October 12, 2011

Torah Reading: Leviticus 23:39-44

Numbers 29:12-40

Zechariah 14:1-21

Luke 2:1-20

Revelation 7:1-12

THE MOST JOYOUS FEAST OF THE LORD

It seems that our loving Father in heaven saved the best for last. After the solemn days of Yom Teruah (Feast of Trumpets) and Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement) that called us to fast and repent, the last of YHVH’s annual Appointed Feasts calls us to rejoice and celebrate. Sukkot (shelters, stables, or tabernacles) is the seventh feast, held in the seventh month, which points us to the number of completion. It was one of the appointed times that called families to travel to Jerusalem to celebrate this feast of ingathering. The final harvest was in, and this was a time of giving thanks for YHVH’s great goodness and faithfulness. 

It is therefore no surprise that on Sukkot, this feast of abundant thanksgiving and joy, YHVH gave the greatest Gift ever, Yeshua, His only begotten Son. Divine Majesty came in the form of a vulnerable baby boy.

SUKKOT 

“But on the fifteenth day of the seventh month, when you gather in the crop of the Land, you shall celebrate the LORD’s festival for a seven-day period; the first day is a rest day and the eighth day is a rest day…and you shall rejoice before the LORD your God, for a seven-day period. You shall celebrate it as a festival for the LORD, a seven-day period in the year, an eternal decree for your generations; in the seventh month shall you celebrate it. You shall dwell in booths for a seven day period; every native in Israel shall dwell in booths. So that your generations will know that I caused the children of Israel to dwell in booths when I took them from the land of Egypt; I am, the LORD, your God” (Leviticus 23:39-43).

As we can see, this feast is the most abundant celebration of all. Building a sukkah (shelter) at this time of the year and living in it for seven days, would be an object lesson in reminding of God’s love for them. YHVH had faithfully protected, guided and provided for His people all through the forty-year Wilderness trip. They had lacked nothing. 

Our loving Father gave us His “Appointed Times” as a special gift. They are, as it were, a map of how every believer should walk in obedience to His Word.

-Passover shows us redemption by the blood of the Lamb.

-The Feast of Unleavened Bread teaches us how, after salvation, we need to be sanctified; cleansed of all unholy habits. Eating Matzos for seven days is an excellent object lesson.

-First Fruits reminds us of Yeshua Messiah’s resurrection, proving His victory over death and hell.

-Shavuot (Feast of Weeks, or Pentecost) reminds us of the giving of the Torah and how Yeshua sent the Holy Spirit to enable us to walk in obedience to His commandments (Torah).

-Rosh HaShanah (Feast of Trumpets) tells us to wake up and be ready for Yeshua’s appearing because the King is coming with a shout of the shofar. 

-Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement) gives us an opportunity to ask the LORD to search our hearts so that we can repent and seek forgiveness from God and other people, for any harm we have caused. 

-Sukkot (Feast of Tabernacles, shelters) completes the series with a whole week of great rejoicing in the LORD.

History tells us that four huge menorahs were lighted in Jerusalem and attended by young men who climbed ladders, carrying pitchers of oil to keep the lights burning. It is taught that the wicks in these lamps were made of the discarded high-priestly linen garments, which he wore on Yom Kippur. The lights illuminated the whole city, and around them the men danced with torches in their hands, singing songs of praise to God. 

Besides Sukkot being the end of the final agricultural harvest in Israel, we are also looking forward to the final ingathering of YHVH’s people from all corners of the earth. Due to the people’s unfaithfulness and idolatry, YHVH had to discipline them and scatter them in all directions. But God’s plan is for all His people to come back to Israel. This will not be done by new immigration laws on the part of Israel, but we read in Isaiah 11:12; “And He shall set up a miraculous Banner for the nations and He shall gather the outcast of Yisrael, and gather together the dispersed of Yahudah from the four corners of the earth.” We understand the “Banner” to be Yeshua Messiah.

The Birth of His Majesty

“Now there were in the same country shepherds living out in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. And behold, an angel of the LORD stood before them, and the glory of the LORD shone around them, and they were greatly afraid. Then the angel said to them, ‘Do not be afraid, for behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which will be to all people. For there is born to you this day in the city of David a Savior, Who is Messiah the LORD’” (Luke 2:5-11). 

Isaiah had prophesied of this momentous event with the words, “For unto us a Child is born, unto us a Son is given; and the government will be upon His shoulder. And His Name will be called Wonderful, Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace” (Isa.9:6). 

It is well documented, but not well-known, that our Master Yeshua was born during the Festive Season of Sukkot. John 1:14 says: “The Word became a human being and lived with us, and we saw His Sh’kinah (Glory)” In other translations we read “and tabernacled with us”. When we go back in history we see that from the very beginning YHVH wanted to dwell with His covenant people. He instructed Moses to make a dwelling place (Tabernacle) for Him so that the GOD of Israel’s Presence could be right there in the midst of them. Later on, Solomon’s Temple became the resting place of YHVH’s glory, but because of the people’s unfaithfulness, the LORD had to withdraw His Presence. 

However, our loving heavenly Father longs for the restoration of His people. The prophets He sent were ignored and therefore ABBA sent His Son, His living Torah, His brought-forth Word, His Light and His Truth, Who came to seek the lost sheep of the House of Israel (Matthew 10:6). It is difficult to wrap our minds around the fact that He, for Whom and by Whom all things were created, left His glory to be treated cruelly and hatefully. He was the only One Who could reconcile sinners to God. Praise His Name for His great mercy. “God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son so that whoever believes in Him will not perish but have everlasting life” (John 3:16).

The time of Yeshua’s Birth

When the angel Gabriel announced God’s plan for her to Miriam, he also told her that her relative Elizabeth was six months pregnant. Elizabeth’s husband Zechariah was a priest of the Aviyah division, (1 Chronicles 24:1-20). It has been established that the angel Gabriel visited Zechariah in the Temple during the time of Shavuot. Counting roughly nine months from the time that Gabriel announced the birth of John the Baptist to Zechariah, we arrive at Nissan, the month when Passover is observed. 

Six months after Elizabeth’s conception takes us to the time of the Dedication of the Temple, or Chanukah (John 10:22). Then, the angel Gabriel again descended from heaven with a message from God. This time he announced to Miriam, who lived in Nazareth that she, a virgin, would become the mother of the Messiah. How fitting that “The Light of the world” should be conceived during Chanukah, the festival of lights. Counting nine months from December, we can easily arrive at the date of Yeshua’s birth: the time of Sukkot, the Feast of Tabernacles, (Sept/October). What a fitting time for Him who is “the Word made flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1:14) to be born on this very joyous Feast. 

A History Lesson

The proof that Zechariah was given the announcement concerning the birth of John the Baptist in the first half of the year is found in the life and death of King Herod, hated by the Jewish people, but prominent in the birth of Yeshua.

The Scriptures tell us that wise men from the east came to Jerusalem and asked, “Where is the newborn King of the Jews? For we saw His star in the east and have come to worship Him” (Matthew 2:2).“The land of the East” is always the land of Babylon. During the first century C.E. there was still a large Jewish population in Babylon. These were the descendants of the people taken into exile by the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar. Many of them had returned with Ezra and Nehemiah, but quite a number of people had stayed behind.

In searching the stars, only Jews would know the prophecy of Numbers 24:17: “There shall come a Star out of Jacob, and a Sceptre will rise out of Israel, to crush the corners of Moab, and destroy all the children of tumult.” Because of that prophecy, a star was connected to the coming of the Messiah, and the “wise men” took the appearance of a new Star seriously enough to travel to Jerusalem in order to worship the new King. 

Herod was possibly one of the coldest and most bloodthirsty men who ever lived. He killed his own sons, his favorite wife, and thousands of innocent people. Fear of losing his throne actually drove him to insanity. No wonder he wanted to kill a new-born King! In the end, the wise men arrived in Bethlehem and found the Child, his mother and Yoseph in a house, (Matthew 2:11).

The Scriptures tell us that when the time came for the Son of God to be born, Yoseph and Miriam could not find a decent place to spend the night, but had to find shelter in a place that is called in Hebrew a sukkah, shelter, or stable. The huge amount of people visiting in Bethlehem was not just a result of the census, since the registration was taken over a period of several months. It would never have taken place in the winter when travel was difficult. Since Jerusalem could accommodate only so many people, Bethlehem had to deal with the overflow. Now we understand why Miriam and Yoseph found more suitable accommodation right after the Feast. And that is where the wise men found the new King and gave Him their presents. After the visit of the wise men they were divinely warned in a dream, not to return to Herod. 

The Wonder of it All

How can we ever describe the wonder of Yeshua’s coming to earth? Without Him we would have no hope; we would be lost for eternity. Once we “were without Messiah, being aliens from the commonwealth of Israel and strangers from the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world. But now in Messiah Yeshua you who once were far off have been made near by the blood of Messiah” (Ephesians 2:12, 13). 

“He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For by Him all things were created that are in heaven and that are on earth…And He is before all things and in Him all things consist. And He is the head of the Messianic congregation, who is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, that in all things He may have the pre-eminence.” (Colossians 1:15, 17).

The Feast of Ingathering

This concept of ingathering is confirmed by Yeshua when He said; “But in those days, after that tribulation, the sun shall be darkened, and the moon shall not give her light, and the stars of the heavens shall fall, and the powers that are in the heavens shall be shaken. And then shall they see the Son of Man coming on the clouds with great Power and glory. And then shall He send his heavenly messengers, and shall gather together His chosen people from the four winds, from the uttermost parts of the earth to the uttermost parts of the heavens.” (Mark 13:24-27).

Since our loving heavenly Father has always desired to dwell (tabernacle) with His people we are not surprised to find this concept repeated in the Scriptures concerning end times. “And I heard a loud voice from heaven saying, “Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, and He will dwell with them, and they shall be His people, and God himself will be with them and be their God.” (Revelation 21:3). May we repeat the words spoken by John the apostle; “Even so, come, Master Yeshua” (Revelation 22:20). 

Shabbat Shalom!

Ann Stephens

Sources: ArtScroll Chumash, Rabbi Joseph Good’s “Rosh Hashanah and the Messianic Kingdom To Come” and Weekly Message, September 28, 2007.

October 15, 2011

Parashah: V’zot HaBarachah- “And this is the blessing”

Torah: Deuteronomy 33:1-34:12

Haftarah: Joshua 1:1-18

Apostolic Writings: Acts 27-28 

MOSHE’S FINAL BLESSING ON ISRAEL

A king hired two workers to fill up a pit. The first looked into it and said, “I will never be able to fill it up!” And so he departed. The other said, “It does not matter whether or not I finish the job. The king pays me for my labour. Let me rejoice that I found employment!”. The Torah is infinitely wide and deep, but that is not our concern. We are a day-labourers, hired by YHVH. Ours is to accomplish our daily task!

Last Torah Portion

This parasha is the final lesson of the Torah. At the conclusion of the last Torah lesson, the Torah Scroll is rewound to the beginning; Genesis. This is a time of great rejoicing and is done on the eighth day of the Sukkot (Tabernacles) festival. This celebration is called “Simchat Torah”, which means “the rejoicing over the Torah”.  After that we begin studying Torah all over again and every year the Holy Spirit reveals new understanding to us. 

In Biblical days devout men would dance with flaming torches in hand, singing songs of praise; and the Levites would make beautiful music with harps, lyres, cymbals, trumpets, and countless musical instruments, standing on the fifteen steps that descended from the Court of the Israelites to the Court of the Women. 

The Blessing of Moses

“And this is the blessing that Moses, the man of God, bestowed upon the children of Israel before his death” (Deuteronomy 33:1).

More than 3000 years ago Moses bade farewell to his people in the plains of Moab. He was 120 years old, but the Scriptures tell us that his eyes were still clear and his mind sharp. All around him were the twelve tribes of Israel and he was going to pronounce prophecy and blessings over them.

It seems that Moses was continuing where Father Jacob had begun, when he blessed his sons just before he died. It is interesting to observe that the word vezot is used at the beginning of Moses’ blessings. That same word is also used to conclude Jacob’s final blessing (Genesis 49:28). It is as if Moses took up where Jacob left off. Whereas Jacob blessed his sons, Moshe blessed the tribes of these sons, their descendants. 

Moses is called here the man of God, which indicated that the prophecy and blessings he was about to speak, were inspired by God and would certainly be fulfilled. All through the time of his leadership, Moses shows a great love for his people. He knew that he was about to die, but that did not hinder him from wanting to bless his people for the last time. Even though the blessing was meant for all the Children of Israel, Moses speaks a blessing to each of the tribes individually. 

Israel's Torah

“He said: the LORD came from Sinai - having shone forth to them from Seir, having appeared from Mount Paran, and then approached with some of the holy myriads - from His right hand He presented the fiery Torah to them” (Deuteronomy 33:2).

This verse tells us that before the LORD came to the people of Israel, gathered at the foot of Mount Sinai, He had first gone to Seir and Paran. The image used here is called a theophany, which is an appearance of God on earth. We saw it when YHVH visited Abraham to bring him a message, and also when Joshua was confronted by the “Commander of the army of the LORD”, just to mention a few. 

The Sages teach that when YHVH offered the Torah to the people of Seir, the descendants of Esau, they did not want to receive Torah because they were unwilling to stop killing. The Ishmaelites in Paran also refused to accept Torah because they did not want to give up stealing. But when the ALMIGHTY , with some of His holy angels, offered His fiery Torah to the people of Israel, they were willing to submit themselves to His sovereignty and accepted His Torah without question. They were the only nation that received the Torah as an eternal heritage.

The Heritage of the Congregation of Jacob

“The Torah that Moses commanded us is the heritage of the Congregation of Jacob” (Deuteronomy 33:4).

Rabbi Mordechai Gifter explains the difference between inheritance and heritage. “An inheritance belongs to the heirs to use and dispose of as they please. A heritage, however, is the property of generations before and after; it is incumbent upon the heirs to preserve it intact.” Consequently Israel has to be careful to treat their heritage with respect and awe. They are told to teach Torah to their children at every opportunity. It is their heritage, not inheritance that they take or leave. It was interesting to read that, even though many Jewish people in Israel are not observant, during Yom Kippur 80% of them fast on that day. That means that out of a population of 6 million, 4,800,000 people took God’s command to fast seriously.

The word used for heritage can also be translated as possession. Even before Israel received the Land as a possession, they received Torah. No other nation can make this claim. As more and more non-Jewish believers in Yeshua take hold of Torah, the Jewish people could well become a little bewildered. For thousands of years they were distinctly different in that they were the only ones that possessed the Torah, but now non-Jews are praying the Shema, wearing tallit and tzittzit, keeping kosher, keeping the Sabbath and keeping the festivals. 

In studying the Scriptures we have discovered that the commandments apply equally to Jews and non-Jews in Messiah. We know that God’s people are not to be divided into two camps: Israel and the Church, because we are all part of the “Israel of God.” (Galatians 6:16) But we need to remember that the Jews are the natural descendents of historical Israel, and non-Jewish believers are the branches of the foreign olive tree grafted into the original olive tree of Israel (Romans 11). We, as Gentile believers, have become members of “the commonwealth of Israel” only through salvation by the blood of Yeshua, Messiah (Ephesians 2:12,13).

The Torah is every Jew’s heritage and possession. It is not given to other nations. Rather it is given to Israel, and the nations are invited to come and be joined to Israel and learn. The Jewish people have the high honor of being the custodians of the Torah and the Holy Scriptures. This honor has cost them the blood of countless Jewish martyrs. They have been, and still are hated for being the people chosen by God.

We, as Gentile believers will do well to remember these things and to bear in mind that we are adopted sons and daughters into the house of Israel, and that we should treat our older siblings with due respect. Yet, both the Jew and the non-Jew is justified only by faith in Yeshua, Messiah. 

“Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith apart from the deeds of the law. Or is He the God of the Jews only? Is He not also the God of the Gentiles? Yes, of the Gentiles also, since there is one God who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through faith” (Romans 3:28). 

The King of Jeshurun

“He became King over Jeshurun when the number of the nation gathered - 

the tribes of Israel in unity” (Deuteronomy 33:5)

Israel is given the impressive title Jeshurun, from upright, straight, just. This is what Israel was supposed to be in its ideal state as God’s upright nation. Once Israel declared eternal loyalty to the Torah, God became “King of Jeshurun,” because it is only among those who diligently study and obey the Torah that He is truly King. For a person to say that s/he believes in God but not in His torah is the same as denying His authority, for a king without authority is not a king. 

The Blessings on the Tribes

RUEBEN

Moses blessed Reuben first because he was the firstborn, or because Reuben would be the first to receive a portion of the Land. The tribes were generally blessed in the order in which they would conquer their portions of the Land. Jacob had criticized Rueben for the rashness that caused him to be stripped of his leadership role. But Moses prayed that Rueben’s rashness would not bring the tribe to extinction. He knew prophetically that Rueben was to be exiled before the other tribes.

JUDAH

For Judah, from whom king David and Messiah Yeshua would be born, Moses prayed that Judah’s armies should be victorious, and that he would rely only on God. It seemed that, during the Israeli war against the Lebanese terrorist, Israel had great confidence in the IDF, but this confidence was misplaced. If only they had called upon the Name of the LORD, bowed down before Him in repentance, and trusted in the God of Israel. Then there could have been a different outcome. 

SIMEON

It is puzzling that Simeon did not receive a blessing. When Jacob blessed the tribes of Simeon and Levi, it sounded more like a curse. He prophesied that they would be “dispersed in Jacob and scattered in Israel.” (Genesis 49:7).The Simeonites were assimilated into Judah, and their territory swallowed up by Judah.

LEVI

Moses said nothing about an inheritance of land for the Levites, but spoke of the priesthood as the inheritance of the tribe. The Levites were scattered among the tribes and did not receive a land allotment. The priesthood and sacred service are their allotment. Their loyalty in the wilderness is mentioned by Moses, since they had courageously killed those who had worshipped the golden calf, even their own relatives.

BENJAMIN

Since the temple was located in Benjamin’s territory, in Jerusalem, his blessing came right after that of Levi, the tribe that performed the Temple service. And since the Tabernacle at Shiloh was in the territory of Joseph’s son Ephraim for over two hundred years, Joseph’s blessing follows Benjamin’s. Benjamin was the only tribal ancestor who was born in the Holy Land. 

JOSEPH

Moses blessed Joseph with the best of the land and agriculture. He referred to the tribe of Joseph as the “firstborn ox” (Deuteronomy 33:17), which refers to greatness and sovereignty. 

ZEBULUN AND ISSACHAR

These two tribes were combined as Moses blessed them. They had a unique partnership. Zebulon was involved in successful trade and supported Issachar who devoted his time to Torah study as teacher, judge, and cultivator of the spiritual treasure of the people (see 1 Chronicles 12:32).

GAD

Gad’s territory was on the eastern side of the Jordan - the land of Sichon and Og. It extended far eastward and it was larger than the territory of any of the western tribes. Therefore Moses blessed the LORD as the One Who broadens Gad’s boundary. As a tribe that lived on the border, Gad was like a fierce lion, defending its own territory and that of the tribes next to him.

DAN

Dan’s territory was along the Mediterranean coast, so the Dan was the first tribe to be attacked by pirates. Since Dan, like Gad, lived close to the border, he too is called a lion. This reminds us of the story of Samson, who was from the tribe of Dan and killed a lion with his bare hands. 

NAPHTALI

The territory of Naphtali was in the northwest and included the Sea of Kinnereth (Sea of Galilee).His territory was very fertile and provided everything they would needed. 

ASHER

This was a large tribe and Moses blessed them that they should remain so, and not be diminished by sin. Some of the Sages say that Asher was blessed with many children, more than any of the other tribes. Apparently, Asher supplied all the tribes with an abundance of delicious produce. Asher also supplied the other tribes with oil. To dip his feet in oil is a metaphor for great abundance.

MOSES’ BLESSING TO ALL ISRAEL

When Israel came through the Sea of Reeds, Moses sang a song by the sea saying, “Who is like You among the gods O LORD?” Now he answers his own question when he says, “There is none like the God of Yeshurun!”

The last words of Moses are a blessing upon all Israel; Jewish and Gentile believers:

“Blessed are you, O Israel; Who is like you, a people saved by the LORD, Who is the shield of your help and the sword of your majesty? So your enemies will cringe before you, And you will tread upon their high places” (Deuteronomy 33:29).

Shabbat Shalom!

Ann Stephens

Resources for this lesson are found in ArtScroll Chumash and FFOZ Torah Club, Volume 5and Weekly Message October 2006.

