16  NASB

I’m Fine

Afflicted – Context, context, context.  That’s the way you would determine the meaning of this Hebrew term, ʿānâ.  It’s important because the consonants of this word are the same for two other meanings.  These are designated ʿānâ I, II and III, and they mean, respectively, I) answer, respond, testify, II) be occupied, III) afflict, oppress, humble.  Hebrew’s sparse character could not be more evident.

Once we determine that this occurrence of ʿānâ is about affliction, we must notice something else.  In David’s thinking, loneliness is a form of affliction.  TWOT notes that ʿānâ III is primarily about being forced into submission, being punished or humiliated.  Perhaps our Western preoccupation with the individual sense of autonomy overlooks the real psychological pain of loneliness.  Western thought emphasizes the independence of Man, considering the individual as whole without the necessity of connection.  In the West, Robinson Crusoe is possible.  But not in Hebrew thinking.  To be cut off from dependent connection is not freedom.  It is death.  It is the reason God declared the good creation “not good.”  Man is not man without relationships with others.  Therefore, the experience of loneliness, that absence of identity in community, is not only a disease, it is a fatal illness.  

David’s correlation of loneliness and affliction affords us an insight into growth.  We grow only when we embrace our pain and that pain is the reality of disconnection.  “Modern man’s greatest fault, Kierkegaard maintains, is his total self-reliance.  It is his nineteenth-century delusion that he has progressed beyond his ancestors.  This conceit derives from egotism.  There is but one remedy for him: despair.  It is only when he finds himself in the deepest extremity that he understands his true condition; then, and only then, does he realize that his self-reliance is a delusion.”

God enters the equation when we welcome our despair over disconnection.  As long as we pretend, distract or attempt to ignore the separation that infects our lives, we will be content with religion.  But relationship requires more.  It requires that I first come before the Father of all and ask Him to lift me from the darkness of my solitary existence.  Then He pushes me toward vulnerability, the ability to choose risk as a means of human connection.  As Steenkamp notes, “Life equals connectedness and meaning.”
  

I’m not fine.  I’m hurting—inside and out.  And I know I cannot distract myself forever.  I need a gracious God and the acknowledgement of broken people just like me.

Topical Index:  affliction, ʿānâ, loneliness, Psalm 25:16
November 17  Turn to me and be gracious to me, for I am lonely and afflicted.  Psalm 25:16  NASB

Undeserving

Be gracious – Do you deserve God’s help?  Most of us will answer, “No.”  We know our failings only too well.  If God rewards those who are obedient, we strike out.  In fact, according to Paul, everyone does.  There’s not a righteous man among us, at least not in the sense that we have earned the favor of God.  If that’s the case, how can David beg God to be gracious?  Certainly David is no less free from sin than any of the rest of us, yet he somehow has the audacity to ask for compassionate restoration.  How is this possible?  

The answer is: ḥānan.  “The verb ḥānan depicts a heartfelt response by someone who has something to give to one who has a need.”
  The critically important element of ḥānan is that the response is predicated solely upon the need to the receiving party.  There is no necessity for the one receiving this favor to have any right to it.  The giver simply responds to the need because he is able to do so.  This is a “no-strings-attached” decision.  It is similar to the feelings and choices that you and I make when we show favor to someone struggling with daily living.  We may never know the person’s name.  We may never know the circumstances that caused the suffering.  And we may subsequently go on our way without requiring or expecting anything more from the person.  We simply showed favor because of an internal desire to help.  That was enough.  And it’s also enough for God.  He is able and He desires to show His favor, not because we are deserving in any way but simply because we are pitiful and helpless.

This characteristic is one of the attributes God assigns to himself in those momentous words uttered to Moses (Exodus 34:6-7).  God is a god of ḥānan.  No further explanation is necessary.  When David appeals for graciousness, he knows that he is addressing a fundamental trait of YHVH.  He doesn’t have to justify his appeal on any other grounds.  In fact, he cannot justify it on any other grounds.  If YHVH were not such a god (and there were many pagan gods who did not have this characteristic), David’s plea would be in vain.  

Now we might comprehend the magnificence of David’s intuition about God’s character.  You and I, just like David, know loneliness and affliction.  That we deserve!  As a result, we know despair (if we allow ourselves to search the depths).  But this is a despair that has no human solution.  It is a fundamental disconnection from my world, my neighbors and myself.  And only the Creator, the beneficent Creator, can put us back together again.  Why does He do this?  Because He wants to.  Is that enough for you?

Topical Index: ḥānan, be gracious, Psalm 25:16
November 18   Shabbat

November 19  Turn to me and be gracious to me, for I am lonely and afflicted.  Psalm 25:16  NASB

Face Time

Turn to me – The Hebrew word for “face” is the plural word pānîm.  In a culture that views relationship as the fundamental element of existence, perhaps this plural word recognizes that we are always more than a single “face” to the world.  That alone would be sufficient for contemplation today, but there is another facet that’s also worth exploring.  The root of pānîm is the verb pānâ.  With its derivatives, it occurs more than a thousand times in the Tanakh.  It is the basis of our translation “turn to me.”  In other words, David’s request is about asking God to show His face.  That makes the request intensely personal.  This isn’t about soteriology (a big theological word for salvation theory).  It’s about face-to-face compassion.  It’s about looking into the eyes of another and seeing real care.  David asks for the experience we feel when we come home from a long journey and we see the faces of our children beam with joy when we arrive.  It’s the experience of having a spouse give us a wordless hug after a difficult day.  It’s feeling loved, worthy and accepted.
The basic meaning of the verb, which appears most frequently in the Qal stem, is “to turn,” but here it may assume a number of nuances. For example pānâ may mean “to turn towards” a direction (Deut 2:3); a person (Jer 50:16); a thing (Ex 16:10). It may mean “to turn back” (Josh 8:20); “to turn from” (Gen 18:22); “to turn around” (Ex 2:12); “to look for, expect” (Hag 1:9); “to pay attention to, consider” (Job 6:28).

The worst thing for followers of YHVH is to feel the sense of rejection when we can’t see His face.  When God seems emotionally absent, life corrodes.  Spiritual rust prevents the free flow of acceptance.  We feel abandoned, even if we know that God is still on the Throne.  Theology doesn’t rescue us.  Knowing all the right doctrines never made anyone feel God’s loving embrace.  This is why Hebrew is such an earthy language.  It moves along the path of emotion.  The West inherited suspicion of emotions from the Greeks, but the Hebrew God loves emotional involvement.  Turning His face means experiencing the flood of emotions that uphold and approve who we are.  There is no replacement for this.  It takes poets to lead us to the heavenlies.

David is asking God to turn, but that implies we are ready to face Him.  Far too often we are the ones hiding our faces.  The fear of rejection, arising from those disappointing days of disobedience, convince us that He will not look our way.  But that’s fear speaking, not YHVH.  Remember that great verse about making our beds in She’ol.  There is no place where we cannot see the face of the Great Lover of our souls.  So turn.  Turn to Him and feel shalom.

Topical Index:  face, pānîm, turn, Psalm 25:16
November 20   O my God, in You I trust, do not let me be ashamed; do not let my enemies exult over me.  Psalm 25:2  NASB
God’s Disgrace

Ashamed – We have encountered this word, bôš, many times in the past.  We’re familiar with the fact that the Hebrew idea of shame is public disgrace, not the inner attitude we ascribe to our contemporary psychological meaning.  With this in mind, perhaps we should translate the verse differently.  “O my God, in You I trust, do not let me be publically disappointed.”  The idea is this:  if God does not uphold the faithful, they will be considered fools and God Himself will be scandalized.  His name will be disgraced among the nations because His chosen suffer humiliation.  This is precisely the argument Moses uses when he confronts YHVH about the possibility of exterminating Israel and beginning again with Moses.  Moses argues that God Himself will be disgraced in the eyes of the world.  And God agrees!  When David pleads not to be disappointed, the request has many edges.  First, it claims that if God does not uphold David, David will be publically shamed.  But second, it also claims that if God does not uphold David, God Himself will suffer the scorn of unbelievers.  And finally, it claims that the real reason for upholding the righteous is the witness to those who do not yet believe.  It is the miniature Sinai.  See what God does with the ones He loves and decide to join them.

The only problem is that God doesn’t seem to always uphold the righteous.  This is, as Paul might suggest, a great mystery.  If God always protected the righteous, wouldn’t that be a stunning endorsement of His existence?  If the righteous never lacked, wouldn’t all others rush to follow YHVH?  But this is not our human experience.  The righteous are abused, rejected, downtrodden and slain.  Yes, we can theologically justify this mysterious godly action by claiming that God has purposes beyond our understanding, but that really doesn’t help much, does it?  We still see and feel the pain.  We still cry out without an answer.  We still have no justice.  

Perhaps there’s something else going on here that makes David’s plea resonate within us.  Perhaps the free choice consequences of being human are so important that God Himself will not interfere without considerable provocation.  Perhaps God does care, but He knows that if He intervenes each and every time, the entire structure of what it means to be a free agent in His image will collapse into a calculation of benefit.  Perhaps the most telling testimony of the righteous is not their shalom but rather their atsav (sorrow).  As we discovered in Job’s friends, most men equate calamity with sin.  They have an incredibly difficult time imagining that a righteous man can suffer.  Yet this is precisely what happens to the Messiah.  Can we ask for anything more?

Topical Index: bôš, shame, righteous, Psalm 25:2
November 21  For since He Himself was tempted in that which He has suffered, He is able to come to the aid of those who are tempted.  Hebrews 2:18  NASB

The Bad, The Good and . . .

Suffered – Is suffering ever good?  If you were a Greek in the first century, you might answer the question, “No!”  In fact, even if you were a Jew, you would be hard pressed to find something good about suffering.  Notice what TWOT says about the use of this term, páschō, in the LXX.

The word is rare in the LXX since the Hebrew has no corresponding term. We find it in Esth. 9:26; Am. 6:6; Zech. 11:5; Ezek. 16:5. The OT, of course, has much to say about suffering in Job, the Psalms, and Is. 53. The term occurs more commonly in the apocryphal works, e.g., for the sufferings of both Israel’s enemies and of Israel itself, the former as a punishment, the latter as discipline with a view to salvation.

Did you get that?  There is no corresponding term in Hebrew.  Something else is happening in the Hebrew thought world when it comes to experiencing suffering.  But in the first century Greek world, suffering is first and foremost about evil.
“The basic meaning of páschō is ‘to experience something that comes from outside.’ At first the ‘something’ is usually bad, and while a neutral use develops, the idea of suffering evil remains so strong that an addition is needed to show that good is meant unless the context is very plain.”
  

The author of the book of Hebrews might be thinking in Hebrew, but he chooses a Greek term to express what happened to the Messiah in his temptations.  There can be little doubt that this experience was bad.  But it was necessary!  That’s the difference.  Suffering is not a good thing.  We do not seek to suffer in order to increase our spiritual capital.  But suffering is necessary.  It is a necessary evil of free will.  

Choice always includes suffering.  It might not seem like that on the surface, but every choice excludes other possible outcomes and since other possible outcomes could be potentially beneficial, every choice implies suffering the loss of other possibilities.  Even when we are not immediately aware of these possibilities, we often say something like this: “Oh, if I had only done such-and-such, things would have been different.”  We recognize after the fact that our choices excluded other options.  Perhaps Hebrew doesn’t have a word to fit this since Hebrew thought considers the sovereignty of God as a fundamental fact of the universe.  God’s engineering and human choice are somehow both operative, but only God’s engineering seems evident when we reconsider past choices.  Things couldn’t have been different than they actually were because God’s hand was present all along.

Now consider this verse in Hebrews.  Yeshua suffered.  The very possibility of temptation is suffering, even if righteous choices are made.  And since he suffered just as we do, he knows what it is like to have to choose.  He knows what it means to take one path instead of another.  He knows how we feel when we say, “Oh, if only I had  . . . .”  And because he knows from the same experiential basis, he can help.  That doesn’t mean he can spare us the suffering.  Suffering isn’t good; it’s just necessary.  But he knows that.

The role of the Messiah, the man who acts as our intercessor, God’s chosen agent, is underscored in this verse.  He helps.  He helps because he knows the trouble we face in the choices we make.  He’s been there.  A Messiah who cannot experience the suffering of choice is not a Messiah who can help me for I am a broken human being, ravaged by choice and past regret.  I need a Messiah whose own choices show me how to suffer and be victorious at the same time.  Thank God He sent one.

Topical Index:  suffer, páschō, choice, Hebrews 2:18
November 22  For we do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but One who has been tempted in all things as we are, yet without sin.  Hebrews 4:15  NASB
Is That All?

Sympathize – “Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that?”  “Wow, how you have suffered.  My heart goes out to you.”  “What a terrible thing.  I wish I could do something to help.”  

All those expressions of sympathy.  But they really don’t cut it, do they?  We’ve heard them all before.  Vacuous.  People who tell us they care—and then do nothing.  Maybe they just don’t know what to do.  They are just as lost as we are when it comes to relieving real suffering.  They think we want to hear reassuring words, but what we really need is something more.  Something deeply personal.

That’s why translating sympathéō as “sympathize” really dilutes the impact.  “In Heb. 4:15 sympathéō does not signify a sympathetic understanding that is ready to condone, but a fellow feeling that derives from full acquaintance with the seriousness of the situation as a result of successfully withstanding temptation.”
  Did you feel that?  The “full acquaintance” of the situation.  Everything about it.  The confusion, the anger, the helplessness, the anxiety, the remorse, the injustice, the gut wrenching, the upset equilibrium, the dizziness, the disorientation, the questioning.  It’s all there and only someone who has shared in those same experiences can really be helpful.  That’s why Twelve Step groups are filled with people of common failure.  You can’t be one unless you already are one.

When the author of Hebrews tells us that our Messiah sympathizes, he does not mean that Yeshua speaks those all-too-familiar powerless words of pity.  He means that this man is sitting in the same room introducing himself as one of us.  He knows that road because he has walked it.  I can count on him because he speaks my language—the language of a broken heart.

No, it’s not sympathy.  It’s far more than that.  It’s “full acquaintance” with the dregs, the battle, the crash.  I listen to his voice because I hear something in it that draws me into the light.  It’s not sympathy.  It’s love.

Topical Index: sympathéō, sympathize, Hebrews 4:15
November 23  “and looking up to heaven with a deep sigh, He said to him, “Ephphatha!” that is, “Be opened!”  Mark 7:34  NASB

Once Again

Ephphatha – Yeshua heals a deaf boy.  He does it in a very unusual way (you can read the whole story if you wish).  We recognize this miracle and praise God.  There is, of course, a second miracle that might not be so obvious.  The next verse tells us that at the same time this boy’s speech impediment was completely removed.  If you have ever encountered people who are deaf from birth, you know that their speech is affected.  Not being able to hear others or even our own voice means that how we form words, inflect them and vocalize them is also a condition of being deaf.  So Yeshua’s miracle is not simply that this boy can hear.  The bigger miracle is that he instantly could speak as if he were able to hear all of his life.  It’s one thing to unstop ears.  It’s quite another to repair a lifelong difficulty speaking.

Now that we recognize the temporal extension of this miracle, we should also notice how Mark chooses to recount it.  Mark uses a particularly poignant Greek term to express Yeshua’s emotional reaction.  The verb is stenazo.  It means “to groan, to sigh.”  Yeshua’s distress over this boy’s condition causes a deep emotional reaction.  He feels this boy’s suffering and that produces an outward expression.  He groans toward heaven.  Here is a completely human reaction to unjust affliction.  “Looking up to heaven” Yeshua in essence says, “Lord, You know all about this.  You know the heartache and pain.  You know life’s injustice.  Now do something.”  I am sure that these same ideas have crossed your path.  You too have groaned toward heaven, perhaps vocalizing your distress about life’s oppression.  You and Yeshua stand in the same place.  “Do something,” you plead.  And in this case, YHVH responded, not simply by returning the boy’s hearing, but also by instantly undoing years of struggle and suffering.  That’s restoration.  That’s what we want.  Not just fix the current situation, fix the history of the situation.  That’s why real restoration, real forgiveness, is still eschatological.  We wait for all of it to be finished.

The last thing we notice about this verse is the Aramaic expression ephphatha.  Yeshua speaks one of the languages common to first century Israel.  Perhaps he does so because this was the language of the boy.  We will never know for sure.  But one thing we do know.  Mark translated this word into the Greek dianoichtehti, an imperative (“Be opened!”) from the Greek verb dianoigo.  This implies that the reading audience did not know Aramaic.  If they did, there would be no reason to translate.  This last little fact helps us understand Mark’s agenda.  He isn’t writing to first century Jews.  They wouldn’t need translation.  Mark has another audience in mind.  In order to truly understand why Mark chooses the material he does, and why he recounts it as he does, we need to know who his intended audience is.  And this helps.  There’s a lot packed into this little verse, isn’t there?

Topical Index: ephphatha, be opened, groan, stenazo, deaf, Mark 7:34

November 24  The Pharisees came out and began to argue with Him, seeking from Him a sign from heaven, to test Him.  Sighing deeply in His spirit, He said, “Why does this generation seek for a sign? Truly I say to you, no sign will be given to this generation.”  Leaving them, He again embarked and went away to the other side.  Mark 8:11-13  NASB

Ready to Quit

Sighing deeply – Today we need to understand Yeshua’s reaction in its context.  Yesterday we encountered the same verb, stenazo, when Yeshua “groaned” over the condition of the deaf boy.  Today the verb is strengthened with the addition of ana.  It’s not just a groan.  It’s a completely frustrated response of exasperation and irritation.  In other words, Yeshua is ready to give up on these people.  He is sick and tired over going over the same issues time and again.  He is completely annoyed by the constant insistence for added proof.  He is finished with their lack of trust.  

Before we secretly gloat over his dismissal of those obtuse Pharisees, we need to ask ourselves this question:  Are we looking for signs too?  Are we asking for proofs; proofs that are acceptable to us?  Are we demanding that Yeshua and/or the Father furnish us with certainty so that we are absolutely assured that we are correct?  As Peter Enns suggests, “Are we committing the sin of certainty when God asks for trust?”  Maybe Yeshua’s remark to the Pharisees fits us too. “Why does this generation seek for a sign?”  Isn’t that precisely what we do?  Aren’t we engaged in the exercise of “proving” our faith by rational argument, evidence investigation and theological explanation?  Don’t we just wish God would write a message in the sky so that everyone would have to believe?  Yeshua’s question seems as contemporary as the latest article defending creationism.  Why do we so desperately want some kind of proof?  Is it because we really don’t trust the supposed relationship that we claim to have?  If our confident reliance on the character of God were as strong as we wish to claim it is, would we still scramble around to find evidence that the walls of Jericho really fell?  Would we still have to go over and over the arguments about the present application of Torah?  Would we really need to solve the problem of the end times?  Is that what faith is: a collection of proof-positive arguments that demand intellectual confirmation so that we no longer have any doubts?  If that’s what the Pharisees asked for, Yeshua rejected their demand.  And he would do the same with us.

Notice what Yeshua does when he is confronted with this exasperating refusal to trust.  He leaves!  He doesn’t try another approach.  He doesn’t present another “case for Christ.”  He just leaves.  It isn’t worth his time and energy to debate.  The whole conversation is wrong-headed and will not result in true faith.  Perhaps Mark’s verses reflect another statement:  “when the Son of Man comes, will He find faith on the earth?”  Perhaps when the Son of Man comes, he will find lots of apologetic books, lots of proof web sites, lots of clamors for certainty and not a drop of faith.  And he will just leave.  What else can anyone do?

Topical Index:  sighing deeply, anastenazo, faith, proof, Mark 8:11-13
November 25  Shabbat

November 26  “Truly, truly, I say to you, he who does not enter by the door into the fold of the sheep, but climbs up some other way, he is a thief and a robber.”  John 10:1  NASB

Pick and Choose

Enter by the door - This is the introduction to the parable of the good shepherd.  Since it is the introduction, it should set the stage for the rest of the parable.  Unfortunately, we have a tendency to focus on the rest of the story: the love of the shepherd for the one lost sheep.  But the parable starts with this warning.  It’s all about the door.

Since we grew up in the world of Christian thinking, we suppose that the door must be the proper acceptance of Yeshua as the Son of God, Savior of the world.  We think that those who try to come in by some other means (like all those pagans) are thieves and robbers.  They pervert the true faith.  They try to get into the Kingdom without going through the real door, the Savior.  We remember the verse, “I am the way, the truth and the life,” and we suppose that the door must be Yeshua himself.  In other words, we turn this warning into an evangelical proof-text.

But what if we read this text a different way?  What if the “door” is not the savior of the world but rather the discipline of God’s instructions for living?  Isn’t that what Yeshua says in John 14:15:  “If you love Me, you will keep My commandments”?  What if the “door” is about commandments, not saviors?  The rest of the parable is about hearing the voice of the shepherd, but doesn’t that imply that the sheep who hear his voice do what he tells them to do.  Isn’t the “good shepherd” the one who gives proper instruction?  

If this is the case, then the thief and the robber are those who attempt to enter the Kingdom without following the instructions.  And if this is true, then virtually all Christian theology is theft and robbery.  Why?  Because it teaches that Torah isn’t necessary.  As a result of Christianity’s adaptation of Greco-Roman thought, Christian faith is essentially replacement theology, that is, replacing the Jewish way of life with a new way of life.  This is robbery.  It steals true instruction from the people.  It robs them of life.  

Pick and choose.  That’s what Moses says.  It seems that Yeshua says the same thing.  We are assured that he lived his life according to Torah.  Why would we think we can enter the Kingdom any other way?  But, of course, thieves and robbers accomplish their objectives with the utmost skill.  We don’t know what we are missing until after it is already gone.

Topical Index:  enter by the door, thief, robber, replacement theology, John 10:1
November 27   that I may know Him and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death; in order that I may attain to the resurrection from the dead.  Philippians 3:10-11  NASB

Paul’s Apologetics (1)
Know – Greek is a technical language.  Where Hebrew might use a single word as an umbrella for many different (but related) meanings, Greek has the tendency to delineate each of those meanings with a separate word.  So Hebrew has one umbrella term for knowing (yāda̱) where Greek has a litany of words for each of the subtle differences concerning knowledge.  Why is this important?  Because Paul’s choice of the specific Greek word in this verse helps us correct a problem in translation.  What’s the problem?  Well, in this case, English acts more like Hebrew than Greek.  The English term “know” can have a lot of different meanings and unless we know (ha!) what those differences are, we will tend to read the text as we wish rather than as the author intended.

The TDNT points out this issue:

The ordinary use [of ginṓskō] is for intelligent comprehension (“to perceive,” “to understand,” “to know”), at first with a stress on the act. As distinct from aisthánesthai, ginṓskō emphasizes understanding rather than sensory perception, and as distinct from dokeín it is a perception of things as they are, not an opinion about them. Related to epistḗmē, gnōsis needs an objective genitive and suggests the act of knowing rather than knowledge as such. This act embraces every organ and mode of knowledge, e.g., by seeing, hearing, investigation, or experience, and of people as well as things. Supremely, however, knowledge implies verification by the eye; hence the dominant concept is that of knowledge by objective observation

When you read this verse, what do you think Paul means by using the verb ginṓskō?  If you didn’t know that ginṓskō was about sensory perception, you might think that Paul is writing about our inner spiritual feelings.  You might think that Paul’s apologetic is based on the movement of the Spirit in his soul.  But this isn’t want Paul means.  In this verse, he is not interested in how we feel.  He is focused on what can be supported by external observation, by evidence open to the public.  We might think that this means Paul could have written a book like Evidence That Demands a Verdict.  But Paul works in a rabbinic world, not a 20th century scientific world.  Paul’s apologetics are not based on forensic arguments.  They are based on the Torah.  Paul’s view of external, observable reality is all about the connection between the Torah and the Messiah.  This rabbinic background shapes the use of the Greek ginṓskō.  

For the rabbis knowledge is knowledge of the law, and while the term may denote a thinking, gifted, or learned person, the law and tradition are the basis and theme of instruction. Obedience is regulative in this regard,

Thanks to Luther, today we read this verse as if Paul is endorsing some psychological spiritual state.  But he wouldn’t think like that.  For Paul, the evidence of Yeshua as the Messiah comes from the Tanakh.  If it can’t be found there, then it isn’t really important.  This is why virtually all of Paul’s arguments in his letters rely on citations from the Tanakh.  That is public evidence!  
If you want to know the Messiah as Paul knows the Messiah, you will have to begin in Genesis, not John.  How you feel about that doesn’t matter.  So get to work.

Topical Index: know, yāda̱, ginṓskō, apologetics, Philippians 3:10-11
November 28   that I may know Him and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death; in order that I may attain to the resurrection from the dead.  Philippians 3:10-11  NASB

Paul’s Apologetics (2)

Power – In the hands of a true apologist, the Tanakh is dynamite.  Paul’s use of dynamin, the Greek noun translated “power” is a nice phonetic reminder of this fact.  It helps us understand what “the power of His resurrection” means.

All of the words that are derived from the basic stem dynamai are connected with ability.  Power is the capacity to be able.  It’s not wishful thinking, hopeful expectation or fervent anticipation.  It’s being able to make something happen whether that means something in the physical world or in the inner attitudes or will.  This is a word about accomplishing the task.  

Let’s apply this to the idea of the resurrection.  What is the “power” of the resurrection?  Is it not the epitome of God’s control over life and death?  Isn’t the resurrection of the Son the ultimate defeat of the enemy?  Isn’t the resurrection the first-fruit guarantee that God will bring about the full restoration of the created universe?  Doesn’t Paul state that if the Messiah is not raised from the dead, we are the most hopeless of creatures?  The power of the resurrection is the ability of God to alter the direction of the universe and bring about total restoration.

Now notice that this dynamin is also something Paul wants to know.  “That I may know Him and . . .” he writes.  It’s not enough for Paul to simply connect the dots in the Tanakh with the Messiah.  He also wants to have external, observable confirmation of the ability of God to restore.  The physical resurrection of the Messiah is but one element in this plan.  Yes, it is critically important, but Paul’s letter suggests that we too can experience this ability.  We can actually see God restoring the world.  We are not left with a dry argument about the probability of the resurrection event.  That isn’t resurrection power.  Resurrection power is the continuous renewal of the world, observed each and every day as we keep connecting the Tanakh with the kingdom of the Messiah.  We experience the reality of the resurrection each time we notice that God is actively engaged in delivering the world from darkness.  In other words, the power of the resurrection is not limited to a one-time event that occurred in Jerusalem centuries ago.  The power of the resurrection, that power that Paul wants to experience, is the ability of God to change things today—and every day hereafter!  Paul’s apologetics is not confined to some past historical investigation.  Paul’s apologetics is happening now, right in front of each of us, if we care to look.

Topical Index:  resurrection, power, dynamin, Philippians 3:10-11
November 29   that I may know Him and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death; in order that I may attain to the resurrection from the dead.  Philippians 3:10-11  NASB

Paul’s Apologetics (3)
Fellowship of His sufferings – The last thing on the list.  The last thing on Paul’s list is to externally observe, to know as a public reality, the sufferings of the Messiah.  And Paul got his wish, didn’t he?  He got to suffer as the Messiah suffered.  But for us, we want to “know” and to experience the “power,” but we probably aren’t ready for the last thing on the list.

The phrase is koinonian pathematon.  You recognize the word koinonia in this phrase.  That’s “fellowship.”  It means the active participation in shared experience.  There are no lone rangers here.  This is “Three Musketeers” territory.  What happens to one, happens to all.  So the first thing we learn about fellowship in sufferings is that it is a communal affair.  If you try to somehow isolate yourself from the sufferings of others, you act against the biblical restoration of the world.  You must become more engaged, not less.  Retreat to the cloister is not the direction of resurrection power.  I’m terribly sorry, but a quiet island existence under the palms isn’t the objective.  

Notice also that the second word in the phrase is plural.  It is sufferings.  What does pathematon mean?  It means the multiple experiences of something from the outside, something that is usually considered bad.  It is being in the crosshairs of the world’s worst.  You and I are called to be peacemakers, not peace practitioners.  The peacemaker is the one in the middle, being shot at by both sides.  He is not the one who experiences peace.  His arena of operation is war!  There is no place for a peacemaker when no one is fighting.  If you want to know the fellowship of his sufferings, you will have to be prepared to bleed.

The root of the term for sufferings is pascho.  It’s important to recognize that this is essentially a passive experience.  That doesn’t mean it isn’t intense.  It means that it happens to you.  You didn’t go out looking for heartache, distress, calamity and abuse.  But you got it anyway.  As long as you are actively engaged in the world, bad things will happen.  How you respond to those things is up to you.  What Paul wants is to apply resurrection power to the inevitable Job events of living.  

Interestingly, Hebrew has no corresponding term for pascho.  The idea of suffering does occur in the Tanakh, but because the Tanakh uniformly acknowledges YHVH as the supreme authority and ultimate controller of all that occurs, the idea of passive evil events isn’t part of Hebrew thinking.  Every action has purpose.  None are accidental.  What happens to us is part of the divine plan.  It is this Hebraic understanding that shapes Paul’s apologetics.  He wishes to know the fellowship of sufferings because God is in all of it.  Restoration is not a Pollyanna experience.  It is blood, sweat and tears, just like the experiences of the Messiah.  

Now you know what you’re in for.  Bring it on!

Topical Index:  fellowship of his sufferings, koinonian pathematon, pascho, Philippians 3:10-11
November 30   that I may know Him and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death; in order that I may attain to the resurrection from the dead.  Philippians 3:10-11  NASB

Paul’s Apologetics (4)

The Dead Pool – “Being conformed to His death.”  Now, what in the world can that mean?  The only way to be conformed to death is to be dead, and that clearly is not what Paul has in mind.  A dead believer is of no earthly value (Justin Martyr’s desire to die might be second century Christian but it is not Hebraic).  
Paul starts this thought with the Greek verb symmorphizo.  The translation might be “having the same likeness,” “sharing in the same form as,” “becoming like,” or (as in the NASB) “being conformed to.”  It’s fairly clear that the verb is about similarity—taking some action that results in similar states.  Of course, behind this compound verb is the word morphe, that is, the form or shape, the outward appearance of something.  This is important.  Paul is not asking to be dead.  He is asking to appear in the same way that the Messiah approached death, that is, to be like him in act and attitude.

What does this mean?  What would it be like to take on the same form as the Messiah exhibited about death?  First, we should note that Yeshua did not attempt to avoid it.  He didn’t exercise his capacity to remove himself from harm’s way.  In fact, he moved toward his death because he recognized it as part of the Father’s plan.  That doesn’t mean he didn’t struggle with the possibility.  The Garden prayers show that this struggle was intense.  But in the end, the will of the Father must prevail.  To be conformed to his death is to accept what God has intended regardless of the consequences.

Second, we must account for the hope encapsulated in this death.  Yeshua hangs on the cross with the psalm of vindication on his lips.  He speaks of justification, not abandonment.  He is supremely confident that following YHVH’s directive will result in glorification.  Hope is the fabric of the grave cloth.  If we are to be conformed to this perspective, then our lives must reflect hope.  As Heschel once said, “Despair is forbidden.”  To be symmorphizo is to rejoice that death is not the end but simply a means of achieving the Father’s goal.

Finally, there is thanatos (death).  The classical Greek attitude is one of pessimistic capitulation.  “Death destroys life; the shadowy existence of the dead in Hades is no true life. The most that may be expected is the survival or transmigration of the soul. All must die, so that death casts a shadow on life and its meaning. Yet death brings release from the dubious boon of life. Thus suicide may be liberation.”
 

But this isn’t Paul.  No, his statement, “to die is gain,” is not about inevitable resignation.  Paul’s apologetic is about life, not death.  He isn’t likely to scare you into believing so you can avoid hell.  He is much more like Moses.  “Choose life, and live in harmony with the purposes of God now.”  So being conformed to the death of the Messiah is not about giving up, giving in or giving away the spirit.  It’s about rejoicing that death is done, finished, finito!  It’s about living with the perspective that there is more to come and what we do here matters eternally.  Death is no longer the enemy.  But thinking that it is will always defeat us.

Topical Index:  conformed, symmorphizo, death, thanatos, life, Philippians 3:10-11

December 1   that I may know Him and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death; in order that I may attain to the resurrection from the dead.  Philippians 3:10-11  NASB

Paul’s Apologetics (5)
In order that – We usually don’t read this verse along with the prior one.  We stop after all the glorious statements in 3:10.  We forget that Paul has a reward in mind.  Why?  Probably because we have been taught that spiritual achievements are in God’s hands alone.  We have been taught that we can’t actually earn anything spiritually.  We think that any effort to gain spiritual rewards is “works righteousness,” and that is theologically banned.  We’re just puppets, doing the best we can while God pulls the strings.  The best we can hope for is being chosen by God to serve His purposes, but in the end, it’s all up to Him.  Our deeds are “as filthy rags.”  

Thankfully, this is not Paul’s approach.  He actually says that he expects to attain eternal life as a result of his efforts to know, experience and conform his life to that of the Messiah.  He believes he is working toward that goal, and there is nothing wrong with doing so.  Paul is a law and grace man.  They fit together.  Verse 10 leads to verse 11.  One without the other is a mistake.

Paul uses the Greek ei pos.  Idiomatically it is “in order that.”  But the words themselves are intriguing.  Literally, it is “if how.”  Think about this literal rendition.  Is Paul writing, “If how I may attain”?  He is suggesting that there must be a way to reach this goal if he can only find the capacity to do so.  “Just give me the steps and I will do them.”  But, of course, he has already outlined those steps in the previous verse.  Know Yeshua, experience resurrection power, be intimately connected to sufferings and have a similar view of death.  Those are the steps needed to attain the ‘olam ha’ba.  Doesn’t sound very much like the “Four Spiritual Laws” approach to me, and it is certainly a long way from the sinner’s prayer.  Paul’s apologetics is extremely practical.  It’s progressive.  And it’s contemporary.  Each of these steps is something I can do now!  And each one depends on me.

Does Paul believe in “works righteousness”?  According to this verse, the answer must be “Yes.”  That isn’t the way Luther read Paul, but then, Luther was a Roman, not a Hebrew.  What do you suppose Paul meant when he wrote, “Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling”?

Topical Index:  in order that, ei pos, works righteousness, Philippians 3:11
December 2  Shabbat

December 4  And the Lord appointed a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was in the stomach of the fish three days and three nights.  Jonah 1:17  NASB
A Whale of a Tale 
Great fish – What is the story of Jonah really about?  Is it really about a miraculous fish or about being in the watery grave?  Are you prepared to look beyond the Sunday school version?  Let’s see.

Jonah’s story is about bigotry.  Jonah’s story is about vengeance.  Jonah’s story is about cultural cleansing.  Jonah’s story is about divine misdirection.  What Jonah’s story is not about is a fishing expedition.

The first question to ask is this one: Why does Jonah try to run from God’s command to go to Nineveh?  The answer is that Jonah wants the people of Nineveh to be exterminated.  He suspects that God might be merciful if they hear a message of impending doom.  And he doesn’t want God to be merciful!   He wants God to deal with these reprobate infidels.  He reasons, “If I never go to tell them what is going to happen, then God will strike them all with a fatal blow.”  Mission successful.

Why does he desire this terrible end?  Because Jonah is a righteous zealot.  He despises everything that opposes his God.  He believes all wicked people should be punished, mercilessly.  He desires his God to demonstrate to the world that he, Jonah, is a true prophet, that what he says will happen will happen, and he will be honored for being God’s mouthpiece.  And none of this will happen if the people of Nineveh repent.  

So Jonah runs.  He would rather have Nineveh destroyed than face the possibility that his proclamations of disaster might not come true.  He is far more concerned with his status and agenda than he is with the potential that God will change His mind.  He must have been a relative of Naomi.  She was willing for her two daughters-in-law to return to the child-sacrificing god of Moab rather than have to deal with the social embarrassment of explaining them to the people of Bethlehem.  

All of this means that Jonah considers God’s will to be contingent.  Jonah wants a God of ironclad declaration, not a God who is fickle enough to renege on a prophecy.  The fact is that Jonah doesn’t really care about the salvation of the wicked.  He cares about what people might say about a prophet who was mistaken.  The big fish is just an interlude in a story about one man’s misapprehension of God’s mercy.  But it might be a big fish story about us too.  
What is your attitude toward those who are “outside the fold”?  What do you really think about those wicked people who seem to prosper at your expense?  Are you like James and John (Luke 9:54), ready to fry the ones who disparaged their rabbi (maybe they were related to Naomi and Jonah)?  Be honest, now.  Put aside your Pollyanna theology and feel your response.  Does “They got what they deserved” cross your mind?  Just how much do you want a God who never changes (when it comes to the judgment of others)? 
Topical Index:  Jonah, fish, revenge, judgment, Luke 9:54, Jonah 1:17
December 5   But as for you, speak the things which are fitting for sound doctrine.  Titus 2:1  NASB

Getting It Right

Sound doctrine – Just how much paradigm interpretation is involved in translating and reading this text?  The Greek, hygiainouse didaskalia, could be translated “healthy instruction.”  How we translate the verse depends on our assumptions about Paul’s religious affiliation.  For example, if we think Paul became a Christian and abandoned the rigors of the Jewish way of life, then we will probably translate didaskalia according to the Christian view of theology, namely, “doctrine.”  But if we think that Paul remained faithful to his Jewish roots and lived a life of obedience to Torah, then we will translate didaskalia as “instruction,” a neutral term for Christians but a very important term for Jews.  Instruction is Torah.  If Paul uses the Greek didaskalia in this sense, then he is telling Titus to teach according to Torah.  

After eighteen centuries of Christian influence, we don’t think too much about the differences between “doctrine” and “instruction.”  That’s because we have grown up in a world where the faith is all about “sound doctrine.”  But that concept isn’t part of the Jewish way of life.  It wasn’t part of Jewish thinking in the first century and it isn’t part of Jewish thinking today.  There is no Jewish systematic theology of doctrines for a reason.  Western Christianity is above all else a doctrinal and creedal religion.  But Jewish thinking moves on a different track.  It is about how to live, not how to think, and the most important part of knowing how to live is to have an instruction book.  That’s why Heschel can say, “A Jew without Torah is obsolete.”

By his own admission, Paul never left the Jewish way of life.  Standing before Felix in his last public appearance he makes this claim.  We should believe him.  That means that he would exhort his followers to do the same—to take up the Jewish way of living under the Messiah, to apply all of Torah with the halacha of Yeshua as the guide.  This is not having all the right answers.  This is about making the right choices.  If we believe what Paul says, then we must adopt Torah as understood by the Messiah.  We can debate all the other stuff added during the last eighteen centuries, but if we don’t start with this foundation, then we won’t understand Paul.  We will read him as if he were Augustine.

“Healthy instruction” carries a very different feeling than “sound doctrine.”  Healthy instruction is about eating, praying, walking, selling, sleeping, dressing and a lot of very mundane things.  It really doesn’t concern itself with “original sin,” “virgin birth,” “triune gods,” “pre-trib raptures” or “noetic falls.”  It’s practical, not theoretical.  Yes, I know, you who have grown up all your lives believing that religion is about getting it right will be disconcerted.  There are many different ways to honor Shabbat but there is only one way to believe that God is three in one.  The Church killed those who didn’t have the “right” doctrine.  Fortunately, Jews just have another glass of wine and dance.

Topical Index:  healthy instruction, sound doctrine, hygiainouse didaskalia, Titus 2:1
December 6  So if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed.  John 8:36  NASB
Real Freedom

Free - The world is preoccupied with freedom these days.  It is current political coinage.  In the West, our conception of freedom has been extended to include a doctrine of entitlements and rights no prior civilization could have imagined.  Freedom is the watchword of a global civilization bent on bringing liberty and justice to all.

But the believer must guard against such panacea.  The believer holds a worldview that is not grounded in civil liberties, inalienable rights and legislated entitlements.  For the believer, the Biblical worldview is the only standard for faith and practice.  Nationalism, even nationalism coupled with political “freedom,” is of no value if it does not reflect God’s created order.  Yeshua gave us a warning about adoption of false freedom when he said, “No man can serve two masters.”  It is significant that he did not allow the possibility of independent autonomy as a choice.  From Yeshua’s perspective, the options are limited to the choice of masters.  Either way is still the way of the slave.

We should not be surprised.  Yeshua understood the world from the perspective of a man deeply affected by Hebrew scriptures.  When we examine his spiritual heritage (and ours), we discover that the goal of human existence is not freedom at all.  The goal and fulfillment of human existence is found in the choice to be a volunteer slave to God.  The essence of this goal is found in the Hebrew root 'bd.  This root is the basis of the Hebrew words associated with slave and slavery.  Hebrew is the language of slaves.  When the nomadic tribe of Jacob settled in Egypt, its social-political structure began a transformation that ended in slavery to Pharaoh.  For at least two hundred years, the extended tribe, numbering in the thousands, felt the cruel hand of forced oppression.  The experience left an indelible mark on the Hebrews.  In fact, the culture of slavery was so ingrained in the mindset of the Hebrews that God was unable to erase its debilitating spiritual effects from an entire generation in the wilderness.  When the Hebrews left Egypt and became a separate nation under the hand of God, they did not automatically abandon their ethos formed under slavery.  Instead, they defined themselves in terms of past slavery and redemption.  God was the God Who led them out of Egypt.  The yearly celebration of the exodus event defined their origins.  They came from a culture of slaves.  Their history was a history of slaves.  And Yahweh is the God of slaves.

The Hebrew 'bd  suggests that a follower of YHVH is a slave for life.  Of course, it’s voluntary, and because it is voluntary we often forget that we are not independent individuals determining our own fate.  The biblical model is not based on the freedom of the individual.  Freedom is not the goal.  How could it be a right?  The goal is 'bd,  a slave for life.    What then is freedom?  It is slavery to a benevolent master – hear and obey (shema).

Topical Index:  free, slave, ‘bd, John 8:36
December 8  “No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and wealth.”  Matthew 6:24  NASB

A Divided Life

Devoted – Yeshua spoke more about the practical realities of living than anything else.  We try to turn his words into theological fodder because it is so much easier to intellectualize the thoughts than it is to let them penetrate our choices for living.  As Heschel remarked, “It is easier to study than to pray.”  But the words resist this attempt to marginalize them.  They push us toward uncomfortable confrontation.  And none are more confrontational than these words from Matthew.  We can’t serve two masters.  We can’t be devoted to two opposing relationships and responsibilities.  If we are going to be fully human, we must be integrated, singular in purpose and pursuit, able to commit to one way and not another.

This sounds so good.  Of course we want to be dedicated, true-hearted and resolute.  But we often find that our lives are a mix of conflicting forces.  The yetzer ha’ra masterfully redirects even our most devoted efforts, causing us to waver in our allegiance.  Then the yetzer ha’ra reminds us of our vacillation, shaming us for our lack of fidelity.  We might repent, but our failure is now part of personal history.  It doesn’t go away.  And that fact allows the yetzer ha’ra to manufacture the feeling that if other people knew of our moral and spiritual failures, they would despise our hypocrisy.  They wouldn’t love us with our failures.  They will love us only if we are perfect (or close to it), just like we want to be perfect.  Or so we think.  This idea seeds the soil of life with addiction.
Addiction is the substitute for acceptance.  Within the addictive cycle, I am not rejected.  The fantasy world does not judge me as inadequate, unworthy or defective.  I can be what I want to be, what I long to be—acknowledged as whole exactly as I am.  I don’t have to live up to someone else’s expectations in order to be loved.  In my addictive reality, life accepts me.  But, of course, it is a fantasy.  The more I struggle in a real world where my basic existence is threatened by rejection, the more I will seek addictive behavior to reduce that pain and keep the threat at bay.

Addictions are long term affairs.  It takes time to discover a place of pretended acceptance.  It takes effort to cultivate this secret garden.  And I have to return to it often enough that it becomes an automatic escape.  The old heart has to have been pumping those desires into my bloodstream for a while.

Paul notes the long term threat of addictive behavior when he exhorts us to change our thinking processes.  “…and we are taking every thought captive to the obedience of Christ” is not an overnight solution.  Taking every thought captive is a siege on escape routes.  Self-help regimens, external restraints, venue changes and protective mantras are ineffective if they don’t arise from a positive alternative to rejection.  
It seems that the biblical approach is actions before thoughts. I don’t control my mind by thinking about it.  I am exhorted and expected to do something first rather than try to alter my thinking first and then try to do something.  The “fight-fire-with-fire” mentality only burns everyone.  In other words, I act against my own grain, serving my neighbor in proportion to my desire to protect myself with escape addictions.  And God does the surgery on my thought world.

The tenth commandment is not an exercise in mental gymnastic control. It is a call to action. Try it. You might be surprised.

Brené Brown was the first to offer me the insight into connection.  Her TED talk is significant.  It must be heard (https://www.ted.com/talks/brene_brown_on_vulnerability?language=en).  Her research provides the evidence that human beings are “hard-wired for connection,” and it is this single factor that is most influential in our quest for wholeness.  Of course, the Bible speaks about this same inescapable need but in spiritual terms, not psychology.  God designed us for connection.  “It is not good for man to be alone,” is the primal cry for connection.  And, as Ms. Brown discovered, it is also the call to vulnerability.  Adam needs Havvah not for companionship but for voluntary vulnerability.  Without this there is no connection.  There is only parallel isolation.

Next came Johaan Hari’s talk about addiction (https://www.ted.com/talks/johann_hari_everything_you_think_you_know_about_addiction_is_wrong?language=en).  It shouldn’t have been surprising (but it was) that connection is also intimately tied to addiction.  Hari discovered that where there is real connection between people, addiction does not flourish.  Conversely, the more disconnected people are, the more addictive behaviors become apparent.  He specifically notes that cyber-connection is not real connection.  What matters is “in your face, flesh and blood” real person-to-person presence.  When we don’t have this, we find other ways to fill this essential need.  Hari ends with this:  “The opposite of addiction is not sobriety.  It is connection.”  Powerful stuff, indeed.

What this suggests is that the current social media world actually pushes us toward addiction.  It is not real connection.  It is the copy of true presence.  It looks like connection because we are “sharing” with someone else, but the cyber fiber means that we aren’t really in the presence of the other person.  We are sharing avatars, unreal personal constructions of ourselves without emotional interplay and interdependence.  Michael Moen already noted the effect this is having on the Gen-X population.  In private correspondence, he expressed concern that this generation does not know how to deal with real personal confrontation.  Simply “unfriending” means there is no need to come to terms with the real emotions of real people.  No one in the social media world is likely to show up at the door when you are in serious crisis.  Furthermore, Michael observed that this aversion to rejection is creating a world where people want jobs that do not interact with other people.  Sitting in front of a computer is much easier.  Dating someone who has already been “qualified” in terms of involvement and expectations as a result of social media is not really personal interdependence either.  It is mutually agreed upon parallel isolation.  People who condition themselves for this kind of controlled involvement are vulnerable to addiction.  Why?  Because in the absence of real connection the excruciating loneliness of human existence is nearly intolerable, and human beings will choose whatever is necessary to numb that loneliness.

By the way, the “God-shaped vacuum” approach of religion is no solution.  While it may be true that human beings are designed in such a way that they must have some kind of spiritual as well as communal connection, filling the hole with God alone doesn’t seem to produce healthy well-being.  Mystics, hermits and prophets live very difficult lives, usually misunderstood and removed from any form of vibrant community.  Something is still missing in the lives of those who claim God is all that is needed.  In fact, the biblical text of Genesis 2 clearly implies that God alone is not enough.  Adam still needed his ‘ezer kenegdo.  And she needed a man to bless.  Becoming one is a process of mutual vulnerability.  Let me say that again.  Becoming one – that doesn’t mean simply joining forces with another person.  It means becoming one with myself as well.  I cannot become me alone.  That’s the real impact of the verse, “It is not good for man to be alone.”  You and I need connection—desperately.  And when we don’t find it, we will either die or die trying.

Topical Index: Brené Brown, Johaan Hari, addiction, devoted, Matthew 6:24

December 9  Shabbat  

December 10 but these have been written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God; and that believing you may have life in His name.  John 20:31 NASB
A Jewish View?

Jesus is the Christ – Of course, we need to correct the theological overtones here.  John is writing, by his own admission, to demonstrate that Yeshua is the Messiah.  Let’s make that change so that we don’t get bogged down in the twenty centuries of redefining what “Christ” entails.  Then we should pay some attention to the work of Joseph Klausner.

Klausner’s book, The Messianic Idea In Israel From Its Beginning To The Completion Of The Mishnab, continues to haunt us, even if you haven’t read it.  Why?  Because this classic work in the study of the Jewish concept of the Messiah draws the following conclusions:
Yet the word ‘Messiah,’ to designate the expected redeemer, does not occur either in the Holy Scriptures [Tanach] or in the books of the Apocrypha.  We find it in this sense for the first time in the Book of Enoch, and precisely in that part of this Pseudepigraphic book which was composed, in the opinion of all the best scholars, in the time of Herod the Great. 

Thus we can determine with certainty that the idea of the savior and redeemer was not originally connected at all with the idea of ‘anointing,’ but with the idea of king and high priest.

In fact, the idea of political and spiritual redemption was not always connected with the idea of a personal Messiah.  This expectation—redemption without a human redeemer—resides in the nature of the Jewish view of the Deity and the control of the world.

Hence we find in the period of the prophets many words of prophecy which without any doubt refer to the expected redemption, yet contain no hint of a personal Messiah.

Klausner concludes, “It is Christianity which has attempted to remove the political and nationalistic part which is there, and leave only the ethical and spiritual part.”
  From the Jewish perspective, this is entirely true.  However, Klausner’s statement is not true of the apostolic period or the writings of those authors.  They did not abandon the nationalistic and political elements of belief in the Messiah.  Any contextual reading of the text demonstrates this—unless, of course, you read the text as a Christian.  Without spectacles provided by Irenaeus, Tertullian, Justin Martyr, Augustine and eventually Aquinas, the writings of the apostles are thoroughly Jewish.  But once you put on those glasses, the text is transformed into a theological treatise of Greek universals, removed from its inherent nationalism and parochial Jewish existence.  Klausner is correct when he says that Christianity is to blame for the disregard of cultural context, but his criticism does not apply to the document that the Church calls the New Testament.  That document is as Jewish as anything in the Tanach, and because it is Jewish, its view of the Messiah is merely the extension of Israel’s growing political and cultural awareness of YHVH’s chosen one.

Klausner’s research haunts us because it points out how much of our own concepts of the Messiah are the product of Greek-Western theological assumptions.  Without conscious re-examination, we adopt this theological position, and despite the fact that we claim to follow the ways of the early disciples, we end up with a Gentile Messiah.  We fail to appreciate the book of Enoch (we probably haven’t even read it) and its influence on the development of the “son of Man” in Matthew.  We fail to recognize the political agenda of John.  We are blind to Paul’s continual efforts to locate the Messiah within the web of Jewish belief.  In other words, whether we like it or not, we have become victims of a deliberate transition away from Jewish ideas.  When it comes to our theology, we are Christians wolves disguised as Hebrew sheep.  Just as any one of us if the man Yeshua is the political king of future Israel, if he will return as a divinely appointed human ruler, and listen to the answer.  Then ask if any orthodox Jewish scholar would agree.  

So where did our ideas come from?
Topical Index:  Messiah, Klausner, John 20:31
December 11   When the Most High gave the nations their inheritance, when he divided all mankind, he set up boundaries for the peoples according to the number of the sons of Israel.[a]   Deuteronomy 32:8  NIV
A Little Footnote

Sons of Israel – Michael Heiser, author of The Unseen Realm, noted in a lecture I attended that the Masoretic text of this verse revises the older text found in the Dead Sea scrolls (and attested in the LXX).  The Hebrew of the Masoretic text has been changed to read bene’ yisra’el rather than bene’ elohim.  The little footnote in the NIV acknowledges this:  “Deuteronomy 32:8 Masoretic Text; Dead Sea Scrolls (see also Septuagint) sons of God.”  Heiser made some interesting points about this change.  Apparently the suggestion that there are real additional divine beings (sons of God) was too much for the Masoretes, so they changed the Hebrew word.  Most English translations follow this change, but since the Dead Sea scrolls antedate the Masoretic text by nearly 1000 years, it is very likely that the original text read “sons of God.”  Once again, this time on the Jewish side, we see that theology trumps textual accuracy.  Human beings are quite capable of changing what God says through the prophets to match their contemporary agendas.  It happens on the Christian side of the coin all the time, and it apparently happens on the Jewish side as well.  The Bible must match the theology, not the other way around.  When it doesn’t, well, we just change it.  If this doesn’t scare you, you aren’t awake.

Virtually all of us rely on translations of the original texts.  Of course, we have learned to be cautious of translations because we recognize the inherent bias of the translator.  There are some stellar examples in the NIV (e.g., sarx translated as “sinful nature”).  So we try our very best to get back to the Greek or Hebrew.  But this little example from Deuteronomy raises some serious concerns.  Not only is it necessary to be cautious about the translation, it is now necessary to be cautious about the text behind the translation.  In this example we see that the Masoretic text—the standard for all translations of the Hebrew Bible—is also flawed.   God did not superintend the transmission of the words.  Men altered them.  And we never knew.  

If you thought, as most preachers remind you, that these occasional alterations have “no significant theological value,” then you are not only not awake, you are also easily duped.  Consider this one verse.  If the text reads “sons of Israel” as we are led to believe, then we find Moses arguing that God set the boundaries for all other people (the nations) according to the sons of Israel.  That just doesn’t make any sense at all.  How could we ever understand a statement that all the boundaries of the rest of the people of the world are somehow fixed according to the sons of Israel?  Of course, substituting yisra’el for elohim removes the serious theological affront to monotheism, but it does so at the price of adding a completely confusing statement to the text.  

But the alternative calls into question our entire view of the unseen realm (as Heiser points out).  If there really are “sons of God” who are divine beings and if the peoples of the world were divided up according to their spiritual authority, then we will have to revise our idea of monotheism (and so will Jews).  We might be able to make a lot more sense of Paul’s “principalities and powers” comment, and a few other important things, but we can do so only at the price of including a lot more beings in the “divine” category than we allow.  

Ah, a little footnote.  Tucked away at the bottom of the page.  But, oh my, what a bombshell!  No wonder it needed to be altered.

Topical Index:  sons of Israel, sons of God, Deuteronomy 32:8
December 12  “You shall not make for yourself an idol, or any likeness of what is in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the water under the earth.”  Exodus 20:4  NASB 

Veneration or Idolatry?

Idol – In August, 2017, Chaim Clorfene published an article with an enticing title: “How to Save the USA in Ten Easy Lessons.”
  He asserts that since the United States has abandoned Torah, it is bound for collapse.  Only return to Torah can save the USA.  He begins the article by insisting that Israel’s concealment of the Ark of the Covenant has striking parallels.  In his opinion, the Ark was “the Temple’s lifeforce, its reason for being.”  Because it was concealed, all of the subsequent destructive empires were able to overrun Israel.  In parallel, once the United States began removing the Ten Commandments as public declarations of its biblical foundation, “America’s rejection of the Ten Commandments has sealed its doom.”

Clorfene’s desire for reformation is admirable, but his logic seems a bit flawed.  His view of the Ark smacks of Hollywood’s version in Raiders of the Lost Ark, that is, somehow it is the Ark that is the true source of Israel’s power.  But the Bible says nothing about the Ark’s concealment.
The belief in a hidden Ark took root in Jewish literature. According to Second Maccabees (2:4-8), Jeremiah managed to conceal it. However, the Book of Maccabees was written over 400 years after Jeremiah's time, and the idea that he hid the Ark is contradicted by his own statement that men should not mention it, miss it or make another (Jer. 3:16).

There is a big difference between veneration and worship.  Israel discovered this difference when it experienced defeat at the hands of the Philistines (you remember the story in 1 Samuel 4).  Thirty thousand men died believing that the Ark guaranteed their success.  It didn’t.  The Ark is a great symbol of YHVH’s devotion to Israel, but it isn’t YHVH.  It requires veneration, not worship.  

Clorfene’s mistake is also paralleled in America.  American believers tend to worship the Book, the Bible, rather than the God behind the Scriptures.  We observe this every time attempts are made to guarantee the Bible’s certainty, as if belief in God depends on an infallible document.  Should we not be more concerned about living the character of God than “proving” the Bible is true?*  Yes, the Bible needs veneration.  It is crucially important since it reveals who God is and what He wants.  But, just like the Ark, it will not save us.  Not even if we restore the Ten Commandments.  A return to God is not the same as legislating a morality based on Exodus 20.  America has not lost its power because it failed to exhibit the Ten Commandments.  America is a nation that no longer worships the one true God, just like Israel in those terrible times before the exile.  Restoring something “hidden” can’t rescue us.  Only devotion to YHVH is capable of that, and it might be too late.

Topical Index:  Ark, concealment, Ten Commandments, Exodus 20:4, 1 Samuel 4
December 13  Then God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness; and let them rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky and over the cattle and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.”  Genesis 1:26  NASB

Foundations

Our image – We just can’t get past tsalmenu (“our image’), can we?   We come back here again and again to mine even more insights from this text.  Recently I have been thinking about the deeper implications of this particular word, tselem.  As you know, in order to understand the meaning of a term, we must look into the way the term is used in the culture where it occurs.  In this case, it is rather pointless (and ignorant) to use modern categories to describe the image of God in men.  Ancient Hebrews were not thinking about ego and id, actualization, the via negativa, the noetic effects of the Fall or any of the other dozens of post-modern psychological terms used to describe Man.  We have inherited this route from the Greeks, as Nisbett suggests:

“The Greeks, more than any other ancient peoples, . . . had a remarkable sense of personal agency—the sense that they were in charge of their own lives and free to act as they chose. One definition of happiness for the Greeks was that it consisted of being able to exercise their powers in pursuit of excellence in a life free from constraints.”
 
Nisbett points out that Asians, particularly ancient Eastern cultures, had a different way of understanding what it means to be human.  You can substitute “Hebrews” for “Confucians” in the following quote:
 

“For the early Confucians, there can be no me in isolation, to be considered abstractly: I am the totality of roles I live in relation to specific others . . . Taken collectively, they weave, for each of us, a unique pattern of personal identity, such that if some of my roles change, the others will of necessity change also, literally making me a different person.”
  

Now apply this latter idea to the Genesis text.  If we are in God’s image, we, of necessity, must have a relationship with Him—and with others.  There is no image without this since the Creator establishes our identity based on His image.  To think otherwise is to think like the Greeks.  I am a person, a man or woman, only insofar as I participate in this likeness with God and it is this that makes me human.  The theological and psychological categories of the West only mask what is essential to the Hebrew worldview.  There is no human being without God in the mix.  And there is no God in the mix without an integral connection to others.  Man does not exist as an island, but rather as an isthmus, connecting God to the world.  If you are in God’s image, you are connected. Period!  If you aren’t connected, then, ipso facto, you are not in His image.
Topical Index: man, human being, image, tselem, Richard Nisbett, Genesis 1:26
December 14  “They have acted corruptly toward Him, they are not His children, because of their defect; but are a perverse and crooked generation.”  Deuteronomy 32:5  NASB

Don’t Listen to This

Not His children – Jeffrey Tigay points out that the syntax of this verse is particularly difficult.  He suggests that it is the result of scribal error and he offers a few possible corrections.
  But the message is perfectly clear.  “God assigned Israel its land as a father assigns land to his children, and expected that Israel would acknowledge His fatherhood and remain loyal, and not ‘play false.’”
  That expectation was never fulfilled.  As the Song of Moses declares, Israel fails on every level to be the obedient son that God anticipated.  

With this message in mind, we confront a very difficult problem unrelated to the syntactical confusion.  The problem is simple.  How are we to interpret Moses’ statements?  This speech is the end of Moses’ leadership with the people.  Immediately following this song, God instructs Moses to ascend the mountain and die.  Deuteronomy 32 is Moses’ final words to Israel just before they cross into the Promised Land.  But if you read the entire song, you will be shocked by its portrayal of Israel in the land.  Instead of an enthusiastic pep talk to encourage the people who have survived a full generation in the wilderness, Moses essentially castigates these wanderers.  He tells them that they will be severely punished, that they will backslide, that God will spurn them and heap judgment on them.  In fact, his description is so demoralizing that it is a wonder that anyone would want to cross into the Land.  For example, “‘I will heap misfortunes on them; I will use My arrows on them.  They will be wasted by famine, and consumed by plague and bitter destruction; and the teeth of beasts I will send upon them, with the venom of crawling things of the dust.  Outside the sword will bereave, and inside terror—”
  Not exactly a bon voyage message.
If this is a prophetic vision, if what Moses describes is the inevitable consequences of crossing over, then why would the people go forward?  I know I wouldn’t.  “No, Lord, thank you very much, but I’ll just stay on this side of the Jordan and avoid all this woe.”  As a vision, this passage makes no sense when compared to the actual behavior of the people.

But there is an alternative.  An uncomfortable one, I admit, but nevertheless, one that makes much more sense of the actual crossing of the Jordan.  What if the Song of Moses was written long after the people crossed into the Land?  What if the Song is really a statement of Israel’s actual apostasy represented in the mouth of Moses but seen from the perspective following the Assyrian invasion?  Then all of these “predictions” would have already happened, and could be known as such.   Then Moses’ Song would be anachronistic.  It would be written so that it appears that Moses laid out the inevitable but in fact recounts the actual choices of Israel over nearly 1000 years of history.

Before you throw up your hands in disbelief, ask yourself what the purpose of this text really is.  If it is truly Moses’ declaration before the people enter the Land, then explain why they do so.  But if it is historical recollection projected back to Moses, then the purpose makes sense.  The audience is not the people waiting to cross over.  The audience is Israel between Assyria and Babylon, a people who need to know how serious their ancestors’ past sins have been—and will continue to be—unless they reform.  Babylon is on the horizon.  Judgment is coming.  God will use the nations to bring calamity unless . . . 

Peter Enns writes, “Israel’s stories of the deep past were not written to ‘talk about what happened back then.’  They were written to explain what is.  The past is shaped to speak to the present.”

See if that view of the text doesn’t make a lot more sense.

And then try to sort out the implications for your view of inspiration.

Topical Index:  Song of Moses, Deuteronomy 32:5, history, inspiration
December 15  Praying Loudly with No Volume
By Dr. Roderick Logan, DPTh, CFTP
Feeling overwhelmed often leads human beings to believe they are small and insignificant; leaving them with a heightened sense of loneliness. Society’s occasional hostility and general indifference will even affirm this notion. Stressed out individuals will conclude, “Why bother taking a second look?”
Daring to look deeper, however, one would see a dynamic relationship does exist between the human soul and the soul of the universe.
Wait a minute. The universe has a soul?
Again, this is a “deeper” look. Where does the idea of people having a soul come from in the first place?
The LORD God formed the man of dust from the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living creature (Hebrew: nephesh haya - living soul). Genesis 2:7
The nephesh – “soul” - originates with God the Creator; the Source of all life. So, it is not a far cry to see that, although humans are the only life forms bearing the Creator’s image and likeness, the remaining universe only has life, and breathes because its origins also lie with the Creator. Thus, the universe has a soul. With that point established, consider this idea.
One might even say that the two souls - human and the universe - are essentially one; or seeking to become one. The two show striking similarities. For example, on the outside - the side that is so overwhelmed by one’s senses - there is conflict and chaos. At the same time, on the inside - the side that is much deeper and can only be felt by faith - there is an eternal love affair and inseparable embrace with the Divine and the Holy.
The Apostle expresses in his own words the tension and contrast between what is seen on the outside versus what is believed on the inside.
Creation waits with eager longing for the revealing… be set free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God… Creation has been groaning together in the pains of childbirth… Not only the creation, but we ourselves… we wait eagerly for adoption… For in this hope we were saved…(Romans 8:19-24)
King Solomon’s lyrical drama is based on this same idea and bears the inscription, “The Song of Songs.” He understood that songs are the nucleus of human and cosmic expressions: the longing of the individual to be reunited; to be at one with themselves and the world in which they find themselves. It is the ancient cry for harmony between what lies on the surface and what dwells beneath.

Songs are prayers and their lyrics give voice to a person’s concerns. On the outside, God seems so far removed. It feels as if there is a wide canyon between the lowly individual and the King of the universe, but as the call is made, the echo is carried across the expanse and it is not diminished.
“In my distress I called upon the LORD; to my God I cried for help. From his temple he heard my voice, and my cry to him reached his ears (Ps 18:6).” “You have said, ‘Seek my face.’ My heart says to you, ‘Your face, LORD, do I seek (Ps 27:8).’” “I love those who love me, and those who seek me diligently find me (Pr 8:17).”
Now the bridge appears. Now the wide expanse closes. In this desperate moment, the outer and the inner, the high and the low, the holy and the common, heaven and earth, enfold into a single envelope.
No, it does not just happen. Conditions must be right for the soul of humanity and the soul universe to unite. The healing of the lovers’ wounded hearts requires humanity to enter the inner sanctuary that resides beyond desire and discord. All of creation - men, women, trees, animals, sky and ground - all have within them the divine origin which enables movement toward the fulfillment of each one’s purpose. Once a woman or a man can come to be at peace with themselves - discovering that oneness between their inner soul and their outer desire, reconciling what lies deep within their heart and what sits on their lips - then and only then can that individual experience the peace that “surpasses all understanding (Phil 4:7).”
A vital insight is found in Hannah’s prayer.
“Hannah was speaking in her heart; only her lips moved, and her voice was not heard… (1Sa 1:13).”
From Hannah comes the example of praying loudly with no volume. Her lips are moving, but there is no sound. Her upper brain has gone dormant while her lower brain is amped with streaming electrical currents, her adrenal glands have constricted her blood vessels, and her lungs have dilated. She cannot speak the words. She has the lyrics, but they are not audible. Her cortex, that enables her language, has stepped aside, submitting to the forceful emotions emitting from her lowest cerebral regions. No one hears her, but she hears her. She hears because she feels. Every letter, word, and the spaces in between are pulsating, rhythmically throughout every fiber of her body. In this moment, Hannah learns what it means to “pour out her soul.” Containment is beyond her capacity. She lets it flow and at times even surge with passion.
Hannah was observed by the attending priest. He, the most righteous in the community, concludes she is drunk from too much wine. She was not drunk with wine, but perhaps she was drunk in another way. Perhaps her desire to be a mother, her desire to be counted among the other blessed women of the village, and her desire to not live under the shame and ridicule of others were the sources of her emotional intoxication.

Hannah answered the priest, “I am a woman troubled in spirit… I have been pouring out my soul before the LORD… All along I have been speaking out of my great anxiety and vexation (1Sa 1:15-16).”
Hannah was overcome by her desires, but were her desires bad? Should she, “just get over it already?”
What do you pray for?
Do you pray for material things and then judge yourself as drunk with worldly desires?

Do you petition God to act on behalf of your negative situations and then second guess your requests before giving God the time to respond?
It is one thing when others do not understand what is deep within your heart, but it is another matter entirely when you do not understand what is truly spiritual within you. O, to be truly self-aware without judgment.
What if you did not merely look at material things as something material, but rather as material things that held spiritual value inside waiting to be released or uncovered; material things with a soul? Dare to look again at your gloomy situation and see what godly purpose is anticipating you will elevate it. No matter how matters turn out, there is a good that prevails.
“According to the purpose of him who works all things according to the counsel of his will… (Ep 1:11).”
Your mission, should you decide to accept it, is to redirect the chaos of your world and bring it into harmony with the Creator’s intended purpose, and thereby achieving the at-one-ment He created in the first place. This is called repairing the earth.
“The Lord God took the human and put them in the garden of Eden to work it and keep it (Ge 2:15).”
Each man and woman is surrounded by elements related to his and her mission: family, health, home, talent, income, and community. Each one prays; singing their soul out. Each man and woman does so because he/she knows that however mundane these things appear to be, without all of them, the mission will not be accomplished.
God is seeking you to seek Him. “He yearns jealously over the spirit that He has made to dwell in us (Ja 4:5).” He is listening, because He desires to dwell within your routine, ordinary, wearisome, and messy world. Just He hovers over the deep, murky waters, we find the likes of Hannah and ourselves hovering at the wall that stands between us and our relief.
“The earth was without form and void, and darkness was over the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters (Ge 1:2).”

The revered Jewish Sage, Baal Shem Tov, comments on this passage. He said:
“The spirit of God refers to the soul within man. When a person invests his soul into the toil of hovering over the waters, meaning that he lingers with patience and diligence over the study of Torah - which is compared to water - then God says, ‘Let there be light.’ God illuminates his eyes with the light of Torah.”
Though your world appears to you devoid of structure and meaning, though you cannot find the right words, though you feel so disorganized, and answers are avoiding you, begin now moving your lips and let yourself hear Him breathe into your darkness, “Let there be light.”
Topical Index:  prayer, Roderick Logan
December 16   Shabbat

December 17  The man said, “This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man.”  Genesis 2:23 NASB
Adam Redux

This is now – Sometimes the smallest words require considerable investigation.  This is one of those times.  We’ve looked at this verse over and over.  We’ve noticed that in this verse Adam changes his identity in the presence of the woman.  The verse begins with “the man”—Adam—and ends with ish and ishshah.  The “man” recognizes that his self-awareness is altered by the presence of another one like him.  A great point about the necessity of human relationship.  But concentrating on this shift might mean that we miss the importance of Adam’s opening word, happa’am.  It’s translated, “This is now,” in the NASB, but that makes the word into a temporal location.  In fact, there is a lot more.

There are numerous expressions for “time” in which paʿam is one of the elements. For example, “This is ‘at last’ (happaʿam) bone of my bones” (Gen 2:23). “And I will speak ‘but this once’ ” (ʾak-happaʿam) (Gen 18:32). “ ‘Now this time’ (ʿattâ happaʿam) will my husband be joined to me” (Gen 29:34). “ ‘Many times’ (pĕʿāmîm rabbôt) he delivered them” (Ps 106:43).

Hamilton’s definition helps us realize that Adam is not simply marking a date on the calendar.  He is expressing the completion of a long process.  Now, at last, God has created something—someone—who can provide Adam with the necessary means to become what he was intended to be—a fully relational being.  The creative activity of God is not finished until Man discovers himself in another.  

The Genesis account of creation is a very powerful story.  It provides the answers to the following essential questions:

1)  Why am I here?

2)  What is my connection to God?

3)  What is my responsibility toward the rest of creation?

4)  What is my connection to other human beings?

5)  Who am I?

6)  Who are you?

These questions are the fundamental questions of being human in the world.  Every civilization in the ancient world attempted to answer these questions.  But the Hebrew answers are unique in their interconnected totality.  The answers to these questions have formed our conception of ourselves until we reach the modern post-biblical period.  Today our society has no satisfying answers.  Today we live in a desacralized world.  And the toll on each of us is beyond measure.

Topical Index:  ish, man, this is now, happa’am, self-awareness, Genesis 2:23
December 18   because it does not go into his heart, but into his stomach, and is eliminated?” (Thus He declared all foods clean.)  Mark 7:19  NASB

Half and Half

Thus He declared – Every author has blind spots.  Yes, even me!  So when we read commentary and exegesis and other spiritual material, we must always keep a sharp eye for incidental, accidental and ignorant mistakes.  Peter Enns comments on this passage in Mark are a good example.  In general, Enns makes some very helpful remarks about the necessity of understanding the Bible in its own culture.  His insights into the ancient texts of the Tanakh are extremely helpful.  But it looks as if somehow he forgets all this when he comes to standard Christian arguments about the Torah.  Suddenly, Jesus is a “Christian” in his theology.  Paul is a renegade Jew, rewriting the Torah for Gentiles, and in this verse, even if the passage has Mark’s comments, Jesus declares the Torah to be obsolete.  Here’s what Enns says:
Mark’s Gospel goes into more detail about how “evil” comes from the inside, like theft, adultery, murder, and so on.  He also adds that Jesus was actually declaring that the Old Testament food laws were now null and void.  

We need to be a little careful with Mark’s version.  Most biblical scholars think that Jesus didn’t actually declare food laws null and void.  This comment was Mark’s own creation written in hindsight and, as we saw in Chapter 3, reflects his purpose for writing—specifically, to make sure later Gentile followers of Jesus understood they didn’t need to keep those laws.

While it is absolutely true that in order to understand the gospels we must understand the purpose of each author, that does not entail that Mark’s purpose for writing was to tell later Gentiles they didn’t have to follow Torah.  Enns assumes this.  He adopts the Church’s  view of the text.  He simply reads it as if it were Christian theology, not Jewish story.  In other words, he makes precisely the same mistake that he objects to when it comes to understanding the Hebrew Scriptures.  His paradigm assumptions about Jesus as Christian override careful textual analysis and cultural appreciation.

Enns doesn’t do this deliberately.  He just hasn’t moved out of the influence of eighteen centuries of Christianization of the gospels.  This is an important lesson for us.  Enns is very good on some points and terribly mistaken on others.  He simply sees what his preconceptions tell him to see.  Just like most of us.  Just like me.

It takes considerable discomfort to shake loose these entrenched paradigmatic assumptions.  Until they are jarred out of place, we will see the world the way we wish to see it.  It will be comfortable, and most of the time we will deny the implications of being shaken.  But the earth doesn’t stand still any more, does it?

Topical Index: food, kosher, paradigm, Peter Enns, Mark 7:19
December 19  For my soul has had enough troubles, and my life has drawn near to Sheol.  Psalm 88:3  NASB

The Abundant Life

Has had enough – Is your life filled to the brim?  Oh, I didn’t ask if it is filled up with good things.  I just asked if you feel as if it is up to the top.  Yes, it’s true that most of the time this Hebrew word, śābēaʿ, means, “to be satisfied with nourishment,” but in this verse the same word means “to be filled with evil, distress and misfortune.”  Perhaps the only difference is perspective, or attitude.  This double-duty word is ambiguous.  Context makes all the difference.

Isn’t that true of life?  It’s all about context.  Some of the time even things we used to consider blessings feel like curses.  Some of the time disasters turn out to be victories.  Some of the time we have no idea which way the wind will blow.  The outcome often depends entirely on our attitude.  And some of the time we feel as if we’ve just had enough, that life has turned into nothing more than a rush to the grave and our cup is overflowing with the same bitterness that Yeshua’s cup held on that cold evening in the garden.  Sometimes we want to stop at the end of the first verse of Psalm 22.

Let’s be sure we don’t read this translation of Psalm 88 as if it were only about spiritual matters.  The English rendition of nephesh is incorrect despite its ubiquity. Nephesh is the Hebrew concept of person, that is, everything that makes me who I am.   It’s not just my spiritual dimension.  That would make the word Greek (like “soul”).  It’s about all of my life, and there are certainly times when I feel as if my life has just had all it can take.  It might be about my job, my family, my country, my circumstances or my state of worship.  Anything will do.  It’s context that matters, isn’t it?  

We should also notice the syntax.  The word for “has had enough” is first in this sentence.  David wants to emphasize its significance.  It’s the feeling that is driving this statement.  Sure, David might cognitively know that YHVH is in charge.  He might have a solid theology sitting on the shelf, but at this moment, none of that matters.  As Tournier noted, life is an emotional event.  If we don’t deal with how we feel, we will soon find that we have had enough.

Perhaps you will find it interesting that Yeshua’s remark about abundant living probably used the same Hebrew verb.  That helps us realize that we are in the process of filling up our lives with God’s purposes or with our own.  The life-container can’t hold both at the same time.  What you’re pouring in will determine the ultimate outcome, either drawing close to She’ol or drawing close to the Father.  It’s the same action in a different direction.  On reflection, we might notice that a lot of life is just like this.  Same steps—different goals.  Maybe it’s time to check your emotional compass.

Topical Index: śābēaʿ, to fill up, to satisfy, Psalm 88:3
December 20  Exalted be the Living God and praised, He exists – unbounded by time is His existence.  He is One – and there is no unity like His Oneness.  Shacharis/Morning Service, Morning Blessings

Influences

Unbounded by time – You won’t find this verse in the Bible.  It’s from the Morning Blessings of the Siddur.
 This particular prayer goes on to describe YHVH as incorporeal, inscrutable, infinite, the first cause of all creation, immutable and perfect in judgment.  One might reasonably wonder if the authors of this prayer read Thomas Aquinas.  Probably not, since the prayer was in practice centuries before Thomas was born.  But these descriptions of the divine attributes read as if they come from Christian theology.  Why do Jewish rabbis think like Christian theologians?

The answer is Hellenism.  Greek thought invaded Hebrew thinking just as it invaded all other parts of the Western world.  The power of Greek thinking can hardly be under estimated.  Even rabbis shifted their grasp of the Tanakh because of the influence of Greek philosophy.
  

Men love the sense of control.  Since the beginning, control has been one of the greatest temptations.  Wresting power from God’s hand so that we might make the world according to us, we have unconsciously altered the biblical idea of God in the process.  In other words, we observed what human beings are like, and projected the opposite of those fragile attributes onto God.  We are imperfect, therefore, God must be perfect.  We are finite, therefore God must be infinite.  We are bound by space and time, therefore God must be omnipresent and ex-temporal, that is, outside of time.  The list goes on.  The only unfortunate consequence is that this kind of God is so transcendent that there is no way to be related to Him.  He is unknowable, unfathomable and wholly other.  And He’s not the God of the Bible.  Once you start down this road, you will inevitably end up with a God who is completely separated from creation, the philospher’s God, not the God of Abraham.  

Both priests and rabbis know this.  It’s not too difficult to follow the logic.  But at the same time, both priests and rabbis learn to live with the internal contradiction, that is, that the God of philosophy, the wholly other, completely transcendent God, is still a God who cares about us, who desires fellowship and who, in some way or another, changes His mind and His will when we plead with Him.  Both Judaism and Christianity have a bi-polar God, not because the Bible portrays God this way but because both religions have incorporated Hellenism into their thinking about God.

Maybe your God is bi-polar and you never thought about it.  Maybe you should.

Topical Index:  Hellenism, time, Siddur

December 21  “Look to Abraham your father and to Sarah who gave birth to you in pain; when he was but one I called him, then I blessed him and multiplied him.”  Isaiah 51:2  NASB
Rethinking the Family

Father – “Since Israel was one of the Semitic nomadic peoples, her social life was more closely knit together than that of the city culture of the ancient Near East.  The dominant factors in her social structure were the tribe and the clan rather than the village, the city, and the district.  As among Bedouins, a well-rounded life was thought to be possible only within the fellowship of the tribe.”
  As a result, the father had “almost unlimited authority” in a “psychic community.”  Identity occurred through relationship with the father.  Without this connection, an individual’s self-awareness and self-esteem were erased.

When we think of God as our father, we should view the relationship in the same way that ancient Israel, a tribe, viewed Him, that is, as the sole authority, progenitor and final identity of all who are called by His name.  To be cut off from the tribe was the equivalent of death.  No wonder Cain complains that banishment will mean extermination.  It’s not so much physical harm that concerns him.  It is the removal of his identity as a person.  

Unfortunately, we don’t think like this anymore.  Today we find identity in social strata, occupations, ethnic groups, or political affiliations.  We are members of a particular alumni association or fans of a particular team.  We identify ourselves by geography or nationality.  We rarely, if ever, think in terms of tribe and clan.  As a result, our concept of “father” has become diluted to the point that the word means only the one who begat us (and we rarely use that term).  The biblical connection has been lost.  Under these circumstances, it is particularly difficult to understand God as father.  In addition, many of us grew up in households without strong father figures (or even no father at home).  We were cast adrift just as if we had been banished from an ancient tribe.  Is it any wonder that we suffer from deep misunderstandings about God as father?  

Jonathan Sack’s book
, David Fohrman’s book
 and my book
 all deal with recapturing the idea of God as father.  If you read them all, you discover something quite remarkable:  God uses a pagan ruler to reinstate lost tribal and personal identity.  Apparently the problem of misunderstanding God as father is a very old one.  It has plagued humanity since the beginning.  Do you suppose that we need to reread the Garden episode in the Father’s terms?  And maybe, just maybe, Yeshua came to show us the Father rather than give us a new religion.

Topical Index:  father, ‘ab, Isaiah 51:2
December 22   Now the Lord said to Abram, “Go forth from your country, and from your relatives and from your father’s house, to the land which I will show you;”  Genesis 12:1  NASB

It Begins

From your father’s house – “ . . . the mandatory separation of Abraham from his kindred is unprecedented.”
  But we don’t give it a second thought, do we?  We don’t recognize that YHVH asks the unthinkable—to leave family, to separate from personal and communal identity, to erase all that made Abraham who he was.  Right from the beginning!  Breakage!  Disconnection!  Isolation in a world where connection meant safety, purpose and recognition.  We think that Abraham responded to a spiritual calling, but the truth is much more devastating.  Abraham responded to a call for extinction.  To leave behind family and father was the equivalent of becoming nothing.  God did not call Abraham to take on a new religion.  He called Abraham to sacrifice himself!

When we come to the end of the journey, we find the same sacrificial call.  But this time it’s not Abraham who is to be sacrificed.  It’s Isaac.  Or maybe not.  Maybe the end is just like the beginning.  Maybe the “sacrifice” of Isaac is once more a call for Abraham to erase himself, to give up whatever identity he has created in this new line that began when he left Mesopotamia.  Maybe Abraham has to sacrifice twice before God knows the depth of his devotion.  When he is called to sacrifice Isaac, Abraham is asked to erase all of the new identity that he created over those years of wandering.  Yes, he did leave himself when he followed God “to a place I will show you,” but now he is asked to leave something else—all that he made of himself along the way to that place.  Now, at the end, Abraham is asked to disconnect from everything again.  Once it was about his past.  Now it is about his future.  The line will end.  Isaac will die.  The journey will have been for nothing.

Of course, the narrator tells us it’s just a test, but Abraham doesn’t know that.  All Abraham knows is that he will become a blank space between God’s sentences.  He will have lived and died without meaning.  And yet, he does not hesitate.  Just as he immediately obeyed the first call for extinction, he immediately obeys the last call for extinction.  Perhaps that’s the real lesson of Abraham—to live as a blank space in the lines of God’s poetry, to not need to know the reason why but only to respond to the divine call.  How many of us, willing to let go of our past, would as easily embrace an empty future?  How many of us respond because there is still a rainbow’s end in view?  How many of us are willing to serve as blank spaces, commas in God’s drama?  No past, no future, only obedience?

I fear we have converted Abraham into a saint and forgotten he was a man.

Topical Index:  Abraham, father, identity, Genesis 12:1
December 23   Shabbat

December 24  for today in the city of David there has been born for you a Savior, who is Christ the Lord. Luke 2:11  NASB

Willingness

Christ the Lord – “The Church cannot indefinitely continue to believe about Jesus what he did not know to be true about himself.”
  So writes John Bowman.  But, of course, Bowman is a heretic, isn’t he?  He doesn’t respect the authority and tradition of the Church.  He questions the non-Semitic “Jesus,” the “Jew” without ethnic and cultural heritage.  The “Christ,” rather than the Jewish Messiah.

It seems relevant today to consider this comment, and the comment of Charles Wagner, when he writes, “We today believe in the Trinity not because of direct biblical revelation but because of majority votes in certain counsels—in other words, by extra-biblical revelation.”
  If we investigate the origin and development of this central Christian doctrine, we must agree with Wagner.  The Trinity is not found in any direct scriptural passage.  It is the production of three hundred years of theological debate (and a good deal of violence) about the relationship between Greek philosophical concepts and a re-reading of the Hebrew writings.  As Keegan points out, this development occurred because of the shift from a way of living to “creedal rules of faith,” necessitated by the power of the Roman Empire intertwined with the bishops of a newly created Christian religion.

When we investigate this development, we discover the appalling fact that some intellectuals within the Church used whatever means necessary to quash differences in exegetical opinion, including murder.  Both Luther and Calvin, those heroes of the Reformation, were involved in acts of brutality that make today’s political scandals seem mild.  Protestants demanded the right of the individual to interpret the text as God directed each one, but the leadership was quick to execute those who disagreed.  Perhaps they didn’t read the history of Israel in the book of Judges.  They certainly didn’t pay attention to God’s punishment for such arrogance.

Today millions of believers will worship a man as God, without any clue why they do so.  They know nothing of the historical background of this claim or anything else about the real Jewish “Jesus.”  They believe what the Church tells them, as dutiful sheep among theological wolves.  As McGrath notes, “many evangelicals fear engaging in scholarship precisely because, when done honestly, it can lead to conclusions that one set out hoping to avoid drawing.”
  Today is a day to ask yourself, “Am I afraid to look?”  “What if I discover something that raises questions about what I think is true?  Would I be willing to change?”  Given the universality of “Christmas” as a celebration with no biblical authority, it seems it’s just easier to believe whatever makes you comfortable, isn’t it?

Topical Index:  Christ the Lord, christos kyrios, Luke 2:11, Jesus, Trinity
December 25  “Ah Lord God! Behold, You have made the heavens and the earth by Your great power and by Your outstretched arm! Nothing is too difficult for You, who shows lovingkindness to thousands, but repays the iniquity of fathers into the bosom of their children after them, O great and mighty God.”  Jeremiah 32:17-18  NASB
Unresolved

Repays the iniquity – The Bible is phenomenological.  That’s a big word that means the Bible is a “What You See Is What You Get” view of God’s story with men.  It’s not theology.  It’s not irrefutable principles.  It’s not abstract concepts.  It’s down-to-earth, practical, “this is what it looks like” stuff derived from human narration of God’s interaction.  The Bible uses the vocabulary of the dirt.  It’s filled with dust and mud, land and journeys, heartache and triumphs, remorse, regret and restoration.  It’s not lofty speculation on the nature of the divine or wonderful articulations of theological truths.  Yes, you might be able to derive these from the Bible, but the Bible is much more like stories told around a campfire, letters in the mail, or tales of heroes and villains from the past.

Why do you need to keep this in mind when you read the Bible?  Because some things in the Bible are messy.  Some issues are never resolved.  Some problems just won’t go away.  Not because God is confused.  No!  That’s not it.  These things happen because the Bible is phenomenological.  It records how things appear to us.  It doesn’t ask us to figure it all out so we have a nice, neat and tidy text.  It just gives us the raw picture of human responses to divine connections.

“Repays the iniquity” (meshallem ‘awon) causes linguistic distress.  Here the root, šālēm, a notion about peace and wholeness, is used to describe God’s recompense toward those who never committed the sins.  Lloyd Carr notes, “The general meaning behind the root š-l-m is of completion and fulfillment—of entering into a state of wholeness and unity, a restored relationship,”
 but the second part of his definition doesn’t seem to fit this verse at all.  How can repayment to the children be viewed as a state of wholeness?  Ringgren observes, “Jer. 32:18f. contains a kind of dilemma between the concept of individual responsibility and the idea of a collective continuity from one generation to the next; actually, this dilemma is never reconciled in the OT: on the one side stands the solidarity of the generations, and on the other the responsibility of the individual.”
  The only “wholeness” here is the completion of a cycle.  Sin has its consequences.  God makes sure it does.

How do we reconcile this with the God who forgives, the God who casts away guilt, who restores relationship?  How indeed?  Ah, but this is phenomenological.

Topical Index:  phenomenological, repays the iniquity, šālēm, Jeremiah 32:17-18
December 26  You shall say to them, ‘This is the nation that did not obey the voice of the Lord their God or accept correction; truth has perished and has been cut off from their mouth.  Jeremiah 7:28  NASB

The Collection

Perished – What happens to a society that does not obey the voice of the Lord?  Jeremiah gives us a list—a collection of behaviors and consequences that characterize a godless people.  Since we have the prophet’s symptoms of a deep spiritual disease, we should be able to take our own biblical temperature and see if we are sick.  So put on your medical gloves and get ready for an exam.

Here’s the list.  

1) Truth is destroyed.  The Hebrew word, ʾābad, is a common word for to die.  Therefore, the NASB translates it “perish.”  But let’s notice something else.  The word is connected to both she’ol and qeber (grave).  As far as the Tanakh is concerned, this is the end.  It’s the final, meaningless extermination of hope.  If Truth no longer lives in society, life becomes nothing but survival before collapse.  You might as well give it up now.  What’s the point of continuing?  Where there is no truth, no one can be trusted.

2) The value of life is reduced to nothing.   “ . . . when it will no longer be called Topheth, or the valley of the son of Hinnom, but the valley of the Slaughter; for they will bury in Topheth because there is no other place” (Jer. 7:32).  But this is not the result of human depravity alone.  It is the result of God’s punishment.  Of course, men have demonstrated their penchant for destruction of their own species in ways few could imagine, but when the “voice” is not obeyed, other factors enter.  Judgment is one of these.

3)  Joy ends.  Life will not continue as we expect.  Death will fill the minds of men and women rather than exuberance over new relationships, new marriages and new children.  According to the prophet, joy (śāśôn – rejoicing, laughter, mirth) will be turned into a funeral dirge.  Joy is the consequence of truth.  Truth is the concomitant of obedience.  We can’t get rejoicing without living His way.  We can pretend, of course.  We’re very good at that.  But how deep is “joy” when everything ends at the grave?

4)  The land itself will become ruined.  Failure to listen and do means that the earth fails too.  Disobedience is not merely a human issue.  Disobedience results in a total collapse of the environment.  Species die.  Pollution overwhelms.  Life’s fragile balance is disrupted.  The world dies with everything in it.

Obedience is life.  Disobedience is death—at every level, in every direction.  The old story repeats itself.  Genesis 6 comes back, with a vengeance.

Topical Index:  perish, ʾābad, death, obedience, Jeremiah 7:28

December 27  and You are faithful to resuscitate the dead.  Blessed are You, HASHEM, Who resuscitates the dead.  Shemoneh Esrei
A Statement of Faith

Resuscitate – The footnote to this part of the morning prayer from the Siddur reads:

In the case of God’s promise to resuscitate the dead, we must make a special expression of confidence in God.  First, because none of us has ever seen such a thing happen, and second, because it involves bringing back countless people whose remains have long since disintegrated.

Do you find this troubling?  Every day orthodox Jews offer a blessing to God about something they believe has never happened.  Think about it.  How would this blessing have been modified if Jewish orthodoxy embraced the message of those Galilean followers of Yeshua?

And you are faithful to resuscitate the dead because we have seen Your hand in the resurrection of Your Son, the first-fruits of our own resurrection.  Blessed are You, HASHEM, Who resuscitates the dead.

No footnote needed.  The fact of the resurrection of Yeshua is enough for us to affirm with confidence, not a statement of faith awaiting an example, but a statement of a past action awaiting repetition.  Is it any wonder that the disciples proclaimed the resurrection as the most central core of their trust in the Messiah?  Is there any more powerful witness to God’s supremacy than this?  Everything changes now.  Every particle of trust, every hint of hope, every glimpse of the ‘olam ha’ba becomes more evidence of what we already know to be true.  Resuscitation is not a wishful dream.  It is a reality, knocking at the door.

Does that mean we can fathom how all those countless followers whose lives have disintegrated will suddenly be raised whole?  I doubt it.  But the inability to comprehend how God will perform such a feat does not diminish the evidence that He has already done such a thing.  And if God can raise one, why not one hundred million?  The confidence we have in a God who resuscitates is anchored in the continuing life of Yeshua.  

We approach the end of a pagan cycle called “New Year.”  It’s the replay of the myth of eternal return.  In this cycle, nothing much ever changes.  Another year will follow, with all its familiar routines.  But this time, let’s consider the footnote—erased!  The resurrection destroys the idea of eternal return.  Nothing will ever be the same.  Before we hoped.  Now we wait.

Topical Index: resuscitation, resurrection, Siddur
December 28  You shall say to them, ‘This is the nation that did not obey the voice of the Lord their God or accept correction; truth has perished and has been cut off from their mouth.  Jeremiah 7:28  NASB

The Man You Never Knew

Perished – Almost the end of the year (as far as the pagan world is concerned).  Almost.  Just enough time to think about some changes in the way you will investigate your faith for the coming year.  Of course, the biblical New Year started long ago, so maybe you have already incorporated these few principles.  In that case, this is just a gentle reminder.  But this reminder begins with the introduction to a man you probably never heard of.  His name was Marcus.  He was elected bishop (“overseer,” not Roman Catholic Church official) by the Jewish Messianic community that escaped the Roman destruction of Jerusalem in 70 CE.  The community, called Nazarenes, moved to the area of Peraea just before the Roman slaughter.  But political winds shifted and Hadrian expanded persecution of the Jews, preventing any hope of returning to Jerusalem.  Chandler writes:

A sudden political shift eventually saw the election of a man named Marcus as their bishop, a minister of the Gentiles, and probably a native of one of the Latin provinces.  Capitalizing on their desperation, Marcus persuaded many of them to renounce their practice of Mosaic law so as to purchase admission to Jerusalem from the Romans, integrating them further with the Catholic establishment of the Gentiles whose growing success and opulence weighed heavily on the scarcity of the Nazarenes.

Read that again.  Slowly.  This occurred before 100 CE.  This Messianic, Torah-observant community, once residing in Jerusalem since the end of Yeshua’s ministry, gave up their obedience to Torah in order to 1) be allowed back to Jerusalem, and 2) extricate themselves from poverty.  In other words, geographic and economic oppression were the reasons for abandoning God’s instructions.  Life was easier when it accommodated Roman ways.  And Marcus, the man you never knew about, a Gentile who knew what it meant to be Roman, persuaded these followers that they should have an easier life.  The truth perished.  The “church” moved in the direction of Rome.  Accommodation was the word of the day.  The rest is history.

It didn’t take Roman swords to convert these people.  They weren’t tortured for their Jewish way of life.  They were persuaded from the inside. Theological wolves arise from within.  They left their obedience to the God of the prophets because they wanted relief—justifiable relief, or so it seemed.  And they were absorbed into a new religion without a whimper.  So here’s the first principle.  Every idea has a history.  Every action begins somewhere.  Find the root and you will learn much more about what you think you believe.  Most disasters begin for “perfectly good” reasons.

Topical Index:  Marcus, Nazarenes, truth, Jeremiah 7:28
December 29  “And now, compelled by the Spirit, I am going to Jerusalem, not knowing what will happen to me there.”  Acts 20:22  NIV

A Change in the Weather

Not knowing – Today I leave for Manila.  I’ll be in the Philippines area for the next two months.  Then, after a return to the USA for some teaching commitments, Rosanne and I will leave for Italy for a long stay.  Our house in Florida has been sold.  We don’t have another place to go.  We are looking—and in the meanwhile—homeless.  Traveling.  Looking for a new home somewhere in the world that fits who we are at this point in life.

For readers of Today’s Word, I’ll continue to write.  There will be a new edition every day, as there has been for many years.  I’m not sure about internet connections, but I will do my best.  The discipline is so much a part of me that I probably won’t stop until I end.

For those of you who attend seminars or conferences, big changes are ahead.  First, I will only be available in the USA for limited times during the next year.  Already March and April are booked.  So the next slots of the calendar will be after the Virginia Beach conference in June.  That means some parts of July and August.  Nothing is available from mid-September until December.  Who knows?  By then maybe we will have someplace else to live.  If you thought about having some kind of gathering in 2018, you will need to make plans soon if your sessions are not already on my calendar.

That’s the logistics.  Now the rest.  “Not knowing” is always difficult.  Those stages in life where we don’t know what is going to happen next are challenges to our desire to have some control.  The truth, of course, is that we never really know what’s going to happen next.  But that doesn’t make life easier.  It’s emotionally distressing to feel rootless, especially when we didn’t grow up in tightly connected communities.  Paul could tell the Ephesians that he didn’t know what was going to happen to him, but he did know that he belonged to the community of those who followed the Messiah no matter where he was.  That was enough for him to embrace the uncertainty of his circumstances and continue.  But many of us, including me, are not like Paul.  We know that we share common beliefs but we still need to feel some of those golden threads that bind us to each other.  Perhaps it’s the sense of security that is most important.  It’s just too easy to forget that God is engineering our paths.  It’s scary not to know what’s next.

Rosanne and I are struggling with all this.  We know there is a big change ahead, but we both feel the tension.  We’re unsettled.  It’s more accurate to say that we hurt, but people don’t like to admit that, do they?  Maybe being a follower of a Jewish Messiah in a world that often rejects this is the source of this kind of hurt.  Feeling homeless doesn’t have much to do with not having a mailing address.  Maybe you feel the same way.  If you do, would you please offer up a prayer?  We both thank you.

Topical Index:  not knowing, homeless, community, Acts 20:22
December 30  Shabbat
December 31  So all Israel was enrolled by genealogies; and behold, they are written in the Book of the Kings of Israel.  1 Chronicles 9:1a  NASB

Belonging

Genealogies – All those names.  Mostly unfamiliar, difficult to read out loud.  So we skip over them.  Go ahead.  Try reading 1 Chronicles 8 without stumbling.  And this is not the only list.  In fact, 1 Chronicles is filled with these lists.  Why?

Why just go through all the generations?  Why try to list every father, every important son, every tribal connection?  Why bother?  We don’t do that sort of thing, do we?  What matters to us is who’s alive now.  Most of us really have no idea who our ancestors were one hundred years ago, or one thousand years ago.  We’re focused on what’s coming.  We want to know as best we can what the future holds, not the past.  After all, the past is over and done with.  It can’t be changed.  It’s a fossil, not a living thing.

Ah, but the Hebraic worldview says that this sort of thinking is dead wrong (pardon the pun).  You see, in Hebrew thought you are the summation of all those past generations.  You aren’t the independent, autonomous center of your world.  You don’t even exist without all those others.  Therefore, you have a responsibility, a debt to be paid for even being alive.  And that debt is owed to those who brought about your appearance on the earth.  So, to begin with (another pun, sorry), you’ll have to start at your real beginning.  And for Israel, this is Abraham.

That isn’t the end of this story.  You are also saddled with another task.  You are responsible for what comes from you.  You owe a debt to all who will come after you too.  You must pay it forward.  In case you haven’t noticed the pattern yet, this is the ground of hesed, that uniquely Hebrew word that describes what “relationship” is all about.  You owe the past and the future.  That’s why you need to know who you belong to.  You need to know how God interacted with all those ancestors because how He was involved with them makes you who you are today.  And you need to know who you are today so that you can do something that will change the lives of all those who come through you.  Genealogies aren’t about people.  They are about payments.

Now here’s a bit of insight.  This verse does not use the usual word of “generations.”  In fact, “was enrolled by genealogies” is just a single Hebrew word—hityaḥsu.  The idea of the verb (yāḥaś) is “to be enrolled.”  And in Hebrew, this means “be part of the list of all whom you belong to.”  In Hebrew, you are the summary of all you belong to.  You are the collection of all those relationships.  And they have all happened because God is the engineer of human involvement.

We, who have embarked on this journey into the dark, have two anchors.  We look toward the past as we row our little boats.  We see where we have been, and where all those who came before us traveled.  We are anchored to their experiences.  But we row toward a future we cannot see, a dark place behind our heads.  We feel that anchor because we feel the pull of those who await our choices.  The “bloods” that cry out from the ground.  We must not disappoint.  You are enrolled because He knows your name.  Row, and carry the world with you.

Topical Index:  genealogies, to be enrolled, yāḥaś, 1 Chronicles 9:1
THANK YOU:  Thank you for another year of investigation.  Thank you for sticking around during this journey.  Thank you for supporting my work and the intersections with other needs along the way.  I hope it was worthwhile and that you’ll continue.
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