
Shema Israel 
 

 

The Shema Israel Bible course is designed for people with Jewish heritage or even Christians who 
wish to rediscover their Jewish roots. Shaped from a specific Hebrew perspective this course takes 
into account not only the Hebrew text but also the testimony of ancient Jewish sources.  

 

The author of this course is Dr. Jacques Benyamin Doukhan, a former Yeshiva student, and 
currently professor of Hebrew Language, Exegesis and Jewish Studies, as well as director of the 
Institute of Jewish-Christian Studies at Andrews University. He is also the editor of Shabbat Shalom 
and has authored a number of books and articles dealing with Jewish-Christian issues, including 
Israel and the Church. Two Voices for the Same God. 

 

Each lesson has a set of questions at the end, and the answer key can be found in the last page of 
this document. 
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What is Truth?
A strange question perhaps, yet one that expresses both our 
confusion and our skepticism regarding truth.  Confusion, 
because with a multiplicity of religions and a diversity of 
beliefs around us we may genuinely wonder, “Where is 
the truth?”  Skepticism, for it suggests that truth does not 
exist; in fact, there really is no objective truth.

The Hebrew Bible, the Tanakh, answers the question 
clearly.  “Hashem, God is the truth” (Jeremiah 10:10; 
literal translation).  For the Bible then, truth does exist; 
truth is association with God Himself.  In fact, truth, 
Emeth, in the Hebrew language, is one of the 13 attributes 
of God.  It falls seventh in the list in the exact center of 
the 13 attributes listed in Exodus 34:6; literal translation, a 
passage that is recited in the liturgies of Rosh Ha-Shanah 
Yom Kippur (Jewish New Year, Day of Attonement).

If truth is identified with Godʼs character, it does not 
come from us but is to be found outside of us – in God.  
This recognition implies that in order to find the truth we 
should not approach it with the preconceived idea that 
we know what the truth is.  Instead, we should approach 
the truth with a question, “What is it?”  This is the very 
same question, in fact, the ancient Israelites asked when 
confronted with the manna, the bread of God in the 
wilderness.  “What is it?” they asked, and the question 
gave the name to this heavenly bread, for the Hebrew 
word manna means “What is it?”  The meaning of the 
word manna suggests an important lesson regarding how 
we should approach Biblical truth.  We should approach 
it with the question: “What is it?  What is truth?”  We 
should approach it with the same humble and honest 
mindset as the ancient Israelites approached the manna in 
the wilderness, asking “What is it?  Asking the question 
from this frame of reference no longer suggests confusion 
or skepticism.   Instead, it implies sincere questioning 
from one who expects a true answer from above.  
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 notes

BIBLE STUDY – Lesson # 1*
The Bible

The Bullet of the Bible

Translated into more than a thousand 
languages, the Bible has sold 
more copies than any other book!  

Paradoxically, it is the least understood and 
the least followed.  Strangely, both Jews and 
Christians alike have found within its pages 
enough reason to justify their hatred for one 
another.  This hatred sometimes flourishes 
within the hollowed grounds of Judaism and 
Christianity, as well.

The Bible has never been as available as it 
is today.  The creation of the State of Israel, 
the discoveries of the Dead Sea Scrolls, and 
the profusion of Biblical translations have 
contributed to its availability.  The study of 
the Bible has been elevated to the highest 
scholarly levels.  More than anytime in the 
past, people can now read the Bible and verify 
the historical truth of its words.  

Yet the question remains, Can the Bible 
change the human heart?  For, the Bible 
which was supposed to bring peace, love, and 
hope has on the contrary been used to justify 
war, murder and rejection.  Subsequently, it 
is not enough to study the Bible, or to know 
all about it.  Our minds, our hearts, our lives, 
must be inhabited by the dynamics of its holy 
words.  “I learned all the Torah,” boasted 
the proud student of the Bible.  “Good,” the 
Master answered, “but what did you learn 
from the Torah**?” (Mendel de Kotzk).
* Unless otherwise noted, all scripture references are taken from the 
New International Reader s̓ Version of the Bible, Copyright 1998, by 
the Zondervan Corporation.

** The Torah – The first five books of the Bible
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1. Where does the word “Bible” come  
 from?

• The word “Bible” is derived 
from the Greek word ta-
biblia, a translation of the 
Hebrew term Ha-sefarim 
meaning “the books” which 
appears for the first time 
in Daniel 9:2.  This is the 
name of the Scriptures 
often given in Tannaitic 
literature (Meg. 1:8; Git. 4:
6; Kelim 15:6, etc.).  The 
Hebrew word was then 
translated into Greek by the 
Hellenistic Jews (Letter of 
Aristeas, the Wisdom of 
Ben Sira).

In the first year of his reign, I, Daniel, 
consulted the books concerning the 
number of years that, according to 
the word of the LORD that had come 
to Jeremiah the prophet, were to be 
the term of Jerusalem s̓ desolation - 
seventy years (Daniel 9:2). (TNK JPS)

2. Where do the writings of the Bible 
come from?

 Then Moses wrote down everything 
the Lord had said (Exodus 24:4).  (cf. 
Exodus 34:27; Jeremiah 36:2)

• Godʼs Holy spirit spoke to 
and through His prophets

3. What external evidence do we have 
that the Bible comes from God?
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• The confirmation of archaeology 
and history

• The confirmation of ancient 
literary and historical traditions

• The survival of Israel, guardians 
of the Scriptures

• The preservation of these 
Scriptures

• The impact of these Scriptures on 
human culture and civilizations 
(ethics, science, medicine, 
religion, philosophy, literature, art, 
etc.)

• The power of these Scriptures in 
the life of those who take them 
seriously

• The literary and philosophical 
superiority of the Bible (the first 
best seller) over all other human 
productions

4. What literary evidence do we have 
that all the writings of the Bible 
come from the same supernatural 
source?

• The unity of the Bible in 
spite of the great diversity 
of its authors (education, 
time, culture) suggests 
the same supernatural 
inspiration.

 “For many years You put up with 
them.  By Your Spirit You warned them 
through Your prophets.  In spite of 
that, they didn t̓ pay any attention.  So 
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You handed them over to the nations 
that were around them” (Nehemiah 9:
30).  (cf. Zechariah 7:12)

 

5. What ethical evidence do we have 
that the Biblical writers speak the 
truth?

 “Why did you turn your back on what 
I told you to do?  You did what is 
evil in my sight.  You made sure that 
Uriah, the Hittite, would be killed in 
battle.  You took his wife to be your 
own.  You let the men of Ammon kill 
him with their swords” (2 Samuel 12:
9).

• The Bible writers present its 
heroes with all their failings.

• Read 2 Samuel 11: 1 – 12:9

6. What psychological evidence do 
we have that the Bible speaks the 
truth?

 “There have been prophets long 
before you and I were ever born.  
They have prophesied against many 
countries and great kingdoms.  They 
have spoken about war, trouble and 
plague” (Jeremiah 28:8).

• Prophets often spoke 
against the people – words 
they did not want to hear.
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7. What historical evidence do we 
have that the Biblical prophets were 
inspired by God?

The Lord and King says, “But I am 
against you, Tyre.  I will bring many 
nations against you.  They will come 
in like the waves of the sea.  They 
will destroy your walls.  They will 
pull your towers down.  I will clear 
away the stones of your broken-down 
buildings.  I will turn you into nothing 
but a bare rock.

Out in the Mediterranean Sea your 
island city will become a place to 
spread fishnets.  I have spoken,” 
announces the Lord and King.  “The 
nations will take you and everything 
you have.  Your settlements on the 
coast will be destroyed by war.  Then 
you will know that I am the Lord” 
(Ezekiel 26:3-5).  (cf. 2 Chronicles 36:
21; Jeremiah 25:9-12)

• The predictions of the Bible 
prophets always came true!

8. What is the main intention behind 
the creation of oral tradition* 
(Torah be-alpe) besides the written 
Scriptures (Torah biktav)?

*Oral Tradition – The body of 
commentaries, expositions, and 
rabbinic explanations of points of 
Torah that were passed down from 
generation to generation in ancient 
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times, starting with Moses.
 
 “To build a fence around the Torah 

(Abot 1:1).

• Oral tradition was a 
preventive measure 
conceived by human 
wisdom to keep us from 
transgressing the divine 
Torah.  Oral tradition is, 
therefore, essentially a 
work tool designed to 
safeguard faithful obedience 
to divine commandments.  
The tradition is not the 
commandment but is subject 
to it.  The metaphor used 
in this connection by the 
sages is very suggestive: 
oral tradition is to the sacred 
Scriptures what the fence is 
to the land – the fence is not 
the land.

9. How did the Talmudic* rabbis 
differentiate between the Holy 
Scriptures and any other document?

 *Talmud – The collection of ancient  
 rabbinic laws, commentaries, and  
 traditions related to the Torah.

• By designating the Scriptures 
as a written inspired 
document in comparison 
to the oral form in which 
the rabbinic teachings were 
transmitted.
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• By qualifying the Scriptures 
as “Holy Writings” (Shab. 16:
1; Yad 3:2; etc.) in contrast to 
other writings.

• By applying the technical 
phrase (“make the hands 
unclean”) only to the books 
of the Bible; this expression 
conveys the common idea of 
“canonical” and is never used 
to designate extra-biblical 
documents including rabbinic 
literature.

10. What criterion is offered by the 
Bible to help us distinguish between 
the divine word and the human 
word?

 “But what if a prophet says peace will 
come?  Only if it comes true will he be 
recognized as one who has been truly 
sent by the Lord” (Jeremiah 28:9).  
(cf. Deuteronomy 18:22)

11. How does the “New Testament” 
refer to the Hebrew Scriptures?

• The Greek word graphe (writings) 
used by the New Testament 
writers was borrowed from the 
Jews of Alexandria (Letter of 
Aristeas, vv. 155, 168) who had 
translated the Hebrew word Ha 
Katub (the Scriptures) a common 
title in Jewish circles (Peah. 8:9; 
Taan. 3:8; Avot 3:7; Yad 3:5; etc.).
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• The first generation of Christians 
never preferred the apostolic 
writings to the Hebrew Scriptures 
and never used the terms “New 
Testament” and “Old Testament” 
to refer to the two documents.  
Church Father Eusebius of 
Caesarea (4th century C.E.) 
was the first to use the phrase 
“Old Testament” to designate 
the Hebrew Scriptures with the 
deliberate intention to exalt the 
New Testament writings and to 
diminish the “Old Testament” 
(Ecclesiastical History, VI, 25).

 Jesus explained to them what 
was said about Himself in all the 
Scriptures.  He began with Moses and 
all the Prophets (Luke 24:27).  (cf. 
John 5:39; 1 Corinthians 15:3, etc.)

12. What is the New Testament teaching 
about the instruction of the Hebrew 
Scriptures?

 “Do not think I have come to get 
rid of what is written in the Law or 
in the Prophets.  I have not come to 
do that.  Instead, I have come to give 
full meaning to what is written.  What 
Iʼm about to tell you is true.  Heaven 
and earth will disappear before the 
smallest letter disappears from the 
Law.  Not even the smallest stroke of a 
pen will disappear from the Law until 
everything is completed.

 Do not break even one of the least 
important commandments.  And do not 
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teach others to break them.  If you do, 
you will be called the least important 
person in the kingdom of heaven.  
Instead, practice and teach these 
commands.  Then you will be called 
important in the kingdom of heaven” 
(Matthew 5:17-19)  (cf. Matthew 23:
2-3)

• The Greek word plerosai 
(here rendered by “fulfill”) 
means literally “to fill to the 
full."

13. What is the message of the Bible?

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

• Read also,  Malachi 4:5; 
John 1:1; Revelation 22:20; 
Hebrews 11:1).

• The Bible is framed with 
“In the beginning…” a 
reference to creation, and 
“the day of the Lord…” a 
reference to re-creation.  
This fact suggests that the 
central message of the Bible 
concerns faith in creation 
and the hope of recreation.
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14. What is the purpose of the 
Scriptures?

Your word is like a lamp that shows 
me the way.  It is like a light that 
guides me (Psalm 119:105).

• The Hebrew word for 
light is or from which we 
get the English word orb.  
This word is derived from 
the same root as Torah.  
Thus, the purpose of the 
Scriptures is to lighten our 
path and guide our steps.

15. How should we study the Scriptures 
(methodology)?

 In that year I learned from the 
Scriptures that Jerusalem would 
remain destroyed for 70 years (Daniel 
9:2).

• The Holy Spirit 
• Prayer (see Daniel 9:3-23)
• Humility (see Daniel 8:27 

where Daniel is described 
“not understanding”)

• Use intelligence (bîn) in order 
to gain understanding

• Existential and historical 
reading (serious commitment); 
the Bible speaks to us, in life 
and in history (davar)
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Reading the Bible after Auschwitz

• The Bible has been misused 
to justify iniquity; a certain 
reading of the Bible may lead 
to Auschwitz – justifying the 
extermination of the Jews 
because Jews crucified Jesus

• Read the whole Bible 
including wisdom literature 
(Job, Esther, Ecclesiastics), 
be aware of texts dealing 
with the silence of God, 
interrogatives etc.

• Read the Bible with Israel and 
not against Israel.
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The Bible, Book of Books*

Why has the Bible survived centuries and 
crossed all borders?  What makes this Book 
so powerful?

The word “Bible” says it already.  
Derived form the Greek word biblia 
which means “books,” the word 

Bible suggests its essence and its role.  This 
is the book for it contains all the books.  It is 
the witness par excellence.

History

After all the sophisticated doubts 
cast on the accuracy of the Bible in 
the nineteenth century, increasing 

historical and archaeological discoveries 
have continually verified the accuracy of the 
Bible in an extraordinary and unexpected 
way.
 
For example, the idea that Moses wrote 1500 
years before Christ, made people smile, 
simply because it was believed that writing 
was unknown at that time.  However, the 
discoveries of the Proto-Sinaitic alphabet, 
the ancestor of all other alphabets (sixteenth 
century B.C.E.), and of the Ras Shamra texts 
(fifteenth century B.C.E.) have confirmed 
the claims of the Bible against the attacks of 
critics and rationalists who said writing had 
not yet been invented.
 
The story of the Flood also received a cold 
shoulder, until similar stories started to 
crop up from various traditions, from South 
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America to India, from the American Indians 
to the Eskimos.
 
Archaeological digs have brought to light 
ancient Biblical sites: Ai, Megiddo, Jericho, 
Hazor, Shiloh, Beth-shemesh, Lachish, and 
from these sites some of the most incredible 
stories of the Bible have been confirmed.

Also, the way history is reported in the 
Bible attests to its truth.  Contrary to most 
historiographers of long ago, the Scriptures 
do not exalt the exploits of its heroes.  The 
unrighteous as well as the righteous are 
depicted.  And even the failings of the 
righteous are presented.  The first man, 

Adam, falls into sin; Abraham, the patriarch, 
lies; Jacob deceives his brother and hurls 
doubts at God and the great King David 
murders and commits adultery.  The Bible 
tells it like it is!  It has not tried to revise 
history which speaks to the veracity of its 
writings.

Unity

The Greek word biblia, the origin of 
the word “Bible,” is in the plural.  
The word translates the ancient 

Hebrew designation hasefarim “the books”, 
as seen in the book of Daniel (Daniel 9:
25) and especially in the tannaitic literature 
(Meg 1:8; Git 4:6; Kelim 15:6).  Yet “the 
books” are, in fact, one book.  The Bible 
has many authors, from different periods, 
backgrounds and cultures, yet it is still 
one book – a remarkable phenomenon!  
*        Jacques Boukhan, “Ha-Shem, the God of Israel,” 

Shabbat Shalom, Autumn, 1999, 18-20.
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The variety of the writings (poetry, prose, 
genealogy, oracles, laws, etc.) and the 
authors, over a period of 2,000 years, is 
traversed by their deep unity.
 
In almost all the books of the Bible, the 
prophets stand untiringly in the way of the 
kings, to remind them of love and justice, 
but at the same time always echoing the 
same hope.  The reason behind this literary 
unity is found in the faithfulness of its 
heralds.  Progress in the Bible is sung in 
terms of a return to the past, a “Teshuva.”  
The unity of the Biblical text explains itself 
by the fact that it is inspired by the same 
Spirit.  Only an author able to travel through 
time and space would be successful in 
achieving this unity.  Thus, the unity of these 
writings gives testimony of supernatural 
inspiration.  It testifies to the existence of 
Someone who survives the ages, who was 
present with Moses, with David, and with 
Ezra, who was in Jerusalem as well as in 
Nineveh, on the mountain as well as in the 
belly of a fish.

Truth

Is it any wonder that Biblical truth 
is held in high esteem, both morally 
which governs relationships between 

people, and by the ideal and hope that press 
them forward far beyond themselves?  The 
ethics of Israel were so different from the 
cultures around them that it could not help 
causing astonishment!  The rationalists 
were so stricken by the ethics of Israel 
that they opted for a later date (people 
back then werenʼt supposed to have such 
exalted ethics)!  But it has recently been 
observed that the language and the structure 
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of the Biblical legal texts were of the same 
type as the alliance treaties of the second 
millennium before Christ.  The superiority 
of these laws and their universal application 
suggest they have an origin that transcends 
human societies.  Even atheists draw from 
these laws when they preach nonviolence, 
honesty, or the respect of human rights.
 
Moreover, the values of dietetic and health 
laws, which the Bible promotes, are the 
same ones promoted today.  It is now 
acknowledged that pork is not healthy, and 
doctors are increasingly recommending 
a vegetarian diet, similar to the one in 
the Bible (see Genesis 1:29), as the ideal.  
Research in psychosomatic medicine has 
confirmed many assertions of the Bible 
underlining the relationship between the 
spirit and the body.  A cheerful heart does 
good like a medicine (Prov. 17:30).

Prophecy

Biblical truth transcends time and 
circumstances.  It even makes 
predictions.  Today, in the 21st 

century, we are able to look back and 
confirm the accuracy of Bible prophecy.  
Take the prediction of the fall of powerful 
cities like Babylon (Jeremiah 51:8), Nineveh 
(Nahum 3:1-7), and Tyre (Isaiah 23), 
which no one at that time could foresee.  
Amazingly, the Bible also predicted the 
successive rise of Babylon, Persia, Greece, 
and Rome (Daniel 2 and 7).  All these events 
were predicted centuries in advance of their 
occurrence.  Prophecy even assumed the 
risk of using numbers to date upcoming 
events with accuracy.  Within the Bible, the 
ancient Hebrews were familiar with these 
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fulfillments of prophesies.  The patriarchs 
heard it as a promise of deliverance that 
would be fulfilled during the Exodus.  The 
exiled from Babylon took comfort in the 
predictions of Jeremiah about their return 
from exile.  Saul, the king, cried out while 
envisioning his downfall.  King Hezekiah 
learned of his death and its postponement 
by healing.  Births were announced well 
before time.  So, the Biblical word not only 
is witness to past events; it also shows itself 
as an unexpected and sudden witness to the 
present as well as the future.

Old and New Testaments

For these reasons the Bible will always 
remain relevant.  To qualify its nature 
as “old” or “new” is nonsense.  The 

Bible, if it is inspired from the Almighty, 
cannot be “Old Testament” or “New 
Testament,” because God, the Eternal 
remains always the same.  During the fourth 
century C.E., when Eusebius of Caesarea 
utilized the expression “Old Testament” 
for the first time to designate the Hebrew 
Bible, it was with a clear anti-Semitic 
attitude to diminish what had been until 
then commonly called the Scriptures, with 
the intent to exalt the “New Testament.”  In 
fact, nothing in the New Testament foresaw 
such an opposition.  The authors are Jews 
as are the ones in the Old Testament; the 
events are situated in the extension of the 
history of Israel and are interpreted in 
reference to ancient prophets.  In addition, 
the Law is always observed.  A pious Jew 
could also consider these writings as those 
of the prophets of old and equally venerate 
them.  What has been called the New 
Testament bears all the qualities met in the 
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Hebrew Bible: the ethical ideal that pierces 
an open heart, the victories over disease 
and death, the fulfilled prophecies, and 
also the extraordinary preservation of the 
documents.  All these are arguments in favor 
of inspiration from above.
 
But the proof can never be found in 
arguments alone: its confirmation by 
archaeology and history, the miracle of its 
unity, its high ethical and spiritual ideal, 
its fulfilled prophecies, and its actuality.  
Indeed, proof is found essentially at the level 
of each one of us, Jew or Christian, believer 
or nonbeliever, to the measure that we will 
wager on that Word and accept it.  For if we 
open this old Book and venture our eyes and 
our soul into the journey of its pages, we 
will then discover more convincingly than 
ever, its power and its truth.
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Your word is a lamp to my feet,

And a light to my path.

Psalm 119:105 (NKJV)
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Questions For Reflection

1. Where does the word “Bible” come from?

2. Where do the writings of the Bible come 
from?

3. What external evidence do we have that the 
Bible comes from God?

4. What literary evidence do we have that all 
the writings of the Bible came from the same 
supernatural source?

5. What ethical evidence do we have that the 
Biblical writers speak the truth?
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6. What psychological evidence do we have that 
the Bible speaks the truth?

7. What historical evidence do we have that the 
Biblical prophets were inspired by God?

8. What is the main intention behind the 
creation of oral tradition (Torah be-alpe) in 
addition to the written Scriptures (Torah 
biktav)?

9. How did the Talmudic rabbis differentiate 
between the Holy Scriptures and any other 
document?

10. What criterion is offered by the Bible to help 
us distinguish between the divine word and 
the human word?

1
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11. How does the “New Testament” refer to the 
Hebrew Scriptures?

12. What is the New Testament instruction 
about the teachings of the Hebrew 
Scriptures?

13. What is the message of the Bible?

14. What is the purpose of the Scriptures?

15. How can we study the Scriptures 
(methodology)?

After studying this lesson, you have seen the 
truthfulness of God’s word, as well as its divine 
inspiration.  Is it your desire to allow the Bible 
to give light to your path and guide your steps as 
you continue to study His word?

The Bible 1
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What is Truth?
A strange question perhaps, yet one that expresses both our 
confusion and our skepticism regarding truth.  Confusion, 
because with a multiplicity of religions and a diversity of 
beliefs around us we may genuinely wonder, “Where is 
the truth?”  Skepticism, for it suggests that truth does not 
exist; in fact, there really is no objective truth.

The Hebrew Bible, the Tanakh, answers the question 
clearly.  “Hashem, God is the truth” (Jeremiah 10:10; 
literal translation).  For the Bible then, truth does exist; 
truth is association with God Himself.  In fact, truth, 
Emeth, in the Hebrew language, is one of the 13 attributes 
of God.  It falls seventh in the list in the exact center of 
the 13 attributes listed in Exodus 34:6; literal translation, a 
passage that is recited in the liturgies of Rosh Ha-Shanah 
Yom Kippur (Jewish New Year, Day of Attonement).

If truth is identified with Godʼs character, it does not 
come from us but is to be found outside of us – in God.  
This recognition implies that in order to find the truth we 
should not approach it with the preconceived idea that 
we know what the truth is.  Instead, we should approach 
the truth with a question, “What is it?”  This is the very 
same question, in fact, the ancient Israelites asked when 
confronted with the manna, the bread of God in the 
wilderness.  “What is it?” they asked, and the question 
gave the name to this heavenly bread, for the Hebrew 
word manna means “What is it?”  The meaning of the 
word manna suggests an important lesson regarding how 
we should approach Biblical truth.  We should approach 
it with the question: “What is it?  What is truth?”  We 
should approach it with the same humble and honest 
mindset as the ancient Israelites approached the manna in 
the wilderness, asking “What is it?  Asking the question 
from this frame of reference no longer suggests confusion 
or skepticism.   Instead, it implies sincere questioning 
from one who expects a true answer from above.  
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BIBLE STUDY – Lesson # 2*
The God of Israel

Is There Someone Else?

Climbing toward the top of a snow 
caped mountain, a hiker suddenly 
stumbles.  As the rope unfurls and 

finally breaks, he grasps a jagged rock and 
is now hanging above a two-mile abyss. 
He tries to pull himself up but can't. Then, 
afraid of an avalanche, he whispers: "Is there 
someone?"

Silence.

He whispers louder: “Is there someone?”

A powerful voice answers: “Yes, I am here: 
God!”

As his grip weakens, the hiker waits for 
something to happen. Then, the voice is 
heard again: “Trust me, son; just let go. I am 
going to send two mighty angels who will 
carry you to the ground.”

The hiker looks down toward the chasm 
below feeling utterly hopeless.  He cries out 
again: “Is there someone else?”

Like the hiker, it is difficult for many to 
believe in God – even if He answers.  And 
yet, God is out there, and there is not 
"someone else."

*Unless otherwise noted, all scripture references are 
taken from the New International Reader s̓ Version 
of the Bible, Copyright 1998, by the Zondervan 
Corporation.
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1. What does the Bible say about those 
who question God's existence?

Foolish people say in their hearts, 
“There is no God” (Psalm 14:1). 

2. Why is it vain to try to prove God's 
existence?

• “The existence of God is 
presupposed in the Bible 
from the very first sentence 
and no attempt is made to 
prove it” (Gen. 1:1) (R. J. Zwi 
Werblowsky and Geoffrey 
Wigoder, eds., The Oxford 
Dictionary of the Jewish 
Religion [New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1997], 275).

Before you created the world and 
the mountains were made, from the 
beginning to the end you are God 
(Psalm 90:2). 

 
3. What is the most frequently used  
 phrase describing the reality of  
 God?

• God is alive. (hay)

You can be sure that the Lord who 
saves Israel lives (1 Samuel 14:39). 
You will soon know that the living God 
is among you… (Joshua 3:10). 
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4. Why is it inappropriate to represent 
God?

• Because God is unique and 
“no one is like Him.”

So who will you compare God to?  Is 
there any other God like Him (Isaiah 
40:18)? 

• A Talmudic story:  Caesar 
said to R. Joshua ben 
Hanakiah, “I want to see your 
God.” He answered: “You 
cannot see Him” and pointing 
towards the sun (it was 
summer), he (Joshua) said to 
him: “Look at him.” Caesar 
replied, “I cannot.” Joshua 
said: “You say you cannot 
look at him, for he blinds 
your eye; all the more so, it 
is impossible to look at the 
Divine Presence” (Bable, Hul. 
59b).

Lord and King, how great you are!  
There isn t̓ anyone like you (2 Samuel 
7:22). 

5. Where is God?
 

• He is everywhere!  

Where can I escape from Your spirit?  
Where can I flee from Your presence 
(Psalm 139:7)?

Look down from the holy place where 



 notes

6

you live in heaven… (Deuteronomy 
26:15). (cf. Psalm 113:5)

You are all around me.  You are 
behind me and in front of me…If I go 
up to the heavens, You are there.  If 
I lie down in the deepest parts of the 
earth, You are also there… (Psalm 
139: 5-10). 

6. How do the Hebrew Scriptures  
 suggest that God is a real personal  
 being?
 

So God created man in His own 
image, in the image of God He created 
him; male and female He created them 
(Genesis 1:27).

• The fact that mankind has 
been created in the image 
of God implies a reciprocal 
resemblance. The God of 
the Bible is not an abstract 
principle or an ethereal power. 
He is described as a physical 
being with hands (Genesis 49:
24; Psalm 75:8-10), a nose 
(Isaiah 65:5), and a mouth 
(Deuteronomy 8:3). God is as 
real and personal as man is. 
He walks (Deuteronomy 20:4; 
Genesis 3:8), speaks (Genesis 
17:22; Isaiah 65:12), fights 
(Genesis 32:22-32; Exodus 
14:14, 25), and even touches 
(Genesis 2:7; Genesis 32:25; 
Psalm 23:5).
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7. What are the two Hebrew names 
given to God to express the idea 
of His transcendence and His 
immanence?

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

Then the Lord God formed a man.  
He made him out of the dust of the 
ground.  He breathed the breath of 
life into him.  And the man became a 
living person (Genesis 2:7).

• The name Elohim, from the 
same root alah (“strength,” 
“preeminence”), expresses the 
idea of Godʼs transcendence 
(supremacy) (see Genesis 1).

• The name of YHWH is 
generally translated “The 
Lord” and is called Ha-
shem (the name.  In Jewish 
tradition, it comes from the 
root hayah (“to be,” “to exist,” 
“to speak”), and expresses 
the idea of Godʼs immanence 
(closeness) (see Genesis 2; cf. 
Exodus 3:14).

• According to the ancient 
rabbis, the name Elohim 
denotes the attribute of 
judgment and the name 
YHWH that of mercy (Gen. 
R. 33:3). “The Holy One, 
Blessed Be He, said to Moses: 
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“You wanted to know my 
name? I am called according 
to my actions. When I judge 
the creatures, I am Elohim . . 
. and when I have mercy with 
my world, I am named by the 
tetragrammaton” * (Ex. R. 3:
6).

8. How did God reveal Himself to 
mankind?

• In nature: The heavens declare 
the glory of God; the skies 
proclaim the work of His hands 
(Psalm 19:1).  (cf. Psalm 139:
13-15)

• In history: I am the LORD 
your God.  I brought you out of 
Egypt.  That is the land where 
you were slaves (Exodus 20:2).  
(cf. Exodus 3:15)

• In personal experiences: The 
Lord was gracious to Sarah, 
just as He had said He would 
be.    He did for Sarah what 
He had promised to do.  Sarah 
became pregnant.  She had a 
son by Abraham when he was 
old.  He was born at the exact 
time God had promised him... 
(Genesis 21:1-2). (cf. Exodus 3:
5-6; Daniel 6:22)
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9. How was Godʼs proximity 
experienced by Abraham?

 
Abraham looked up and saw three 
men stand-ing nearby. When he saw 
them, he hurried from the entrance of 
his tent to meet them and bowed low 
to the ground.  He said, “If I have 
found favor in your eyes, my lord, do 
not pass your servant by” (Genesis 
18:2-3).

• In v. 2, Abraham addresses 
the three individuals with the 
word Adonai (My Lord) a 
name which usually applies 
to God. In v. 3, although 
Abraham is speaking to the 
three individuals, he uses 
the second person masculine 
singular beeyneyka (“in thy 
eyes”).

The men turned away. They went 
toward Sodom. But Abraham remailed 
standing in front of the Lord (Genesis 
18:22).

• The text suggests that the 
Lord was one of the three 
“men,” since only two men 
went to Sodom (see Genesis 
19:1).

10. How was Godʼs proximity 
experienced by Jacob?

So Jacob was left alone.  A man 
struggled with him until morning 
(Genesis 32:24) (cf. verses 28, 30).
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11. How was Godʼs proximity 
experienced by Moses?

Then the Lord came down in the 
cloud.  He stood there with Moses 
and announced His name, The Lord.  
As He passed in front of Moses, He 
called out.  He said, “I am the Lord, 
the Lord.  I am a God who is tender 
and kind.  I am gracious.  I am slow 
to get angry.  I am faithful and full of 
love.  I continue to show my love to 
thousands of people.  I forgive those 
who do evil.  I forgive those who 
refuse to obey.  And I forgive those 
who sin.  But I do not let guilty people 
go without punishing them.  I punish 
the children, grandchildren and great-
grandchildren for the sin of their 
parents” (Exodus 34:5-7).

12. How was Godʼs proximity  
 experienced by the people of Israel?

• The cloud and the temple 

Then the cloud covered the Tent of 
Meeting.  The glory of the Lord filled 
the holy tent.  Moses couldn t̓ enter 
the Tent of Meeting because the cloud 
had settled on it.  The glory of the 
Lord filled the holy tent.  The people of 
Israel continued their travels.  When 
the cloud lifted they did not start 
out.  They stayed until the day it lifted 
(Exodus 40:34-36).

• From the verb shakan 
(“dwell”) associated with 
the cloud is derived the 
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word shekinah (“dwelling,” 
“presence”) which is used 
in the Targums and rabbinic 
writings to express the 
nearness of God to His people 
(Ab 3:2; Nb. Rabbah 13:6).

• The sacrifice

For all time to come, the burnt 
offering must be sacrificed regularly.  
Sacrifice it at the entrance to the Tent 
of Meeting in my sight.   There I will 
meet you and speak to you   (Exodus 
29:42).

• The Hebrew word for sacrifice 
haqrib (from the root qrb, 
“near”) means literally “to 
draw near.”

• The Holy Spirit (ruah ha-
qodesh) 

Then His people remembered what He 
did long ago.  They recalled the days 
of Moses and his people.  They asked, 
“Where is the One who brought Israel 
through the Red Sea?  Moses led them 
as the shepherd of his flock.  Where 
is the One who put His Holy Spirit 
among them” (Isaiah 63:11)?

• The Hebrew word for “spirit” 
ruah means literally “wind,” 
“air,” and suggests the 
subjective experience of God 
within us just as the air we 
breathe.



 notes

12

13. What is the relation between the 
angel of the Lord and the Lord 
Himself?

• It is the same Person: 

By day the Lord went ahead of them 
in a pillar of cloud. It guided them on 
their way.  At night He led them with 
a pillar of fire.  It gave them light.  So 
they could travel by day or at night 
(Exodus 13:21).

The angel of God had been traveling 
in front of Israel s̓ army.  Now He 
moved back and went behind them.  
The pillar of cloud also moved away 
from in front of them.  Now it
stood behind them (Exodus 14:19).  

• Hagar met with the “Angel of 
the Lord” (Genesis 16:7-11), 
but later it is said that it is 
“the Lord who spoke to her” 
(Genesis 16:13). Likewise, 
the Angel of the Lord appears 
to Moses in the burning bush 
(Exodus 3:2), but later, in the 
rest of the story, Moses speaks 
with the Lord. Also, Gideon 
speaks sometimes with the 
Lord, sometimes with the 
Angel of the Lord (Judges 6:
11 ff.).
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14. How does the Bible expect Israel 
and any human creature to respond 
to this powerful and yet personal 
and loving God?

• God desires that we know 
Him intimately.  The Hebrew 
verb yada (“know”) expresses 
the dynamics of the conjugal 
relationship (Genesis 4:1, 17; 
Genesis 19:8)

But here is what the one who brags 
should boast about.  He should brag 
that he has understanding and knows 
me.  I want him to know that I am the 
Lord (Jeremiah 9:24).

15. Can we still believe in God after 
Auschwitz?

My ears had heard about you.  But 
now my own eyes have seen you (Job 
42:5).

Even though I walk through the 
darkest valley, I will not be afraid 
(Psalm 23:4).

• After Auschwitz we do not 
believe in God as before.  
In fact, after the suffering 
experience, we do not believe 
in God just because of who 
He is or because of what we 
know.  We believe in God in 
spite of our questions, in spite 
of what we do not know.  Our 
relationship with God has 
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grown from a mechanical 
or theoretical one to a more 
personal connection built on 
faith and grace.  God is no 
more a theory of whom we 
speak; we have now learned 
to speak to Him.

• Elie Wiesel: “After 
Auschwitz, I do not believe 
that we can speak about God; 
we can only . . . speak to God” 
(“Gespräch mit R. Boschert,” 
Süddeutsche Zeitung, October 
28/29, 1989, quoted in Hans 
Küng, Judaism: Between 
Yesterday and Tomorrow 
[New York: The Continuum 
Publishing Company, 1995], 
727, n. 44.).

• Still, one baffling question 
remains:  Why?  Why did 
God, the God of love and 
justice, the all powerful God 
allow this to happen?  We 
will explore this question 
further in Lesson 3, Evil and 
Suffering. 
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Ha-Shem, The God of Israel1

It is not possible to speak or even to think 
about God without trembling, not only 
because God is God, but also because of 

what we are, limited and distorted creatures. 
Our assumptions about Him will always be 
insufficient. God will always stand beyond 
our minds and our theological analysis. 
When Moses came to God and asked Him 
to tell him who He was, not without some 
irony God answered, “I will be what I will 
be,” the literal translation of the Hebrew 
phrase “Ehye asher Ehye.”

In other words, “Who I am,” said God “is 
not of your concern, and ultimately the 
encounter will surprise you. You cannot 
lock me into your definitions and your 
theological analysis. It would be vain to 
try to prove my existence.” Indeed God is 
not a truth or an idea to be demonstrated 
following a logical sequence of arguments. 
His existence is never questioned. Only the 
fool would venture to say “in his heart, there 
is no God” (Psalm 14:1). Godʼs existence 
imposes itself upon us before anything: 
“Before You created the world and the 
mountains were made, from the beginning to 
the end you are God” (Psalm 90:2).

The Bible starts with this clear and 
unquestionable presumption that God 
exists: “In the beginning God created” 
(Genesis 1:1). In the Bible the most frequent 
phrase describing the reality of God is the 
affirmation that He is alive. That is what 
characterizes Him in comparison to the 
1         Jacques Doukhan, “Ha-Shem, The God of Israel,” Shabbat Shalom, 

Autumn 1999, 18-20.
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idols of wood or clay who have eyes and 
donʼt see, and have ears and do not hear 
(Psalm 115:5-6). The God of Israel is “Hay,” 
“alive” (Joshua 3:10; Judges 8:19; 1 Samuel 
14:39; Psalm 84:3, English verse 2). “Life” 
is therefore the best place where God makes 
Himself known. God reveals Himself in the 
life and the beauty of nature, His creation 
(Psalm 19:1) and more importantly in 
the events of history. The God of Israel 
is the God who delivered the Israelites 
from the bondage of Egypt (Exodus 20:
2) and brought them out of the Babylonian 
exile (Jeremiah 29:10). Yet, He is also the 
personal God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob 
(Exodus 3:6), the God who answers prayers 
and takes care of our very human needs 
(Daniel 6:22).

The God of the Bible is not an abstract 
principle or an ethereal power. He is 
described as a physical being with hands 
(Genesis 49:24; Psalm 75:8-10), a nose 
(Isaiah 65:5), and a mouth (Deuteronomy 8:
3). God is as real and personal as a human 
being. He walks (Deuteronomy 20:4; 
Genesis 3:8), speaks (Genesis 17:22; Isaiah 
65:12), fights (Genesis 32:22-32; Exodus 
14:14, 25) and even touches (Genesis 2:7; 
Genesis 32:25; Psalm 23:5).

To be sure, we should not take this 
description of God to the letter. The 
purpose of this language is to teach us that 
God is real, even as real as we are.  This 
concept is further revealed in the mutual 
resemblance between God and the human 
creature (Genesis 1:27). Thus, the Bible 
presents a paradoxical picture of God. On 
the one hand, He is depicted as the God 
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beyond human perception. No one can see 
Him (Exodus 33:10). Any picture or form 
of Him would therefore be inappropriate 
(Exodus 20:4). God is infinitely distant, 
He is unreachable and no one can control 
or apprehend Him. He dwells in heaven 
(Deuteronomy 26:15; Psalm 113:5; Isaiah 
14:13-14). 

On the other hand, God is present 
everywhere: “How can I get away from your 
Spirit?  Where can I go to escape from You?  
If I go up to the heavens, You are there.  If 
I lie down in the deepest parts of the earth, 
You are also there.  Suppose I were to rise 
with the sun in the east and then cross over 
to the west where it sinks into the ocean.  
Your hand would always be there to guide 
me.  Your right hand would still be holding 
me close.  Suppose I were to say, ʻIʼm sure 
the darkness will hide me.  The light around 
me will become as dark as night.  ̓ Even that 
darkness would not be dark to You.  The 
night would shine like the day, because 
darkness is like light to You.” (Psalm 139:
7-12). 

In fact, the Bible begins with an acute 
awareness of this tension. The first creation 
story (Genesis 1:1-2:4a) presents a God who 
is far, transcendent, God of the Universe, 
and the second creation story (Genesis 
2:4b-25) presents a God who is near to 
mankind and is directly involved in human 
affairs. Interestingly the name of God which 
appears in those texts corresponds to their 
respective contexts. In the first creation 
account, the name of God is “Elohim,” from 
the root “alah,” which conveys the idea of 
strength and preeminence.  This name is 
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also used in the plural form to express the 
idea of Godʼs majesty and supremacy: this 
God is the God of Gods!  He contains in 
Himself all the divine powers. In the second 
creation account the name of God is YHWH 
(the tetragrammaton) from the Semitic root 
“hwh” which means “to be” or “to speak” 
and expresses the idea of Godʼs closeness to 
humans. The ancient rabbis understood this 
linguistic and theological distinction: “The 
Holy One, Blessed be He, said to those, 
You want to know my name? I am called 
according to my actions. When I judge the 
creatures I am Elohim, and when I have 
mercy with My world, I am named YHWH” 
(Ex R. 3:6).

For the men and the women of the Bible, 
Godʼs proximity, or closeness was a daily 
and continuous experience. Adam, the first 
man, was created as a result of a personal 
and physical contact with God who 
“breathed into his nostrils the breath of life” 
(Genesis 2:7).  God actually spoke to Adam 
and Eve, to Cain, to Noah, and to Sarah and 
they answered back! The Bible records these 
conversations between God and mankind. 
One of the most poignant of these divine-
human dialogues involves Abraham, our 
father. The Biblical text describes Abraham 
bowing before three individuals, one of 
whom he addresses with the usual name 
of God “Adonay” (Genesis 18:2).  He 
addresses Him with the second person 
masculine singular pronoun “beʼeyneyka” 
“in thy eyes” (Genesis 18:3). Furthermore 
the Biblical text clearly suggests that two 
of the three “men” went to Sodom (Genesis 
19:1) and Abraham “still stayed before the 
Lord” (Genesis 18:22). The story is puzzling 
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and somewhat disturbing because it places 
God in space and time, within the limitations 
of our flesh. But Abraham does not seem 
to be shocked; he even debates with the 
Lord as one would do in a Middle Eastern 
marketplace!

Jacob too, experiences close physical 
contact with the divine. He wrestles with 
God and takes his name Israel from this 
violent encounter (Genesis 32:28). Moses 
is remembered in Biblical tradition as the 
only one “whom the Lord knew face to 
face” (Deuteronomy 34:10) and indeed no 
one came so close to God.  As He passed in 
front of Moses, He said, “I am the Lord, the 
Lord.  I am a God who is tender and kind.  I 
am gracious.  I am slow to get angry.  I am 
faithful and full of love.  I continue to show 
my love to thousands of people.  I forgive 
those who do evil.  I forgive those who 
refuse to obey.  And I forgive those who sin.  
But I do not let guilty people go without 
punishing them.  I punish the children, 
grandchildren and great-grandchildren for 
the sin of their parents” (Exodus 34:6-7).

Later the presence of God was sensed in 
the midst of the people of Israel. Through 
the visible sign of the cloud, God dwelled 
(shakan) among them (Exodus 40:34-38). 
In the memory of Israel this experience of 
Godʼs nearness was preserved, and the word 
Shekinah, derived from the verb “shakan” 
(dwell), came to express the nearness of God 
and even God Himself (Ab 3:2; Nb Rabbah 
13:6).

It is also interesting that the prophet Isaiah, 
referring to this experience of the Israelites 
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in the wilderness, preferred to interpret it in 
relation to the Holy Spirit (Ruah ha-qodesh). 
Through the “Ruah,” this powerful and 
invisible “Wind” of God, divine power was 
manifested among them (Isaiah 63:11). The 
Shekinah is here associated with the Holy 
Spirit within them Godʼs proximity at its 
best.

Then, there is the case of the “angel of 
the Lord,” “Malakh YHWH” who is often 
identified with the Lord YHWH Himself. 
Hagar met the angel of the Lord (Genesis 
16:7-11), but it is said that it is “the Lord 
who spoke to her” (Genesis 16:13). 
Likewise the angel of the Lord appears to 
Moses in the burning bush (Exodus 3:2), 
but later in the story Moses speaks with the 
Lord. Also Gideon speaks alternatively with 
the Lord, and with the angel of the Lord 
(Judges 6:11-24). Along the same lines, the 
Aramaic Targum of Onkelos (Genesis 16:
13) identifies the angel of the Lord with the 
Shekinah, the concrete manifestation of the 
presence of God. 

Even the services of the Temple and its 
sacrifices were occasions imparted to the 
people of Israel in order to draw them near 
to God. The offering on the altar was a place 
where God promised, “There I will meet 
you and speak to you” (Exodus 29:42). 
The Hebrew word for sacrifice “haqrib” 
means to bring near, and thereby reflects the 
promise of Godʼs proximity.

This movement of God who responds to 
mankind and even comes down to dwell 
in the midst of His people constitutes one 
of the most unique features of the God of 
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Israel. In the Ancient Near East all peoples 
believed in the existence of a God who lived 
in heaven. But only the God of Israel left 
His heavenly palace to hear men and women 
and reveal Himself to them. This is the 
essential difference Daniel notes between 
the gods of the pagan Chaldeans and the 
true God: “but there is a God in heaven who 
can explain mysteries.  Nebuchadnezzar, He 
has shown you what is going to happen…” 
(Daniel 2:28).

This is, perhaps the primary reason why we 
believe in God–because He makes Himself 
known to us, because humans experience 
His word, His love, His power, His person 
and His influence in the flesh of their 
existence, and in the flow of history.

Even the existence of suffering and the 
sense of Godʼs silence was interpreted by 
the prophets as an indication of His presence 
rather than His absence.  Paradoxically, 
the prophet Isaiah find in the very fact that 
God is not visible and hides Himself, the 
very reason why He is the true God.  “I 
will wait for the Lord.  He is turning His 
face away from Jacobʼs people.  I will put 
my trust in Him” (Isaiah 8:17).  For, true 
faith in God implies an experience which 
challenges this faith. In spite of His absence 
and the perception of His distance, there 
is not another God. Even if God does not 
bless, and our work is not successful, even 
if He seems not to answer our prayers, His 
existence is never questioned; we believe 
in spite of all this. Like the Jews hidden 
in a cave in Cologne who inscribed on the 
wall, “I believe in the sun even if it does 
not shine, I believe in love even if I do not 
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feel it, I believe in God even if He hides 
Himself.” 

Only those who have run the risk of Godʼs 
absence have been able to experience His 
presence. As long as we believe in a God-
slot machine who responds mechanically, 
as long as our God is the God who never 
surprises; He is simply an idea, a theology 
but is not yet God.  Jobʼs story reveals that 
paradigm. Itʼs only after the turmoil of his 
pain, and the violence of his questions, 
that he finally confesses to God, “my ears 
have heard about you.  But now my own 
eyes have seen you.” (Job 42:5). The entire 
book of Job is full of profound theological 
statements about God. All the theologians 
are gathered around the table digging into 
their books and yet, only Job can speak 
the truth about God, simply because he 
is the only one who knows Him. This is 
the  paradoxical lesson that Elie Wiesel 
has learned from the memory of the gas 
chambers, “After Auschwitz, I do not 
believe that we can speak about God; we 
can only . . . speak to God.”2

2         Elie Wiesel, “Eine Quelle für die Hoffnung finden, Gespräch mit 
R. Boschert, Süddeutsche Zeitung, October 28/29, 1989, quoted in 
Hans Küng, Judaism: Between Yesterday and Tomorrow [New York: 
The Continuum Publishing Company, 1995], 727, n. 44
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And God said to Moses, “Ehyeh-Asher-Ehyeh.” 
He continued, “Thus shall you say to the Israelites, 

‘Ehyeh sent me to you.’”

Exodus 3:14, NJPS
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Questions For Reflection
1. What does the Bible say about those who 

question God’s existence?

 2. Why is it vain to try to prove God’s 
existence?

 3. What is the most frequently used phrase 
describing the reality of God?

 4. Why is it inappropriate to represent God?

 5. Where is God?

 6. How do the Hebrew Scriptures suggest 
that God is a real personal being?
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 7. What are the two Hebrew names 
given to God to express the idea of His 
transcendence and His immanence?

 8. How did God reveal Himself to mankind?

 9. How was God’s proximity experienced by 
Abraham?

10. How was God’s proximity experienced by 
Jacob?

11. How was God’s proximity experienced by 
Moses?

HA-SHEM, The God of Israel2
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12. How was God’s proximity experienced by 
the people of Israel?

13. What is the relation between the angel of 
the Lord and the Lord Himself?

14. How does the Bible expect Israel and 
any human creature to respond to this 
powerful and yet personal and loving God?

15. Can we still believe in God after 
Auschwitz?

Now that you know that God is both a real and 
personal being, would you like to get to know 
Him better?

HA-SHEM, The God of Israel2 2
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What is Truth?
A strange question perhaps, yet one that expresses both our 
confusion and our skepticism regarding truth.  Confusion, 
because with a multiplicity of religions and a diversity of 
beliefs around us we may genuinely wonder, “Where is 
the truth?”  Skepticism, for it suggests that truth does not 
exist; in fact, there really is no objective truth.

The Hebrew Bible, the Tanakh, answers the question 
clearly.  “Hashem, God is the truth” (Jeremiah 10:10; 
literal translation).  For the Bible then, truth does exist; 
truth is association with God Himself.  In fact, truth, 
Emeth, in the Hebrew language, is one of the 13 attributes 
of God.  It falls seventh in the list in the exact center of 
the 13 attributes listed in Exodus 34:6; literal translation, a 
passage that is recited in the liturgies of Rosh Ha-Shanah 
Yom Kippur (Jewish New Year, Day of Attonement).

If truth is identified with Godʼs character, it does not 
come from us but is to be found outside of us – in God.  
This recognition implies that in order to find the truth we 
should not approach it with the preconceived idea that 
we know what the truth is.  Instead, we should approach 
the truth with a question, “What is it?”  This is the very 
same question, in fact, the ancient Israelites asked when 
confronted with the manna, the bread of God in the 
wilderness.  “What is it?” they asked, and the question 
gave the name to this heavenly bread, for the Hebrew 
word manna means “What is it?”  The meaning of the 
word manna suggests an important lesson regarding how 
we should approach Biblical truth.  We should approach 
it with the question: “What is it?  What is truth?”  We 
should approach it with the same humble and honest 
mindset as the ancient Israelites approached the manna in 
the wilderness, asking “What is it?  Asking the question 
from this frame of reference no longer suggests confusion 
or skepticism.   Instead, it implies sincere questioning 
from one who expects a true answer from above.  
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BIBLE STUDY – Lesson 3*
Evil and Suffering

Shut Up!

The liturgy of Kippur tells the strange 
and shocking story of ten rabbis 
tortured to death by the Romans. 

The prayer book says, “Then a heavenly 
voice shouted at God, ʻIs this the Torah and 
its reward?ʼ And God answered, ʻShut up, 
otherwise I will destroy the world.̓ ”

Amid suffering, only silence is relevant. 
Words of comfort and explanations are out of 
place. Debates and words will never resolve 
the problem. They will only distort, or make 
it unbearable.

Yet keeping silence before pain means being 
its accomplice. The Talmud says, “To remain 
silent is to agree.” The witness who keeps 
quiet is as guilty as the criminal. To be silent 
before suffering is to admit the normality 
of evil and ultimately to close oneself off 
to hope. Therefore the Bible which reflects 
all the suffering of the world answers with 
a shout and silence together. In the heart 
of suffering, and the silence of the victim, 
we hear the shouts of Job who revolts, of 
the Psalmist who hopes, and of God who 
is angry. On the other hand, the heavy and 
embarrassing silence of Job s̓ friends, as 
well as their pedantic words, tortured the 
miserable who needed something more.

Before suffering, silence may be adequate 
or scandalous; words may be opportune 
or bitter. In regard to suffering, it is both 
difficult to speak, and to keep quiet.
* Unless otherwise noted, all scripture references are taken from the 
New International Reader s̓ Version of the Bible, Copyright 1998, by 
the Zondervan Corporation.
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1. Where does suffering and evil come 
from?

The Lord God said, “Who told you 
that you were naked?  Have you eaten 
the fruit of the tree I commanded you 
not to eat” (Genesis 3:11)? (human 
responsibility)

Then the Lord said to Satan, “Have 
you thought about my servant Job?  
There isn t̓ anyone on earth like him.  
He is honest.  He does what is right.  
He has respect for me and avoids evil.  
You tried to turn me against him.  You 
wanted me to destroy him without any 
reason.  But he still continues to be 
faithful” (Job 2:3).  (Satanʼs assaults 
come “without any reason”).

2. Why do we suffer?

 In my meaningless life here s̓ what Iʼve 
seen.  Iʼve seen a godly man dying 
even though he is godly.  And Iʼve seen 
a sinful man living a long time even 
though he is sinful (Ecclesiastes 7:15).  
(cf. Job 5:7) (human condition)

 The Lord spoke to Aaron.  He said, 
“You, your sons and your father s̓ 
family are in charge of the sacred 
tent.  You will be held accountable 
for sins that are committed against 
it.  And you and your sons will be 
held accountable for sins that are 
committed against the office of priest 
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(Numbers 18:1).  (cf. Ezekiel 14:10) 
(We bear the fruit of our sins.)

• “The righteous reproached 
Adam, saying, ʻYou are 
the cause of our death.  ̓He 
replied: ʻI was guilty of one 
sin, but there is not a person 
among you who is not guilty 
of many iniquitiesʼ” (Tanhuma 
Buber, Hukkat, 39).

• “R. Ami said: ʻThere 
is no death without sin 
and no suffering without 
transgressionʼ” (Shabbat 55a).

3. Where does Satan come from?

 ...you thought you were the bright 
morning star.  But now you have 
fallen from heaven!  You once brought 
nations down.   But now you have 
been thrown down to the earth (Isaiah 
14:12)!  (cf. Ezekiel 28:14 – 17)

4. What is the Biblical attitude 
towards suffering?

 “Iʼm sick of living.  So Iʼll talk openly 
about my problems.  I speak out 
because my spirit is bitter…” (Job 10:
1).  (cf. Job 3:22-24) (revolt: “why?") 
(cf. Psalm 94:3; 74:10) (hope: “how 
long?")
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5. What is Godʼs responsibility in 
suffering and evil?

 Your eyes are too pure to look at 
what is evil.  You can t̓ put up with 
the wrong things people do.  So why 
do you put up with those who can t̓ 
be trusted?  The evil Babylonians 
swallow up those who are more godly 
than themselves.  So why are you 
silent (Habakkuk 1:13)?  (God is 
innocent) (cf. Job 42:7-8)

6. Why is God not responsible for evil 
and suffering in this world?

 So God created man in His own 
likeness.  He created him in the 
likeness of God.  He created them as 
male and female…God saw everything 
he had made.  And it was very good 
(Genesis 1:27, 31).  (The world 
was “good” and “very good.”) (cf. 
Ecclesiastes 7:29) (God created man 
“right.”)

7. Why does the Bible sometimes 
present God as the agent of evil and 
suffering?

 “Look!  I am the One!  There is no 
other God except me.  I put some 
people to death.  I bring others to life.  
I have wounded, and I will heal.  No 
one can save you from my powerful 
hand (Deuteronomy 32:39).  (God is 
the only God!) (cf. 2 Samuel 24:1)
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• “Everything is in the power 
of Heaven except the fear of 
Heaven” (Ber. 83b).

8. Who is designated in the Bible as 
the actual agent of evil in the world?

 The Lord said to Satan, “All right.  I 
am handing everything he has over 
to you.  But do not touch the man 
himself” (Job 2:6). (cf. Job 1:12) (in 
his hand)

 Now it is time for the world to be 
judged.  Now the prince of this world 
will be thrown out (John 12:31). (The 
prince of this world) (cf. Matthew 13:
28)

• R. Joshua states that the verse, 
“ʻthe earth is given into the 
hand of the wicked  ̓applies to 
Satan” (BB. 16a).

9. Where is God when we suffer?

 Even though I walk through the 
darkest valley, I will not be afraid.  
You are with me.  Your shepherd s̓ rod 
and staff comfort me (Psalm 23:4).  
(cf. 91:15)

• God is with the suffering 
one.  One horrible day in the 
concentration camp, young 
Elie Wiesel had to witness 
the hanging of two adult 
prisoners and a young boy…” 
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a child with a refined and 
beautiful face, unheard of in 
this camp.  He had the face 
of a sad angel.”  Whereas the 
two adults were immediately 
dead when the chairs tipped 
over, “the third rope was still 
moving; being so light, the 
child was still alive…For 
more than half an hour he 
stayed there, struggling 
between life and death, dying 
in slow agony under our eyes.  
And we had to look him full 
in the face.  He was still alive 
when I passed in front of him.  
Behind me, I heard [someone] 
asking:  ʻWhere is God now?  ̓ 
And I heard a voice within me 
answer him:  ʻWhere is He? 
Here He is – He is hanging 
here on this gallows…ʼ”  (Elie 
Wiesel, The Night, translated 
by Stella Rodway [New York: 
Hill and Wang, 1960], pp. 69-
71).

10. How does God respond to our 
present suffering?

God comforts us:  You can be sure 
that I will comfort Zion s̓ people.  I 
will look with loving concern on all of 
their destroyed buildings.  I will make 
their deserts like Eden.  I will make 
their dry and empty land like my very 
own garden.  Joy and gladness will 
be there.  People will sing and give 
thanks to me (Isaiah 51:3).
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God hears:   The Lord said, “What 
have you done?  Listen!  Your 
brother s̓ blood is crying out to me 
from the ground (Genesis 4:10).  (cf. 
Psalm 10:17; Exodus 2:23-25)

11. What does God do when confronted 
with our present suffering?

God hears and intervenes: Great is 
your love for me.  You have kept me 
from going down into the grave (Psalm 
86:13).  (cf. Exodus 3:7-8)

    
12. Why does God suffer?

Our sins:  But you have not bought 
any sweet smelling cane for me.  You 
have not given me the fattest parts 
of your animal sacrifices.  Instead, 
you have loaded me down with your 
sins.  You have made me tired with the 
wrong things you have done (Isaiah 
43:24).  (cf. Isaiah 63:9)

13. What is the Biblical mechanism 
which could bring the end of 
suffering and evil?

 Godʼs forgiveness:  Blessed is the one 
whose lawless acts are forgiven.  His 
sins have been taken away (Psalm 32:
1).

• The Hebrew verb for 
“forgiveness” nasa means “to 
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bear,” to forgive the sin means 
“to bear the sin.”

14. How was Godʼs forgiveness 
achieved in the Bible?

 The elders of the community must 
place their hands on the bull s̓ head in 
the sight of the Lord.  The bull must 
be killed in the sight of the Lord…He 
must do the same thing with that bull 
as he did with the bull for the sin 
offering.  When he does, he will pay 
for the sin of the people.  And they will 
be forgiven (Leviticus 4:15, 20).

15. What is the only radical solution to 
suffering and evil in this world?

 And I will be full of joy because of 
Jerusalem.  I will take delight in my 
people.  Sobbing and crying will not 
be heard there anymore (Isaiah 65:19).
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Suffering is Everywhere1

Suffering is familiar to all of us.  It 
is part of life.  In fact, suffering 
has been an inherent part of the 

Jewish experience since its earliest days. 
“Schwer zu sein Hayid” (It is hard to be 
a Jew) says the old Yiddish proverb.  For 
the Christian also, suffering has become 
a crucial theological concern and it has 
even been praised for its value.  For every 
human being, in fact, suffering is the issue.  
Suffering takes on many forms.  Sometimes 
it is the bomb which explodes and mutilates, 
the sniper who heartlessly picks off his 
victims, or the earthquake which shakes the 
ground and levels buildings.  Yet whether it 
is a terrorist attack, famine, or war, the story 
is always the same.  In the midst of these 
tragedies, there are always innocent victims.  
No need to travel far to meet suffering.  It 
overruns the landscape of our lives.  A 
mother holds her dying child in her arms, 
disease erodes a manʼs flesh, and adultery 
tears a couple apart leaving one astonished 
and in pain.  An individual is singled out for 
no reason other than he is black, a Jew, or 
she is a woman.  A worker is humiliated and 
endures subtle abuse for a piece of bread, 
or a paycheck.  And the shouts rise, and the 
story never knows a happy ending, and the 
skies remain silent, as heavy as lead.

The Silence of God

“There is a place in hell for anyone 
who keeps silence before a 
moral question,” remarked 

Abraham Lincoln. And there is here more 
1               Jacques Doukhan, “The Problem of Suffering,” Shabbat Shalom, 

December 1994, 11-14.
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than a mere moral question. Holocausts are 
repeated, from Germany to Rwanda, from 
Cambodia to Croatia. And it appears that 
God does not react. He is silent. And we do 
not understand. If, indeed, God exists, then 
a good God would not allow it.  What kind 
of God is this who loves, has the power to 
step in, and yet does not intervene?  This 
question is thrown in the face of believers, 
or brews beneath the surface of their own 
doubts, as well.  Traditionally, religious 
people have tried to give an answer to Godʼs 
strange silence.  They have tried to explain, 
to justify God, for religion and its values 
were at stake. All kinds of theories have 
been elaborated. Theologians call these 
systems “theodicy.” Some interpret suffering 
as a necessary “test” which we must accept 
because it is Godʼs will. Afterwards we will 
understand. For the time being, we must 
endure by faith. Thus they have created in 
the minds of many believers what has been 
denounced by others as “the opium of the 
people.” It is true, indeed, that religion has 
often been used as a drug to erode human 
sensitivity and thereby produce those 
“heroes” of faith who display an eternal 
smile throughout all ordeals. “The Lord 
gave, and the Lord has taken away; blessed 
be the name of the Lord” (Job 1:21).  By 
faith they submit themselves to God. They 
believe that all suffering comes from God 
and therefore it is for their own good. Thus 
Godʼs silence makes sense and pertains to a 
definite plan. The believer trusts and settles 
into a wonderful peace which frightens some 
and inspires others.
 
In fact, the Bible attests on this point to 
one more misunderstanding. Instead of 
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prescribing a beatific trust, or even an 
enduring submission, the Bible testifies 
throughout its pages to the great shout 
of the prophets who never accepted this 
suffering condition. Abraham, the nomad 
who did not stay in his tent when he heard 
that fire was about to fall on the city, went 
out and cried at God and discussed with 
Him (Genesis 18). Jacob, the dreamer, did 
not stay sleeping on his stone, but he risked 
his life and wrestled with God and boldly 
begged for Godʼs protection (Genesis 3 :24-
32). Moses, the great leader, left his blessed 
communion on the mountain and stood up 
against God to obtain life for his people 
(Exodus 32:11-13). Job, the miserable, who 
did not just complain about his wounds, 
threw himself against God and yelled at Him 
his confusion and his revolt (Job 9:22-24; 
10:1-3). The prophets did not just preach 
and exhort the people to be righteous; they 
also shouted at God and cried at His feet, 
revolted and tormented from the pain they 
suffered, or they saw in their prophetic 
visions (Jeremiah 10:8). From the heart of 
the Hebrew Bible, from the Psalms which 
crossed the whole history of Israel, this cry 
resounds several times, forever suspended 
in the void: “How long?” (Psalms 94:3; 
74:10; 89:47; 6:4, etc.). Also in the New 
Testament the same anguish seizes the “man 
of suffering” who cries about Jerusalem 
and the world and dies on a “Why?” The 
Bible does not promote submission to evil 
and suffering. On the contrary, the closer 
we draw to this God, the more we feel that 
all this evil is abnormal and does not make 
sense (see Psalms 10:1; 42:10, 44:25). For 
God is really outside of this tragedy. As for 
those who accuse Him of being a part of it, 
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people like Jobʼs friends who mean well; 
they are rejected and denounced by God 
Himself, “You have not spoken of me what 
is right” (Job 47: 7).

God is Innocent

According to the Bible, God is 
innocent because suffering is 
described as the natural result of 

human iniquity. Suffering was not a part of 
Godʼs initial plan. Originally Godʼs creation 
was “very good.” Humans are responsible 
for their own misfortune. The Genesis 
narratives indicate this reality from the 
start. As soon as men and women disobey, 
harmony is broken. The animal kingdom 
surges against humans (Genesis 3:1, 13, 
15), man against woman (Genesis 3:12, 16, 
17), nature against humans (Genesis 3: 18, 
19), and humans against God (Genesis 3:
8-10, 22-24). The ecological balance was 
upset because of human beings. The same 
principle is seen in the biblical conception 
of the Promised Land, which threw out its 
sinful inhabitants (Leviticus 18:25, 28). The 
iniquity of the Israelites who murder, rob, 
and commit adultery (Hosea 4:2) influences 
the character of the country.  “That is why 
the land is drying up.  All those who live in 
it are getting weaker and weaker. The wild 
animals and the birds of the air are dying.  
So are the fish in the ocean” (verse 3). All 
suffering is interpreted here as a direct result 
of sin. This link of dependence between 
humans and their environment, between 
people and their posterity, constitutes 
one of the fundamental principles of 

2         Andre Neher, Clefs pour le Judaisme (Paris: Sehgers, 1977), 
p.27.
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the Bible. “One of the main ideas of the 
Jewish tradition,” said André Neher, “is the 
importance of everything, of each action, of 
each word, of each thought of man. Nothing 
is indifferent. Everything has weight. Man in 
reality knows that very well. But he wants to 
escape from the terrible responsibility.”2

 
Finally, God is declared innocent by the 
Bible, because the world is seen to be in the 
hands of a stranger. In fact, the first act of 
evil is initiated by someone who is neither 
God nor a human person. The Bible refers 
to the Serpent who embodies the external 
power of evil in Biblical tradition as well as 
in ancient Middle Eastern culture. Yet this 
power is not a mere mythological figure, 
but a historical reality. There in the book 
of Job where suffering is at its worst, God 
discloses the root of evil. Speaking to Satan 
who had come to ask God for permission 
to crush Job, God Himself recognizes, “he 
is in your hands” (Job 1:11, 12; cf. 2:4-6). 
The same statement is made by Yeshua in 
the New Testament who clearly identifies 
Satan as “the prince of this world” (John 12:
31) and the only author of evil (Matthew 
13:28, 29). This is why the Bible presents 
suffering as unfair and irrational. In fact, 
the first real suffering of human beings, 
the first experience of death, confirms this 
observation. Abel, justice and innocence 
personified, is killed. He dies for nothing, 
for he has committed no mistake; and his 
death does not serve any purpose, because 
he disappears without a trace. The name 
he bears, Abel, “vapor,” reveals the empty, 
illogical character of his tragic destiny.
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The foremost illustration of suffering, of 
course, is Job. A key word in the story is 
hinam, meaning “gratuitous.” Jobʼs suffering 
is judged hinam by God Himself (Job 2:3). 
Against his three friends, who plead in favor 
of the justice of God in order to explain 
suffering, Job asserts that there are no 
reasons for suffering. The innocent together 
with the culprit are stricken. Here suffering 
is unfair (see Job 5:7). In this perspective, 
suffering has no reason to exist. Suffering 
does not serve any purpose, does not lead 
anywhere, and makes no sense (see Psalms 
10:1; 42:10; 44:25).

The Solution to Suffering

But justified or not, suffering is 
always suffering, and explaining 
it at a human level does not solve 

anything. That is why in the end, the Bible 
deals with the problem of suffering in two 
ways.
 
First, Godʼs answer to suffering is His own 
suffering. God suffers because of humans. 
God suffers when people commit iniquity 
that separates them from Him. One has 
an insight into this concept through the 
questioning of God in search of Adam and 
Eve, after the fall, when He cried, “Where 
are you?” (Genesis 3:10). God suffers when 
He is unable to find lost humans. Then, 
before the Flood, the text is still more 
explicit. “The Lord saw how bad the sins 
of man had become on the earth.  All of the 
thoughts in his heart were always directed 
only toward what was evil.  ʻThe Lord was 
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very sad that He had made man on the 
earth.  His heart was filled with painʼ” 
(Genesis 6:5, 6). The Lord says also: “You 
have made me tired with the wrong things 
you have done” (Isaiah 43:24).

The Bible is filled with the lamentations of a 
God anguished because of His peopleʼs sin 
(Isaiah 1:2, 3). Abraham Heschel comments 
on this last passage of Isaiah: “The words 
of the prophet bear not on the anger of 
God, but rather on the suffering of God. 
The prophet pleads with us so that we may 
understand the condition of a father who 
has been abandoned by his children.”3 God 
also suffers when He sees humans engaged 
in sin, not only because sin separates them 
from Him, but also because He knows all 
the suffering that iniquity brings. At the 
same time, God suffers because of His 
incapacity to stop humans. “Where are 
you?” He asked in the garden. It seems as 
if humans were now slipping away from 
His control. God will not do anything that 
infringes on peopleʼs free will, and thus He 
suffers from seeing what people do with 
their free will (see Isaiah 63:9; Psalm 23:
4). But God goes even further. He suffers 
for humans. He carries and endures the 
sins of humans. The Hebrew word nasa, 
which means “to carry,” is also used in 
the sense of “to forgive” (Hosea 1:6). The 
image here suggests that the forgiveness 
of sin necessarily involves the suffering of 
God, who chooses to carry the sins of His 
people. This idea is admirably translated in 
the famous passage of Isaiah 53, where the 
3         Abraham J. Heschel, The Prophets (New York: Harper and Row, 

1969), p.80.
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suffering servant is described as bearing the 
sins of the people, thus providing for them 
forgiveness. “But the servant was pierced 
because we had sinned.  He was crushed 
because we had done what was evil.  He 
was punished to make us whole again.  His 
wounds have healed us…He took the sins of 
many people on Himself” (Isaiah 53:5-12). 
This particular principle gives the sacrificial 
system its significance. The animal carries 
the sins of the people and thus ensures the 
forgiveness of sins (Leviticus 4:15, 20). The 
Biblical idea of forgiveness is thus attached 
to the idea of suffering. And as God is the 
only one capable of forgiving (Psalm 32:1, 
2), suffering that consists of carrying sins 
for the purpose of forgiveness should be 
understood as the suffering of God Himself.
Second, Godʼs answer to suffering is 
deliverance from it. Certainly, this act of 
His can already be observed in life and 
throughout history. God is already the Savior 
down here. His ever-presence has protected 
them. In His love and clemency, He has 
delivered them (see Isaiah 63:8, 9).
 
The Bible is full of miracles of God, 
which override all rules and make humans 
automatically fall on their knees and 
worship. The sick are healed (Genesis 20:
17; 2 Kings 20:5), the dead resurrected (2 
Kings 13:21), the powerful enemy overcome 
(Exodus 15:1 ff.). Sometimes in the Bible, 
man is blessed by a supernatural visit, which 
surprises him and illuminates his path, 
making him feel high and happy.
 
But soon after, the healed becomes sick 
again (Genesis 48:1), the resurrected ends 
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up dying (John 12:9), and Israel, after all 
the miracles, is oppressed and dispersed 
(Daniel 1:1, 2). Job perfectly illustrates this 
point. Beyond the miracle that has restored 
Job to his first estate, death awaits him. 
The book of Job ends not with the miracle, 
but with the death of the hero (Job 42:
17). The problem is therefore not solved 
within our present existence, something 
that Job understood. To Eliphaz, (one of 
Jobʼs friends) the present holds the answer 
to suffering (Job 15) but for Job itʼs found 
only in the future (Job 19:25-27). The 
future carries the real solution to suffering. 
The prophet Isaiah prophesies about the 
New Jerusalem: “And I will be full of joy 
because of Jerusalem.  I will take delight 
in my people.  Sobbing and crying will not 
be heard there anymore.” (Isaiah 65:19). 
To reach this point, however, God starts all 
over again. The new city is not the result 
of peopleʼs progress. Instead, it is recreated 
by God. So that suffering and death will be 
no more, humans and the universe must go 
through the miracle of creation.
 
Significantly, when God finally answers 
Jobʼs questions about suffering (Job 31:
35), He does it through a long speech 
about creation (Job 38-41). For creation is 
the only solution, the hope of something 
radically new and different. There is not 
another solution to suffering. Easy to say, 
but what shall we do in the meantime? In 
the meantime, the only way out is to resist 
and to fight. To resist and to fight suffering 
in view of the future, precisely because of 
what we see beyond ... Paradoxically, the 
experience of suffering, because it confronts 
men and women with death and the absurd, 
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awakens within them the nostalgia for 
life, for happiness, and for the other City 
(the New Jerusalem). Instead of testifying 
against God, suffering on the contrary draws 
Him nearer to us.  He is the only Innocent 
to suffer, the only One who is able to suffer 
with each one of us, the only One, indeed, 
who holds the key to this suffering and who 
will eliminate it totally.
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“The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.

He makes me to lie down in green pastures;

He leads me beside the still waters.

He restores my soul;

He leads me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake.

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,

I will fear no evil; for You are with me;

Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me.

You prepare a table before me in the presence of mine enemies;

You anoint my head with oil; my cup runs over.

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life;

And I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”
Psalm 23, NKJV
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Questions For Reflection

1. Where does suffering and evil come from?

2. Why do we suffer?

3. Where does Satan come from?

4. What is the Biblical attitude towards 
suffering?

5. What is God’s responsibility in suffering 
and evil?

3
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6. Why is God not responsible for evil and 
suffering in this world?

7. Why does the Bible sometimes present 
God as the agent of evil and suffering?

8. Who is designated in the Bible as the 
actual agent of evil in the world?

9. Where is God when we suffer?

10. How does God respond to our present 
suffering?

Evil and Suffering3
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11. What does God do when confronted with 
our present suffering?

    
12. Why does God suffer?

13. What is the Biblical mechanism which 
could bring the end of suffering and evil?

14. How was God’s forgiveness achieved in the 
Bible?

15. What is the only radical solution to 
suffering and evil in this world?

When you realize that God is not responsible for 
your suffering and yet He suffers along side you, 
how does this change your picture of God?

Evil and Suffering3 3
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What is Truth?
A strange question perhaps, yet one that expresses both our 
confusion and our skepticism regarding truth.  Confusion, 
because with a multiplicity of religions and a diversity of 
beliefs around us we may genuinely wonder, “Where is 
the truth?”  Skepticism, for it suggests that truth does not 
exist; in fact, there really is no objective truth.

The Hebrew Bible, the Tanakh, answers the question 
clearly.  “Hashem, God is the truth” (Jeremiah 10:10; 
literal translation).  For the Bible then, truth does exist; 
truth is association with God Himself.  In fact, truth, 
Emeth, in the Hebrew language, is one of the 13 attributes 
of God.  It falls seventh in the list in the exact center of 
the 13 attributes listed in Exodus 34:6; literal translation, a 
passage that is recited in the liturgies of Rosh Ha-Shanah 
Yom Kippur (Jewish New Year, Day of Attonement).

If truth is identified with Godʼs character, it does not 
come from us but is to be found outside of us – in God.  
This recognition implies that in order to find the truth we 
should not approach it with the preconceived idea that 
we know what the truth is.  Instead, we should approach 
the truth with a question, “What is it?”  This is the very 
same question, in fact, the ancient Israelites asked when 
confronted with the manna, the bread of God in the 
wilderness.  “What is it?” they asked, and the question 
gave the name to this heavenly bread, for the Hebrew 
word manna means “What is it?”  The meaning of the 
word manna suggests an important lesson regarding how 
we should approach Biblical truth.  We should approach 
it with the question: “What is it?  What is truth?”  We 
should approach it with the same humble and honest 
mindset as the ancient Israelites approached the manna in 
the wilderness, asking “What is it?  Asking the question 
from this frame of reference no longer suggests confusion 
or skepticism.   Instead, it implies sincere questioning 
from one who expects a true answer from above.  
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BIBLE STUDY – Lesson # 4* 
The Messiah I (Why and How?)

Hope in the Dust

The end of the 20th century has 
witnessed the collapse of the great 
political ideologies and utopias of 

progress. After Auschwitz and the fall of 
Marxism, amidst the repetitive threat of 
moral and economic confusion, the only 
apparent wisdom left to men and women is 
hopelessness.

The Prophet Jeremiah embodies this paradox 
in a dramatic gesture as he puts his mouth in 
the dust and expects to find hope there: Let 
him bury his face in the dust.  There might 
still be hope for him (Lamentations 3:29).

Yet, the Hebrew prophet was not insane. If 
he could dare to hope and wait for something 
better, in spite of the tragic reality of the 
present, it is because his hope was founded 
on a long and solid experience of fulfilled 
promises. But what if a prophet says peace 
will come?  Only if it comes true will he be 
recognized as one who has been truly sent by 
the Lord (Jeremiah 28:9).

Indeed, Biblical hope is not just made of 
“spiritual“ emotions, or theological or 
mystical thinking; it implies the objective 
reality of an event in history. This is why 
the first expression of hope ever recorded in 
human history was the hope of the Messiah. 
Out of the 39 occurrences of the Messiah 
(from the Hebrew mashiah), 30 concern a 
king; 15 of those refer to David or a Davidic 
king; and 9 of those 15 apply to the ideal 
universal king who will come in the future to 
save Israel and the world (1 Samuel 2:10, 35; 
Psalms 2:2; 20:6; 28:8; 84:9; Habakkuk 3:13; 
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Daniel 9:25-26).

Only the expectation of cosmic redemption 
as a concrete and real event in history will 
enable us to wait and hope, even if, and 
especially if, our mouth is in the dust.

* Unless otherwise noted, all scripture references are 
taken from the New International Reader s̓ Version 
of the Bible, Copyright 1998, by the Zondervan 
Corporation.

1.  Why the need for a Messiah?

But you must not eat the fruit of the 
tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  
If you do, you can be sure that you will 
die (Genesis 2:17).

• Death is our lot and there is 
nothing we can do to save 
ourselves

The Lord God drove him out and then 
placed cherubim on the east side of 
the Garden of Eden.  He also placed 
a flaming sword there.  It flashed back 
and forth.  The cherubim and the 
sword guarded the way to the tree of 
life (Genesis 3:24).

• The belief in the coming 
of the Messiah is 
central to Jewish faith. 
See Maimonides  ̓12th 
article of faith (Yigdal): 
“He will send at last 
His Messiah to redeem 
those who hope and 
wait the end.” Note that 
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this article became the 
“Martyrs Hymn” (Ani 
Maamin) during the 
Nazi Holocaust.

• The Messianic hope is 
the most ancient hope of 
Israel. See Genesis 49:
10 where the blessing of 
Judah by Jacob speaks 
of the coming of the 
Shilo (the Messiah)  
The scepter shall not 
depart from Judah, nor 
the rulerʼs staff from 
between his feet, as 
long as men come to 
Shiloh; and unto him 
shall the obedience of 
the peoples be (JPS).  
See also Numbers 24:
17 where the Star 
represents the coming 
of the Messiah.  It is 
interesting to note that 
the Star of David (the 
Magen David) which 
has become the emblem 
of Israel is the symbol 
of the messianic hope.

2. What was Godʼs first promise to 
mankind?

“I will put hatred between you and 
the woman.  Your children and her 
children will be enemies.  Her son will 
crush your head.  And you will crush 
his heel” (Genesis 3:15).
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• The struggle with evil (yetser 
ha-ra) will cease thanks to 
the advent of the Messiah for 
“then the Holy One Blessed 
be He will kill evil” (Sukkah 
52a).

3. Who is represented by the “seed” of 
the woman in Genesis 3:15?

The Lord says to my Lord, “Sit at my 
right hand until I put your enemies 
under your control” (Psalm 110:1).

4. What clues suggest that the “seed” 
of the woman in Genesis 3:15 
represents an individual?

Adam made love to his wife again.  
She gave birth to a son and named 
him Seth.  She said, “God has given 
me another child.  The child will take 
the place of Abel, because Cain killed 
him” (Genesis 4:25).

• The “he” is the subject of the 
verb “crush.”  The ancient 
rabbis of the Septuagint 
(Greek Translation of the 
Hebrew scriptures) translated 
this word in the Greek autos 
which is only used for the 3ʼrd 
person masculine singular.

• Futhermore, the fact that Gen 
3:15 and Gen. 4:25 share 
common wording (“seed”; 
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“appoint”/ “place”; “woman”) 
shows a particular connection 
between the two passages 
which suggests that just as the 
“seed” of Gen. 4:25 refers to 
an individual (Seth), likewise 
Gen 3:15 refers also to an 
individual.

5. What is represented by the Serpent?

At that time the Lord will punish 
Leviathan with His sword.  His great, 
powerful and deadly sword will punish 
the serpent that glides through the sea.  
He will kill that twisting sea monster 
(Isaiah 27:1).

The great dragon was thrown down 
to the earth, and his angels with 
him.  The dragon is that old serpent 
called the devil, or Satan.  He leads 
the whole world down the wrong path 
(Revelation 12:9). 

• According to Baba Bathra 
(16a), the Serpent, Satan, and 
yetser ha-ra represent the 
same power of evil.

6. What mechanism of salvation is 
suggested through the imagery of 
the fight in Genesis 3:15?

The Lord God made clothes out of 
animal skins for Adam and his wife to 
wear (Genesis 3:21).
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• The first death (sacrifice) 
occurred as a result of sin

• The “play on word” regarding 
shuf (crush/attack) and the 
imagery of the foot being 
bruised as it crushes the head, 
suggests that the death of the 
serpent implies the “sacrifice” 
of this individual who will die 
as he delivers us from evil.

7. What mechanism of salvation is 
suggested through the imagery of 
the Suffering Servant in Isaiah 53?

The Lord says, “It was my plan to 
crush Him and cause Him to suffer.  I 
made His life a guilt offering to pay 
for sin. But He will see all of His 
children after Him.  In fact, He will 
continue to live.  My plan will be 
brought about through Him.  After He 
suffers, He will see the light that leads 
to life.  And He will be satisfied (Isaiah 
53:10, 11).

• On Isaiah 53:4, “What is the 
name of the Messiah? . . . Our 
sages said: ʻThe Leper is his 
name, according to the School 
of Rabbi, for it is said, ʻHe 
has borne our diseases and 
he has borne our sufferings, 
and we have considered him 
as a leper, smitten by God 
and humbled”ʼ” (Talmud b. 
Sanhedrin 98b).
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8. What mechanism of salvation is 
suggested through the ritual of 
sacrifice?

“ʼIn that way the priest will pay 
for any of the sins the person has 
committed.  And he will be forgiven.  
The rest of the offering will belong to 
the priest.  It is the same as in the case 
of the grain offeringʼ” (Leviticus 5:
13).

• On the connection between 
sacrifices and the Messiah: 
speaking of the sacrifices, 
“R. Eleazar said in the name 
of R. Josei: ʻIt is a halakha 
[a traditional law] regarding 
the Messiahʼ” (Zebahim 44b, 
Sanhedrin 51b).

• “Why is the Holy Temple 
called Lebanon (the white)? 
Because it whitens the sins of 
Israel” (Yoma, 39).

9. Who is the Suffering Servant in 
Isaiah 53?

But the servant was pierced because 
we had sinned.  He was crushed 
because we had done what was evil.  
He was punished to make us whole 
again.  His wounds have healed us 
(Isaiah 53:5).

• On Isaiah 53:5, “R. Huna 
said in the name of R. Akha: 
ʻAll the sufferings have been 
divided in three portions: one 
for the ancient generations 
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and fathers, one for the 
generation of apostasy, and 
one for the King Messiah, 
for it is said: Isaiah 53:5, “He 
was wounded for our sins”  ̓
(Midrash Shemuel 16:1).

• This servant cannot be Israel; 
indeed from Isaiah 49:5-6 
on, the servant is no longer 
Israel and is in fact described 
as someone distinct from 
Israel who will gather Israel 
to God.  See also Isaiah 50:10 
where the prophet addresses 
Israel in the second person 
plural and makes a clear 
distinction between Israel 
and the servant who parallels 
the Lord:  “Does anyone 
among you have respect for 
the Lord?  Does anyone obey 
the message of the Lord s̓ 
servant?”  This distinction is 
also implied in the fact that 
this servant is supposed to 
be crushed for our (Israelʼs) 
iniquities.

10. From what tribe and family of 
Israel should the Messiah come?

“Bethlehem, you might not be an 
important town in the nation of Judah.  
But out of you will come a ruler over 
Israel for me.  His family line goes 
back to the early years of your nation.  
It goes all the way back to days of 
long ago” (Micah 5:2).   
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Instead, they will serve me.  And they 
will serve David their king.  I will 
raise him up for them… (Jeremiah 30:
9).

• “R. Judah said in the name 
of Rab: ʻOne day the Holy 
Blessed be He will raise 
another David; for it is said 
in Jeremiah 30:9, “They will 
serve the Lord their God and 
David their king whom I will 
raise up for them” (Talmud b. 
Sanhedrin 98b).

11. What kind of relation will this 
Messiah entertain with God?

The Spirit of the Lord will rest on that 
Branch.  He will help him to be wise 
and understanding.  He will help him 
make wise plans and carry them out.  
He will help him know the Lord and 
have respect for him (Isaiah 11:2).

• “Genesis 1:2: ʻThe Spirit of 
God was moving over the 
face of the waters  ̓indicates 
that the Spirit of Messiah 
King was present, as written 
in Isaiah 11:2, ʻThe Spirit of 
the Lord shall rest upon himʼ” 
(Genesis Rabbah 2:4).
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12. What clues in Isaiah 53 help identify 
the Suffering Servant?

• The word “seed” (zera) in 
Isaiah 53:10 usually refers to 
the Davidic posterity. (See Is. 
41:8; 43:5; 44:3; 45:19, 25, 
etc.)

• The technical expression 
“hidden of face” (hester 
panim) in 53:3 is 
systematically associated with 
God in the book of Isaiah.  
(See Is. 56:8; 65:15; 50:6, 
etc.)

• The coming of the servant is 
identified as the disclosure of 
the Lordʼs saving power (53:
1).

13. How does the Bible suggest the 
supernatural nature of the Messiah?

“Bethlehem, you might not be an 
important town in the nation of Judah.  
But out of you will come a ruler over 
Israel for me.  His family line goes 
back to the early years of your nation.  
It goes all the way back to days of 
long ago” (Micah 5:2).   (cf. Jeremiah 
23:5-6)

On Jeremiah 23:5-6, “The Messiah 
will have the name of the Holy 
Blessed be He ... for it is said in 
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Jeremiah 23:6, ʻThis is the name by 
which he will be called: The Lord is 
our righteousnessʼ” (Talmud b. Baba 
Bathra 75b).

• On Micah 5: “And you 
Bethlehem Ephrata which has 
been too small to be counted 
among the thousands of the 
house of Judah, from you will 
come out the Messiah who 
will rule on Israel and whose 
name has been pronounced 
since eternity” (Targum of 
Jonathan).

14. How does the Bible suggest the 
supernatural birth of the Messiah?

The Lord himself will give you a 
miraculous sign.  The virgin is going 
to have a baby.  She will give birth to a 
son.  And He will be called Immanuel 
(Isaiah 7:14).

• “The Redeemer that I shall 
bring forth one day will be 
without father, as it has been 
said: Behold a man whose 
name is seed and he shall 
germinate by his own means 
even as Isaiah has said: He 
rose up before him even as a 
seed, as a shoot that comes 
forth from dry land. . . . And 
it is of him that the Scripture 
says: ʻBehold, this day have 
I begotten theeʼ” (Bereshith 
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Rabbati on Genesis 37:22).

15. What will be the scope of the rule of 
the Messiah?

“But then I will purify what all of the 
nations say.  And they will use their 
words to worship me.  They will serve 
me together (Zephaniah 3:9).

• Zephaniah 3:9: “ʻThen I will 
give to the peoples a pure 
language that they may call 
on the name of the Lord 
(YHWH), to serve Him with 
one accordʼ; the name of the 
Lord (YHWH), this is nothing 
else but the King Messiah” 
(Bereshith Rabbati 41:44).
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Jesus, A Jewish Messiah?1

Can we be Jewish and believe in 
Jesus? Can we be Christians and 
reject the Jewish roots of Jesus?

Since the schism which divided Judaism, 
producing the church and the synagogue, 
Jesus has become the Messiah venerated by 
Christians and abhorred by Jews.  Christians 
accuse Jews of rejecting him while Jews 
accuse Christians of forging him.  The very 
name of Jesus has become synonymous with 
blasphemy and betrayal.  Jesus could not 
be the Messiah simply because he was the 
Messiah of the Christians.

But are these accusations and assumptions 
really justified?  Are Christians correct when 
they accuse Jews of rejecting and even 
killing Jesus?  Are Jews right when they 
assume that Jesus is the Messiah only for the 
Christians?  Today, we do not dare address 
such divisive and confrontational issues.  To 
be sure, these questions have been abused 
and distorted in phony Jewish-Christian 
dialogues.  Yet this should not prevent us 
from probing the evidence, for it may lead to 
interesting and quite surprising conclusions.

A Recognized Messiah

According to the Gospels and the 
New Testament book of Acts, when 
Jesus came into Galilee and Judea, 

1        Jacques Doukhan “Jesus, a Jewish Messiah?” Shabbat Shalom, 
April 1997, 17-21.

2        Richard L. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of the Acts of the 
Apostles (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1961), p. 
311.
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he was listened to, acclaimed and followed 
by Jewish crowds. Jesus returned to Galilee 
in the power of the Holy Spirit.  News about 
Him spread through the whole countryside.  
He taught in their synagogues, and everyone 
praised Him (Luke 4:14-15).  Jesus left that 
place and went into the area of Judea and 
across the Jordan River.  Again crowds of 
people came to Him.  As usual, He taught 
them (Mark 10:1).  …all the people were 
paying close attention to His words (Luke 
19:48).  Jesus  ̓popularity lasted until the 
very end.  Just prior to that fateful Passover 
when Jesus was taken away, Luke reports as 
a final note, forever marking the memory of 
His passage in Israel: All the people came to 
the temple early in the morning.  They wanted 
to hear Jesus speak (Luke 21:38). Jesus  ̓
popularity was such that his trial was held 
expeditiously, and at night (Matthew 26:31; 
27:1).

After Jesus  ̓death the book of Acts talks 
about the presence of numerous disciples. 
On the day of Pentecost 3,000 disciples 
could be counted in Jerusalem (Acts 2:41), 
then later the number would swell to 5,000 
men plus women and children (Acts 4:4). 
Shortly thereafter, the book notes that: More 
and more men and women believed in the 
Lord.  They joined the other believers (Acts 
5:14). The term “multitudes” is used to 
designate those that came “from the towns 
around Jerusalem” (Acts 5:16). Later, the 
book of Acts notes again that “the number of 
believers in Jerusalem grew quickly” (Acts 
6:7).
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Based upon the figures given in the book 
of Acts and other historical information, 
scholars estimate that at the time of 
Stephenʼs death the number of Jewish 
converts to the Christian faith was around 
25,000.2 Even after Stephenʼs stoning and 
the ensuing persecution, the number never 
ceased to increase. The story of Acts is 
regularly punctuated by the same recurrent 
observation, noting the always increasing 
success of the gospel among Jews (Acts 
8:5-12; 9:31, 35, 43; 11:20-21; 14:1; 16:
5; 19:9, 20, etc.). At the end of Acts, the 
brethren of Jerusalem were glad to count 
in Palestine that “thousands of Jews have 
become believers” (21:20). We know that 
the Greek word “myriad” used here actually 
means 10,000. Therefore, we can very easily 
estimate that the number of Christian Jews 
had exceeded at least three times 10,000. 
This represents more than half the number 
of inhabitants of Jerusalem at that time. 
This signifies that the great majority of Jews 
(and in certain places their totality) had 
recognized Jesus as their Messiah.

We can therefore say that Christians who 
contend the Jews failed to recognize Jesus, 
as well as, Jews who think they have 
reason to reject Him, are both wrong. The 
historian Jules Isaac comments, “With rare 
exceptions, wherever Jesus went the Jewish 
people took him to their hearts, as the 
Gospels testify. Did they, at a given moment, 
suddenly turn against him? This is a notion 
3        Jules Isaac, Jesus and Israel (New York: Holt, Rinehart and 

Winston, 1971), p. 101. 
4        Ibid.,p.132.
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which has yet to be proved.”3 Later in his 
demonstration, Jules Isaac concludes: “The 
Gospels give us good reason to doubt that 
this [the rejection of Jesus by the Jews] ever 
happened.”4

A Predicted Messiah

Actually, this Jewish welcome 
should not be surprising. Since 
the beginning, the Gospels present 

Jesus  ̓coming as the ultimate fulfillment of 
the lasting hope of Israel.

First, the time was ripe. In Jesus  ̓time, there 
was strong expectation for a Messiah. This 
is known not only through the testimony of 
the Gospels and the historians of the time 
but also through the Dead Sea Scrolls, which 
show that Jews oppressed under the Roman 
yoke were expecting the Messiah to come 
soon.

By consulting the Scriptures, particularly the 
prophecy of the 70 weeks found in Daniel 9, 
they could easily conclude that the time had 
come.5 This passage in Daniel is the only 
one which speaks directly and absolutely 
about the Messiah, and also indicates 
chronologically when he should come. …
There will be seven ʻweeks.  ̓ Then there will 
be 62 ʻweeks.  ̓ The seven ʻweeks  ̓will begin 
when an order is given to rebuild Jerusalem 
and make it like new again (Daniel 9:25). 

5        This Jewish consciousness of the plenitude of time is most 
powerfully exhibited by the Essenes. See William H. Shea, 
Selected Studies on Prophetic Interpretation, Daniel and 
Revelation Committee Series, vol. 1 (Washington, DC: Review 
and Herald Publishing Association, 1982), pp. 89-93. 
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Two landmarks are given here which allow 
us to situate this event in history:
1. The word that announces the 
reconstruction of Jerusalem. This refers to 
Artaxerxes  ̓decree in 457 B.C.E. This was 
the third and last of such decrees (following 
those of Cyrus and Darius, see Ezra 6:14). 
This decree was the decisive one and the 
only one to be followed by a blessing (Ezra 
7:27-28).

2. The subsequent time period of 69 
weeks (7 plus 62) which, in the prophetic 
context of Daniel and according to the 
most authoritative and ancient Jewish 
interpretations like those of Saadia Gaon, 
Rashi, and even Ibn Ezra,6 must be 
understood as weeks of years. This period of 
time comes out to be 69 times 7 equals 483 
years.

This means that the coming of the Messiah 
was predicted to occur 483 years after 457 
B.C.E. which brings us to the 27th year of 
our era. It is superfluous to remind ourselves 
that this date coincides with the appearance 
on historyʼs stage of Jesus of Nazareth as he 
began his messianic ministry to the people 
of Israel (Luke 3:21-23). This is also the 
year when Jesus introduces himself as the 
anointed Messiah, the one that fulfills the 
prophecy:

Jesus went to Nazareth, where he had 
been brought up.  On the Sabbath 
day He went into the synagogue as 

6        Miqraoth Gdoloth, ad loc.



 notes

20

He usually did.  And He stood up to 
read.  The scroll of the prophet Isaiah 
was handed to Him.  He unrolled it 
and found the right place.  There it is 
written, “The Spirit of the Lord is on 
me.   He has anointed me to tell the 
good news to poor people. He has sent 
me to announce freedom for prisoners.   
He has sent me so that the blind will 
see again.  He wants me to free those 
who are beaten down.  And He has 
sent me to announce the year when He 
will set His people free.” Then Jesus 
rolled up the scroll.  He gave it back 
to the attendant and sat down.  The 
eyes of everyone in the synagogue 
were staring at Him.  He began by 
saying to them, “Today this passage of 
Scripture is coming true as you listen” 
(Luke 4:16-21).

Jesus here identifies himself as the Messiah, 
long awaited by all. His numerous miracles, 
his exemplary and extraordinary life, his 
exaltation of the Torah, and his teaching 
so deeply rooted in the Hebrew Scriptures, 
confirm it. This is the response that he gave 
to Johnʼs disciples when they came to him in 
order to inquire whether he was indeed the 
Messiah announced by the prophets: Jesus 
replied, “Go back to John.  Report to him 
what you hear and see.  Blind people receive 
sight.  Disabled people walk.  Those who 
have skin diseases are healed.  Deaf people 
hear.  Those who are dead are raised to life.  
And the good news is preached to those who 
are poor…” (Matthew 11:4, 5).
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Even Jesus  ̓death carried a special meaning; 
it was understood in relation to the sacrifices 
offered on the altar of the Temple. Indeed, 
this interpretation was already indicated in 
the promise in the first pages of Genesis. In 
the very heart of the curse that follows the 
fall of Adam and Eve, God sows a word of 
hope. Someone born from the seed of the 
woman would crush the head of the Serpent, 
the archetype of evil, while being at the 
same time hit at the heel (Genesis 3:15).

The principle of salvation through sacrifice 
is here suggested. It is not an accident that 
right after the curse, God makes this symbol 
concrete through clothes of skin (Genesis 
3:21). In a dramatic gesture, God comes 
down and Himself cuts garments for Adam 
and Eve. For that purpose, God does not 
choose linen or cotton or another vegetative 
material. He chooses the animal. This choice 
implies the death of an animal, the first 
death, the first sacrifice designed to relieve 
Adam and Eve from their feeling of shame 
and help them survive before God and 
themselves.  The function of this sacrifice 
was to point to the future event of messianic 
salvation.

It would be an error to attempt to 
interpret Israelʼs sacrifices from a magical 
perspective. They were not a simple ritual 
gesture meant to appease an angry God. 
We are also in the wrong if we attempt to 
interpret them from a psychoanalytical 
perspective, as a transference device 
allowing repressed violence to be expressed. 
7        Toledot haemunah hayisraelit, vol. 3, book 1, p. 80 (cf. pp. 

443, 444).
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In Biblical thinking, the salvation process 
does not move upwards from the human 
sphere to the divine, but on the contrary 
downwards from God to mankind. In that 
perspective, the institution of the sacrifices 
should be understood along the lines of 
Yehezkel Kauffmanʼs, as a symbol of the 
divine movement towards humans, of the 
hesed (grace) of God.7 Hebrew thought 
is events-centered. In the Bible, the 
sacrifices are part of the covenant ceremony 
through which God binds Himself for 
the future and promises hope (Genesis 8:
20-22; Genesis 15; Exodus 12:22, 23). 
The sacrifice therefore is neither magical 
nor psychological in nature but is a sign 
announcing an event to come. Hope in 
Hebrew is essentially of a historical nature.

It is therefore not surprising that Isaiah 53 
uses a reference to the Levite sacrifice in 
order to describe the coming of the Messiah, 
savior of Israel and humanity: He suffered 
the things we should have suffered.  He 
took on himself the pain that should have 
been ours. . . But the servant was pierced 
because we had sinned . . . He was led away 
like a sheep to be killed . . . I made His life 
a guilt offering to pay for sin . . . He will be 
punished for their sins (Isaiah 53:4-7, 10, 
11).
A passage in the Midrash8 alludes to a 
tradition whereby, because of Isaiah 53:
4, the Messiah was to call himself a leper: 
“The masters [Rabbana] have said that 
the leper of the school of the Rabbi . . . 
8        Midrash(im) is a written interpretation and discussion of the 

laws, customs and rituals of Jewish life mentioned in the Torah 
(the first five books of the Bible).

9        Sanhedrin 98b.
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is his name, for it has been said: ʻHe has 
borne our diseases and he has borne our 
sufferings, and we have considered him as 
a leper, smitten by God and humbled.ʼ” 9  
A characteristic invocation in the Midrash 
refers to this same text: “Messiah of our 
justice [Mashiach Tsidkenu], though we 
are Thy forebears, Thou art greater than we 
because Thou didst bear the burden of our 
childrenʼs sins, and our great oppressions 
have fallen upon Thee. . . . Among the 
peoples of the world Thou didst bring only 
derision and mockery to Israel. . . . Thy skin 
did shrink, and Thy body did become dry as 
wood; Thine eyes were hollowed by fasting, 
and Thy strength became like fragmented 
pottery-all that came to pass because of the 
sins of our children.”10

We can also recognize a similar correlation 
in the wording of the prophecy of the 
70 weeks which links the coming of the 
Messiah and the atonement of sin (Daniel 9:
24). This process was directly tied into the 
ritual of the sacrifices (Leviticus 4-7; 17:11). 
This connection has also been understood by 
the rabbis of the Talmud:11 “R. Eleazar in the 
name of R. Josei referred to it as a halakah, 
a rule or principle.  Even in Jewish tradition 
the sacrifices have been interpreted as an 
allusion to the Messiah.”12    

Therefore Christians were very much within 
a Jewish framework when they identified 
Jesus, the Messiah of Israel, their Messiah 
10       Pesiqta Rabbati, Pisqa 37.
11       The Talmud is a collection of ancient rabbinic laws, 

commentaries, and traditions related to the Torah.
12       Zebahim 44b, Sanhedrin 51b.
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as: “The Lamb of God who takes away 
the sin of the world!” (John 1:29; cf. 1 
Corinthians 5:7; Apocalypse 5:6, 9; Hebrews 
9:28; etc.).

He had come in the fullness of time and in 
the appropriate manner as was announced 
by the prophecy and symbolized by the 
sacrifices at the Temple. It is noteworthy 
that this is the only Messiah of history 
who so consistently has been related to 
the prophetic statements of the Hebrew 
Bible concerning the Messiah. Jewish 
scholar Schonfield boldly recognizes: “It is 
needful to emphasize that neither before nor 
since Jesus has there been anyone whose 
experiences from first to last have been so 
pin-pointed as tallying with what were held 
to be prophetic intimations concerning the 
Messiah.”13 Indeed, Jesus of Nazareth was 
recognized by many Jews, maybe even the 
majority of his contemporary Jews, as the 
Messiah they had been awaiting. Certainly 
this historical fact does not prove in an 
absolute manner his messianic identity, 
but it does show that the events which had 
occurred won the Jewish people over.

A Messiah Who Has Survived

There were a great number of 
Messiahs in Israelʼs history. From 
Bar-Kokhba to Shabbathai Tzevi, and 

nowadays to Rabbi Schneerson, a multitude 
of Messiahs drew crowds to themselves. Yet 
history does not retain them as Messiahs 
anymore. Each movement was a short-lived 
13       H. J. Schonfield, The Passover Plot. A New Interpretation of 

the Life and Death of Jesus (New York: Bernard Geis, 1966), 
p. 36; quoted in Donald A. Hagner, The Jewish Reclamation 
of Jesus (Grand Rapids: Academie Books, 1984), p. 248, n. 93.
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flame which did not extend its light beyond 
its space and time. The fact that Jesus is the 
only Jewish Messiah that we still talk about, 
the only one to have exceeded the frontiers 
of space and time, constitutes an interesting 
fact which merits consideration. We can 
recall here the point made by the Pharisee 
Raban Gamaliel, disciple of the great Hillel, 
who made reference to the Messiahs of his 
time in order to set a quality standard: …If 
their plans and actions are only human, they 
will fail.  But if their plans come from God, 
you won t̓ be able to stop these men.  You 
will only find yourselves fighting against 
God (Acts 5:38, 39). Gamaliel called upon 
an old rabbinical principle, traces of which 
can also be found in a proverb pronounced 
by Johanan, a sandal maker of the twelfth 
century: “Any community that is inspired 
from heaven will establish itself but what is 
not inspired from heaven will not.”14

To the question we asked at the beginning, 
whether a Jew could believe in Jesus as 
the Messiah, we can therefore without 
reservation answer with a yes. This can be 
said for at least three reasons:

1. Jesus was recognized as the  
 Messiah by the majority of Jews of his  
 time.

2. Jesus  ̓identity as the Messiah is 
based upon holy Scriptures and fits 
Jewish tradition perfectly.
3. Jesus is the only Jewish Messiah 
to have survived and outgrown his 
respective space and time.

14       Pirqe Aboth IV:14.
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The belief in Jesus as the Messiah is 
therefore not incompatible with the Jewish 
identity. The reason for His rejection during 
the better part of the past 2,000 years is 
therefore to be sought outside Judaism and 
more precisely in Christianity. According 
to Jules Isaac, it is the rejection of the law 
by Christians which prompted the rejection 
of Jesus by the Jews. “The Jewish rejection 
of Christ was triggered by the Christian 
rejection of the Law. . . . The rejection of 
the Law was enough. To ask of the Jewish 
people that they accept this rejection . . 
was like asking them to tear out their heart. 
History records no example of such a 
collective suicide.”15

On the other hand, Albert Memmi suggests 
that the Jewish resistance to the Christian 
message is a natural reaction to Christian 
anti-Semitism:

I was telling to my school 
comrades the story of a Jesus 
that betrayed his people and 
his religion . . . But also I had 
just received, because of him, 
a serious beating in a small 
church situated in a mountain 
town. For 2,000 years Jesus 
has represented for Jews the 
continual pretext of a continual 

15        Jules Isaac, Genèse de l’Antisémitisme (Paris: Calmann-Lévy, 
1956), p. 147; as translated in Jacques Doukhan, Drinking at 
the Sources: An appeal to the Jew and the Christian to Note 
Their Common Beginnings (Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press 
Publishing Association, 1981), p. 25. 

16       Albert Memmi, La libération du juif (Paris: Petite Bibliothèque 
Payot, 1972), p. 215.

17       Ibid., p. 71.
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beating they received, a 
drubbing in which they often 
found death.16 . . . When you 
are oppressed you cannot 
completely accept the customs 
and values of your oppressor, 
unless you abandon all pride 
and trample upon your own 
heart. And this rejection may 
occur despite the fact that those 
customs and values may be 
beautiful in themselves and even 
superior to oneʼs own.17

In other words, Christianity, whose goal 
was to witness for the Messiah to the world 
and primarily to the Jews, has become, 
by abandoning the law and rejecting the 
Jews, the main obstacle to its acceptance.  
Furthermore, by rejecting the law and 
oppressing the Jewish nation in the name of 
Jesus, Christianity has sacrificed a great deal 
of its own identity.

If we can be Jewish and accept Jesus, how 
can we be Christian and reject the very roots 
which nourished Jesus?  Paradoxically, with 
regards to Jesus, it is not so much the Jewish 
identity which should be questioned as the 
Christian identity.
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“I see Him, but not now;
I behold Him, but not near;

A Star shall come out of Jacob;
A Scepter shall rise out of Israel.”

Numbers 24:17, NKJV
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1.  Why is there a need for a Messiah?

2. What was God’s first promise to mankind?

3. Who is represented by the “seed” of the 
woman in Genesis 3:15?

4. What clues suggest that the “seed” of the 
woman in Genesis 3:15 represents an 
individual?

5. What is represented by the Serpent?
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6. What mechanism of salvation is suggested 
through the imagery of the fight in 
Genesis 3:15?

7. What mechanism of salvation is suggested 
through the imagery of the Suffering 
Servant in Isaiah 53?

8. What mechanism of salvation is suggested 
through the ritual of sacrifice?

9. Who is the Suffering Servant in Isaiah 53?

10. From what tribe and family of Israel 
should the Messiah come?

The Messiah I4
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11. What kind of relationship will this 
Messiah entertain with God?

12. What clues in Isaiah 53 help identify the 
Suffering Servant?

13. How does the Bible suggest the 
supernatural nature of the Messiah?

14. How does the Bible suggest the 
supernatural birth of the Messiah?

15. What will be the scope of the rule of the 
Messiah?

After studying this lesson, do you sense a need for 
a Messiah, or Savior in your own life?

The Messiah I4 4
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What is Truth?
A strange question perhaps, yet one that expresses both our 
confusion and our skepticism regarding truth.  Confusion, 
because with a multiplicity of religions and a diversity of 
beliefs around us we may genuinely wonder, “Where is 
the truth?”  Skepticism, for it suggests that truth does not 
exist; in fact, there really is no objective truth.

The Hebrew Bible, the Tanakh, answers the question 
clearly.  “Hashem, God is the truth” (Jeremiah 10:10; 
literal translation).  For the Bible then, truth does exist; 
truth is association with God Himself.  In fact, truth, 
Emeth, in the Hebrew language, is one of the 13 attributes 
of God.  It falls seventh in the list in the exact center of 
the 13 attributes listed in Exodus 34:6; literal translation, a 
passage that is recited in the liturgies of Rosh Ha-Shanah 
Yom Kippur (Jewish New Year, Day of Attonement).

If truth is identified with Godʼs character, it does not 
come from us but is to be found outside of us – in God.  
This recognition implies that in order to find the truth we 
should not approach it with the preconceived idea that 
we know what the truth is.  Instead, we should approach 
the truth with a question, “What is it?”  This is the very 
same question, in fact, the ancient Israelites asked when 
confronted with the manna, the bread of God in the 
wilderness.  “What is it?” they asked, and the question 
gave the name to this heavenly bread, for the Hebrew 
word manna means “What is it?”  The meaning of the 
word manna suggests an important lesson regarding how 
we should approach Biblical truth.  We should approach 
it with the question: “What is it?  What is truth?”  We 
should approach it with the same humble and honest 
mindset as the ancient Israelites approached the manna in 
the wilderness, asking “What is it?  Asking the question 
from this frame of reference no longer suggests confusion 
or skepticism.   Instead, it implies sincere questioning 
from one who expects a true answer from above.  
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 Bible Study – Lesson # 5*
The Messiah II (When and Who?)

Who is the Messiah?

The following story is told about 
Martin Buber who was addressing an 
audience of Catholic priests.

Buber remarked: “What is the difference 
between Jews and Christians? We all await 
the Messiah. You believe He has already 
come and gone, while we do not. I therefore 
propose that we await Him together. And 
when He appears, we can ask Him, Were 
You here before?” Then he paused and 
added: “And I hope at that moment I will 
be close enough to whisper in his ear, ʻFor 
the love of heaven, donʼt answer.ʼ” (Cited in 
Elie Wiesel, All Rivers Run to the Sea (New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1996), pp. 354-355.)

“The Messiah will come.” The song 
resonates throughout Israel and echoes 
Mamonides  ̓creed: “yavo hamashiah.” 
“He will come” claims the New Testament, 
and Christians echo this refrain when they 
cry out “Maranatha.” All declare the same 
hope; yet they are divided on the Messiahʼs 
identity. So the question remains at the core 
of the unfolding Judeo-Christian drama: if 
the Messiah is one and only, then who is he?

Arguments rage on because we still donʼt 
understand that what matters is not whether 
we have recognized him but whether he will 
recognize us!

*Unless otherwise noted, all scripture references are taken 
from the New International Reader s̓ Version of the Bible, 
Copyright 1998, by the Zondervan Corporation.
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1.  Can a Biblical prophet also predict  
 the exact time of a future event?

 In that year I learned from the 
Scriptures that Jerusalem would 
remain destroyed for 70 years (Daniel 
9:2).  (cf. Jeremiah 25:11)

• Daniel “one of the greatest of 
the prophets . . . we believe 
that Daniel conversed with 
God; for he did not only 
prophesy of future events, as 
did the other prophets, but 
he also determined the time 
of their accomplishment” 
(Flavius Josephus, Antiquities 
XI, 7).

2. What is the purpose of the 70-weeks 
prophecy?

“ Seventy weeks are determined For 
your people and for your holy city, To 
finish the transgression, To make an 
end of sins, To make reconciliation 
for iniquity, To bring in everlasting 
righteousness, To seal up vision and 
prophecy, And to anoint the Most 
Holy” (Daniel 9:24).

 
• “It is the King Messiah of 

whom it is written ʻto bring 
an everlasting righteousnessʼ” 
(Bereshith Rabbati on Genesis 
14:18).
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3. What kind of Messiah is implied in 
the 70-weeks prophecy?

“Know therefore and understand, That 
from the going forth of the command 
To restore and build Jerusalem Until 
Messiah the Prince, There shall be 
seven weeks and sixty-two weeks; 
The street shall be built again, and 
the wall, Even in troublesome times.  
And after the sixty-two weeks Messiah 
shall be cut off, but not for Himself; 
and the people of the prince who is 
to come shall destroy the city and the 
sanctuary. The end of it shall be with 
a flood, And till the end of the war 
desolations are determined” (Daniel 
9:25, 26).

• A literary clue: the connection 
with the introduction (Daniel 
9:2) pointing to the coming of 
the Messiah Cyrus (Isaiah 45:
1); Cyrus ends a sabbatical 
period (7x10yrs.) while 
this Messiah ends a jubilee 
(7x7x10yrs).

• A syntactical clue: a 
comparison between the 
syntax of the words in the 
prayer (definite language: 
“our vision,” “the vision 
of,” etc.) and the syntax of 
the words in the prophecy 
(indefinite language: “vision,” 
“sins,” “prophets, etc.”) 
suggests a universal scope that 
would then imply a universal 
Messiah.
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4. What is the starting point of the 70 
weeks?

 “Know therefore and understand, That 
from the going forth of the command 
To restore and build Jerusalem Until 
Messiah the Prince, There shall be 
seven weeks and sixty-two weeks; 
The street shall be built again, and 
the wall, Even in troublesome times”  
(Daniel 9:25).

 The elders of the Jews continued to 
build the temple.  They enjoyed great 
success because of the preaching of 
the prophets Haggai and Zechariah.  
Zechariah belonged to the family 
line of Iddo.  The people finished 
building the temple.  That s̓ what the 
God of Israel had commanded them 
to do.  Cyrus and Darius had given 
orders allowing them to do it.  Later, 
Artaxerxes supplied many things that 
were needed in the temple.  Those 
three men were kings of Persia (Ezra 
6:14).

5. Why is Artaxerxes  ̓decree the one 
that is intended in the prophecy?

 “Ezra, appoint judges and other court 
officials.  When you do it, use the 
wisdom your God gives you.  Those 
you appoint should do what is right 
and fair when they judge people.  They 
should do it for everyone who lives 
west of the Euphrates.  They should do 
it for everyone who knows the laws of 
your God.  And I want you to teach the 
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people who don t̓ know those laws” 
(Ezra 7:25).  (cf. vs. 27-28)

 
• The last decree
• The most complete decree that also  
 concerns the temple
• The only decree that is followed by  
 a blessing (vs. 27-28)
• After this decree, Ezra shifts  

from Aramaic (language of exile) 
to Hebrew  (language of national 
restoration).

6. What kind of “weeks” is implied in  
 the 70-weeks prophecy?

 At that time I was very sad for three 
weeks (Daniel 10:2).

• In Hebrew, this text says 
“weeks of days” implying 
that the weeks of Daniel 3 are 
of another order “weeks of 
years”.

 Let each day you lie there stand for 
one year of their sin.  So you will 
keep Israel s̓ sin on you for 390 days 
(Ezekiel 4:5).  (cf. Job 10:5)

   
• “A week in Daniel 9 means 

a week of years” (Talmud b. 
Yoma 54a).

• On the words “one week” 
in Daniel 9:27, “A week 
represents a period of seven 
years” (Lamentations Rabbah 
34).
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7. Why should the periods of “7 
weeks and 62 weeks” be connected 
together in order to lead to the 
coming of the Messiah?

“ Seventy weeks are determined For 
your people and for your holy city, To 
finish the transgression, To make an 
end of sins, To make reconciliation 
for iniquity, To bring in everlasting 
righteousness, To seal up vision and 
prophecy, And to anoint the Most 
Holy”

 (Daniel 9:24).

• See the Reading Document 
on the structure and analysis 
of the nature of the Athnach 
(usually a disjunctive accent).

8. What is the moment which marks 
the end of the 69 weeks (7 plus 62 
weeks) hence the predicted moment 
of the coming of the Messiah?

 When all the people were being 
baptized, Jesus was baptized too.  
And as He was praying, heaven was 
opened.  The Holy Spirit came down 
on Him in the form of a dove.  A voice 
came from heaven.  It said, “You are 
my Son, and I love you.  I am very 
pleased with you” (Luke 3:21-22).  
(cf. 3:1; 4:18-21)

9. What will happen to this Messiah, 
and how will this event affect 
“sacrifice and offering”?
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 And after the sixty-two weeks Messiah  
 shall be cut off…He shall bring an end  
 to sacrifice and offering… (Daniel 9: 
 27).  

10. What other event was also predicted 
in the 70-weeks prophecy?

 The army of the ruler who will come 
will destroy the city and the temple.  
The end will come like a flood.  War 
will continue until the end.  The Lord 
has ordered that many places be 
destroyed (Daniel 9:26).  (cf. Mark 13:
14)

• “Daniel also wrote concerning 
the Roman government and 
that our country should be 
made desolate by them” 
(Flavius Josephus, Antiquities, 
book 10, ch. 11, 7).

• “There was a certain ancient 
oracle of those men (the 
Jewish prophets) that the city 
(Jerusalem) should then be 
taken and the sanctuary burnt 
by right of war” (Flavius 
Josephus, Wars, book IV, ch. 
6, 3).

• “Rabba said . . . ʻIndeed it 
was known that it will be 
destroyed (the Temple), but 
how could they know when?  ̓
Abay answered: ʻThey knew 
when since it is written in 
Daniel 9:24, “Seventy weeks 
have been determined on your 
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people and on the holy city”ʼ” 
(Talmud b. Nazir 32b).

11. How did the Jews respond to Jesus?

 Everyone said good things about him.  
They were amazed at the gracious 
words they heard from his lips.  “Isn t̓ 
this Joseph s̓ son,” they asked (Luke 
4:22)?  (cf. John 12:12-15; Acts 4:4; 
21:20)

• In that time lived Jesus, a 
wise man, . . He performed 
miracles and taught the people 
who received with joy the 
truth, and he brought many 
to go with him” (Flavius 
Josephus, Antiquities, 18, 3.3).

12. What was the main argument which 
convinced many Jews that Jesus 
was the Messiah?

 All of this took place to bring about 
what the Lord had said would happen.  
He has said through the prophet, “The 
virgin is going to have a baby…” 
(Matthew 1:22, 23).

 They decided to meet Paul on a 
certain day.  At that time even more 
people came to the place where he was 
staying.  From morning until evening, 
he told them about God s̓ kingdom and 
explained it to them.  Using the Law 
of Moses and the Prophets, he tried to 
get them to believe in Jesus (Acts 28:
23).
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13. Who is the only Jewish Messiah who 
has survived and outgrown local 
space and time?

  “So let me give you some advice.  
Leave these men alone!  Let them 
go!  If their plans and actions are 
only human, they will fail.  But if their 
plans come from God, you won t̓ be 
able to stop these men.  You will only 
find yourselves fighting against God” 
(Acts 5:38-39).

14. Why was it necessary for the 
Messiah to come a first time?

 A covenant will be put into effect with 
many people for one ʻweek.  ̓ (Daniel 
9:27).

 

15. Is it possible for a Jew to believe 
in Jesus as his Messiah and still 
remain a Jew?

 Then Paul said, “I am a Jew.  I was 
born in Tarsus in Cilicia.  But I grew 
up here in Jerusalem.  I was well 
trained by Gamaliel in the law of our 
people.  I wanted to serve God as 
much as any of you do today” (Acts 
22:3).

• The Talmud records a number 
of famous rabbis (e.g., 
Elisha ben Abuyah, Simeon 
ben Zoma, etc.) who were 
identified as Christians and 
were still accepted as Jews 
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and even as respected sages 
and leaders who were treated 
by their associates “with 
sensitive consideration” (see 
Samson H. Levy, “The Best 
Kept Secret of Rabbinic 
Tradition,” Judaism [1972]: 
469).
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The Prophecy of the Coming of the 
Messiah*

The 70 Weeks of Daniel 9

Literal Translation of the Prophecy (Daniel 
9:24-27)
V24 Seventy weeks have been severed about 
your people, your holy city to finish the 
transgression, to bring an end to sins, to 
atone for iniquity, to bring everlasting 
righteousness, to seal vision and prophet, 
to anoint the holy of holies.  V25 You should 
know and comprehend that from the going 
out of the word to restore and rebuild 
Jerusalem until Messiah prince, seven weeks 
and sixty-two weeks, it will be restored and 
rebuilt, streets and trench, even in anguished 
times.  V26 Then after the 62 weeks, Messiah 
will be cut off, and no one to (help) him.  
The people of the prince who is coming 
will destroy the city and the holy, and it 
will end in a flood; until the end of war, 
desolations are determined.  V27 He will 
broaden covenant with many one week.  In 
the middle of the week will cease altar and 
offering.  And on the wing of abominations, 
desolating, until the end and what has been 
determined will be poured on the one that 
desolates.

Godʼs answer to the prayer of 
Daniel (Ch. 9: 4-19) is Gabrielʼs 
announcement of the Messiah:  

“Here is what I want you to know and 
understand.  There will be seven ʻweeks.  ̓ 
Then there will be 62 ʻweeks.  ̓ The seven 
ʻweeks  ̓will begin when an order is given 
*        Taken from Jacques B. Doukhan, Secrets of Daniel: Wisdom 

and Dreams of a Jewish Priest in Exile (Hagerstown: Review 
and Herald Publishing Association, 2000) 135-156.  Used by 
permission.
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to rebuild Jerusalem and make it like new 
again.  At the end of the 62 ʻweeks,  ̓the 
Anointed King will come.  Jerusalem will 
have streets and a water system when it is 
rebuilt.  But that will be done in the times of 
trouble” (Daniel 9:25).

In Biblical tradition, the “Messiah” is a 
person who has been set apart with a mission 
to save the people. The Hebrew word 
mashiah (messiah) is a passive form of the 
verb mashah (to anoint). Mashiah (Messiah) 
designates him who has been “anointed.” 
The person designated as a messiah usually 
went through a ceremony that initiated his 
role.  Someone anointed the person with oil, 
symbolizing the transmission of strength and 
wisdom, as well as, the faith of the anointer 
in the success of the newly appointed 
messiah.
 
Priests, prophets, and even kings were 
anointed to become messiahs. The history of 
Israel accounts for several messiahs. Aaron 
is called messiah (Exodus 28:41; Leviticus 
16:32), likewise the prophet Isaiah (Isaiah 
61:1), King Saul (2 Samuel 1:14), David (1 
Samuel 16:6, 13), and even a foreign prince, 
Cyrus (Isaiah 45:1). The hope of Israel was 
thus maintained from messiah to messiah.
 
The prophecy of the seventy weeks doesnʼt 
just concern a messiah, but the Messiah. 
In consulting the prophecy of the seventy 
years (9:2), Daniel expected one particular 
messiah, Cyrus. The prophecy of the seventy 
weeks, on the other hand, has universal 
repercussions.  The prophecy of seventy 
weeks is the universal version of the 
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prophecy of seventy years. This is already 
implied in the language of the passage. The 
seventy years (7 X 10) of Jeremiah, lead to 
the messiah of the Sabbatical year, whereas 
the seventy weeks, or “seventy sevens” (7 X 
7 X 10), lead to a messiah of Jubilee. 
 
This is why this last Messiah leads to the 
Jubilee, the Levitical festival symbolizing 
the re-creation of the world. This Sabbath 
of sabbaths, coming up every seven-times-
seven years, is a time of “grace and liberty” 
(Isaiah 61:1-2), when humanity and nature 
are born anew (Leviticus 25:8-17).
   
Three things must be cleared up in order 
to decode the prophetic period: the point 
of departure, the duration, and the point of 
arrival. 

1. The Point of Departure

The coming of the Messiah is the 
outcome of human words (verse 
25) announcing the restoration of 

Jerusalem, which echo the divine words 
(verse 23) answering the prayer of Daniel. 
The same word davar (“word”) is used in 
both cases. In other words, the word from 
below which announces the reconstruction 
of Jerusalem is the answer to the word from 
above which inspires it. This word is the 
point of departure of the prophetic period 
of the seventy weeks: “Here is what I want 
you to know and understand.  There will 
be seven ʻweeks.  ̓ Then there will be 62 
ʻweeksʼ”(Daniel 9:25).
 
The book of Ezra proclaims that the city of 
Jerusalem would be rebuilt at the issue of 
three successive decrees, one by Cyrus, one 
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by Darius, and another by Artaxerxes (Ezra 
6:14).

The first decree, issued in 538 by Cyrus, 
inaugurated the return of the first exiles. 
In one year, about fifty thousand Jews 
returned to their land (Ezra 2:64). But this 
decree was essentially concerned with the 
reconstruction of the temple; it authorized 
the return of 5,400 cultic utensils that had 
formerly belonged to it (Ezra 1:11).  The 
second decree, issued in 519 by Darius the 
First, Hystapes (not Darius the Mede) only 
confirmed the decree of Cyrus (Ezra 6:3-12).  
The third decree was issued by Artaxerxes, 
otherwise known as Longimanus (long-
armed, Ezra 7:13-26). Several elements 
point to it, as being “the decree” mentioned 
in the prophecy:
 
1. It is the last decree, therefore the only 
effective one. In fact, Ezra uses the word 
decree in the singular to designate all three 
decrees, as though to imply their common 
purpose.
 
2. This decree is the most thorough one, 
concerning both the reconstruction of 
the temple and the reestablishment of the 
political and administrative structures of 
Jerusalem (Ezra 7:25).

3. And finally, this decree is the only one 
where Godʼs intervention is explicitly 
mentioned: People of Israel, give praise to 
the Lord.  He is the God of our people who 
lived long ago…The Lord has shown his 
good favor to me.  The strong hand of the 
Lord my God helped me.  That gave me new 
strength.  So I gathered together leaders 
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from Israel to go up to Jerusalem with me 
(Ezra 7:27-28).

Significantly, this passage marks a transition 
from Aramaic, the language of exile, to 
Hebrew, the language of Israel. The decree 
of Artaxerxes introduces this linguistic 
shift, a turning point in the history of 
Israel, announcing the fact that the national 
restoration has indeed started. According 
to the book of Ezra, Artaxerxes issued 
his decree late in the seventh year of his 
reign (Ezra 7:8), that is, in early fall of 457 
B.C.E.1 Ezra left Babylon on the first day of 
the first month and arrived in Jerusalem on 
the first day of the fifth month (Ezra 7:8-9). 
Therefore, 457 is the point of departure for 
our prophecy.

2. The Duration

These weeks are prophetic; one day, 
therefore, corresponds to one year. In 
Daniel, these weeks should be read 

as weeks of years.  Immediately following 
chapter 9, the first words of chapter 10 
directly confirm the interpretation given 
above. When it mentions three weeks of 
fasting, the Hebrew text chooses to add 
the precise “three weeks of days” (verse 2, 
literal translation), the only occurrence in 
the entire Bible of such a careful distinction.  
It is as though to distinguish between two 
sorts of weeks, the week of years in Daniel 9 
and the week of days in chapter 10.

1        History tells us that Artaxerxes began his reign in 465B.C.E., 
the year of his ascending the throne (see “Artaxerxes,” in 
Universal Larousse).  According to the Bible, however, the first 
year of his reign would have begun at the beginning of the 
next year, in Tishri (see Jer. 25:1 and Dan. 1:1, 2; cf. 2 Kings 
18:1,9,10; cf. Mishna Rosh Hashanah 1.1).  The seventh year 
of Artaxerxes would then extend from fall (Tishri) 458 to fall 
457.
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The equation of “day-year” appears 
throughout the Bible.  Narratives often 
employ the word “days” (yamim) in the 
sense of years to the extent that most 
versions actually translate it as “years” (see 
Exodus 13:10; Judges 11:40; 1 Samuel 1:
21; 2:19; 27:7; Numbers 9:22; 1 Kings 11:
42; Genesis 47:9, etc.). The poetic passages 
of the Bible contain many parallelisms 
between “days” and “years”: “Your days 
aren t̓ like the days of a human being.  Your 
years aren t̓ like the years of a mere man” 
(Job 10:5); “I thought about days gone by.  I 
thought about the years of long ago” (Psalm 
77:5); “He has sent me to announce the year 
when he will set his people free.  He wants 
me to announce the day when he will pay his 
enemies back” (Isaiah 61:2).
 
This principle can also be found in Levitical 
texts. During six years, the Israelite farmer 
was to work his land; the seventh year he 
was to let it be idle and the harvest was to be 
shared with all – the slave like the foreigner, 
the poor like the rich. This seventh year of 
rest was called a Sabbath, like the seventh 
day of the week (Leviticus 25:1-7), with the 
difference that it was a “Sabbath of years” 
and not a “Sabbath of days.” This same 
language is used with regard to the Jubilee: 
“Count off seven sabbaths of years—seven 
times seven years” (Leviticus 25:8).
 
This principle also applied to prophecies 
concerning the future. Thus, the forty days 
in which the spies explored Canaan become 
forty years of wandering in the desert. “For 
40 years you will suffer for your sins.  That 
is one year for each of the 40 days you 
checked out the land.  You will know what 
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it is like to have me against you” (Numbers 
14:34). Likewise, the prophet Ezekiel is 
commanded by God to lie on his left side for 
so many days, each day symbolizing a year: 
“Let each day you lie there stand for one 
year of their sin.  So you will keep Israel s̓ 
sin on you for 390 days” (Ezekiel 4:5).
 
 Both Jewish and Christian tradition have 
understood the weeks of Daniel as weeks 
of years. Among numerous works, from 
the Hellenistic literature texts is  The 
Book of Jubilees (third century B.C.E.), 
The Testament of Levy (first century 
B.C.E.), The First Book of Enoch (second 
century B.C.E.); in the Qumran literature 
(second century B.C.E.), texts like II Q 
Melchitsedeq, the 4 Q 384-390 Pseudo-
Ezekiel, the Damascus Document; in the 
Rabbinical literature, texts such as the Seder 
Olam (second century C.E.), the Talmud, 
the Midrash Rabbah, and later the classical 
exegetes of the Middle Ages such as Saadia 
Gaon, Rashi, Ibn Ezra in the Miqraoth 
Gdoloth.2 All testify from ancient times 
to the validity of this interpretation. The 
day-year principle is probably the most 
ancient and solid principle used to bring the 
meaning out of this passage.
 
Indivisible weeks. The visionʼs weeks of 
years lead to the coming of the Messiah: 
“…There will be seven ʻweeks.  ̓Then there 
will be 62 ʻweeks  ̓. . . After the 62 ʻweeks,  ̓
the Anointed King will be cut off” (9:25-26).
 
The coming of the Messiah is to occur after 
the sixty-two weeks which are added to the 
2        Jacques Doukhan, Drinking at the Sources (Mountain View, 

Calif.: Pacific Press, 1981), p. 67.
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seven weeks. There is no break between the 
seven weeks and the sixty-two weeks, as 
some translations might imply. And yet, the 
Massoretic text, that is, the text punctuated 
and vocalized by the Massoretes in the tenth 
century C.E. (our Hebrew version), indicates 
a disjunctive accent (Athnakh) which seems 
to indicate a break after “seven weeks.”
 
1. The first reason is logical and contextual. 
Already the introduction sums the weeks up 
as seventy: “seventy ʻsevens  ̓are decreed for 
your people and your holy city” (verse 24).
 
2. The second reason is stylistic.3 The 
structure of the text is built upon the two 
entwined themes of the Messiah and 
Jerusalem, each with a distinctive key word. 
Each time the text refers to the Messiah (A1, 
A2, A3), the word weeks (shabuim) appears; 
each time the text refers to Jerusalem 
(B1, B2, B3), the word trench/decree (hrs) 
appears.  
   
Therefore, we infer from the structure that 
the break should come only after the 62 
weeks (and not after the 7 weeks), as is the 
case in the ancient translations such as the 
Septuagint Bible, the Syriac Bible, and the 
even in the Qumran version of the text.4

 
3. The third reason is derived from the 
syntax and use of the Masoretic disjunctive 
accent, the Athnakh attached to the word 
“seven”.  Indeed, the use of the athnach 
does not always mean separation.  It is 
3        Jacques Doukhan, “The Seventy Weeks of Dan. 9: An 

Exegetical Study,” Andrews University Seminary Studies 17, 
No. 1 (1979): 12-14.

4        Geza Vermes, The Complete Dead Sea Scrolls in English (New 
York, 1997), p. 127.
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often used to mark an emphasis.5 Thus in 
Genesis 1:1 the athnach is put under the 
verb bara (create) not to mark a separation 
between this verb and its complement 
object “heavens and earth” but rather to 
emphasize the divine operation of creation.  
Therefore, the weeks of Daniel 9 constitute 
an indivisible sum.  We should read the 62 
weeks in conjunction with the 7 weeks.  On 
the basis of the date of the beginning of 
the prophecy (457 B.C.E.) and its duration 
(70 weeks of years) it becomes possible to 
determine the end of the prophecy and to 
discover the event to which the prophecy 
leads.

3. The Point of Arrival

His coming. The coming of the 
Messiah is then awaited for 69 
weeks of years, that is, 483 years 

(69 times 7) from the point of departure, 
457 B.C.E. The seventieth week would 
then be the year 27 of our era. In the history 
of Israel and of the world, this year was 
marked by the coming of an individual 
called “Christos” (Greek rendition of the 
word Anointed/Messiah). This is precisely 
the year when Jesus was baptized and 
“anointed” by the Spirit (Luke 3:21-22). The 
event is dated by Luke in the fifteenth year 
of the reign of Tiberius Caesar (3:1).6 This is 
the year when Jesus inaugurates his ministry 
as Messiah by reading publicly from the text 
of Isaiah his own job-description!  The Spirit 
of the Lord is on me.  He has anointed me to 
tell the good news to poor people.  He has 
sent me to announce freedom for prisoners.  
5        William Wickes, Two Treatises on the Accentuation of the Old 

Testament (New York: 1970), parts I:32-35; II:4.
6        Doukhan, Drinking at the Sources, 135-6, n. 186
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He has sent me so that the blind will see 
again.  He wants me to free those who are 
beaten down (Luke 4:18-19).

By referencing the Jubilee, Jesus situates 
himself directly in the perspective of the 
prophecy of the seventy weeks, which also 
describes the same event in terms of Jubilee 
(see above). Jesus thus defines himself as the 
fulfillment of the prophecy: “And he began 
by saying to them: ʻToday this scripture is 
fulfilled in your hearingʼ” (Luke 4:21).
 
His death. The text of the prophecy even 
goes so far as to predict the death of the 
Messiah: “After the 62 weeks Messiah will 
be cut off . . . In the middle of the week he 
shall make to cease sacrifice and offering” 
(verses 26-27; literal translation).
 
The violence implied in the death of the 
Messiah is rendered by the Hebrew verb 
“cut down” (krt). Interestingly, this verb 
in the passive form usually designates, in 
the legal parts of the Pentateuch, a person 
condemned to death. The verb is in a tense 
which implies a brutal and definitive action. 
But the death of the Messiah was also 
described in Levitical terms. The verb krt 
belongs to the context of the covenant which 
is made possible through the sacrifices. In 
Hebrew, the verb krt always accompanies 
the word covenant (Genesis 15:18; Jeremiah 
34:13), because in Hebrew, the covenant 
is cut (krt). Thus, the word krt is rich 
in connotations of covenant and of the 
necessary sacrifice of the lamb (Genesis 15:
10; Jeremiah 34:18).
 
In other words, Daniel announces the 
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death of the Messiah in terms evocative 
of the covenant manifested by the death 
of the lamb in the Levitical system. The 
introduction of the prophecy of the seventy 
weeks already alludes to this by mentioning 
the atonement of sin (verse 24).
 
The prophecy thus identifies the Messiah 
with the sacrifice of the covenant. Like 
the lamb, his death made possible a 
covenant and assured divine forgiveness. 
This was a language that the Israelites, 
living in a context where sacrifice was a 
part of daily life, could easily understand. 
The prophet Isaiah would use the 
same words in describing the suffering 
servant—representing neither Israel nor the 
prophet7—who must also die like a lamb, in 
order to ensure forgiveness and salvation: 
“All of us are like sheep.  We have wandered 
away from God.  All of us have turned to 
our own way.  And the Lord has placed on 
his servant the sins of all of us” (Isaiah 53:
6-7). It is thus not surprising that the Jews in 
the time of Jesus recognized the Messiah as 
“The Lamb of God!  He takes away the sins 
of the world!” (John 1:29), and were able 
to discern in the daily sacrifices offered at 
the temple a prefiguration of the Messiah-
Savior, “The law is only a shadow of the 
good things that are coming” (Hebrews 10:
1).
 
Consequently, His death should result in the 
annulling of the sacrifices: “Now when sins 
have been forgiven, there is no need to offer 
any more sacrifices” (Hebrews 10:18, NLT), 
just as the prophet Daniel had predicted: 
7        For the distinction between the servant and Israel, see Isa. 49:

5-7 and 53:4-6.
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“sacrifices and offerings will come to an 
end” (Daniel 9:27).
 
The death of the Messiah was then to 
occur in the middle of the seventieth week 
(verse 27). “Middle” is a better translation 
of the Hebrew term hatsi than “half” as 
some translations seem to infer. In certain 
contexts, this word does mean “half,” but 
in a situation where a period of time is 
concerned, it always means “middle,” as 
is the case in our passage (see Exodus 12:
29; Joshua 10:13; Judges 16:3; Ruth 3:
8; Jeremiah 17:11; Psalm 102:25). “In the 
middle of the week” signifies three years 
and a half after the year 27 which is the year 
31, the year of the crucifixion. The timing 
and the significance of the death of Jesus 
of Nazareth falls perfectly in line with the 
prophecy.
 
The fall of Jerusalem. Following the death 
of the Messiah, the prophet Daniel focuses 
on the destiny of Jerusalem and of the 
Temple:  “And the people of the aggressive 
prince shall destroy the city and the 
sanctuary; its end shall be in a flood; until 
the end of the war is decreed, desolations . . 
. and on the wing abominations, desolating 
until the end, and then what was decreed 
will be poured upon the desolating power” 
(9:26-27; literal translation).

The prophecy is clear enough. It concerns 
the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of 
the temple. The event is not dated. For in the 
seventy-weeks prophecy, the chronological 
data are restricted to the event of the 
Messiah (see above). We are only informed 
that there will be “wars,” “desolations,” and 
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“abominations,” and that the tragedy will 
take place chronologically sometime after 
the death of the Messiah.
 
A strong consensus in Jewish tradition 
recognizes that this prophecy refers to 
the Romans who “flooded” into the city 
and “devastated” the temple, resulting in 
total “desolation.” Flavius Josephus8 who 
apparently witnessed the event, the Talmud,9 
and the great medieval rabbis10 Rashi, Ibn 
Ezra, etc., all agree to apply this prophetic 
vision to the siege of Jerusalem by the 
legions of Vespasien and finally by Titus in 
C.E. 70.
 
The covenant It is noteworthy that the 
prophet Daniel does not describe the work 
of the Messiah as a “new covenant” which 
would cancel the “old covenant,” but rather 
as a strengthening of the original covenant. 
The word “confirm” (NIV) or “strengthen” 
(higbir from the root gbr denoting strength) 
is used. The encounter with the Messiah 
is not designed to take the “new convert” 
outside of Israel; but on the contrary, it was 
supposed to strengthen Jewish roots and its 
covenant with the God of Israel.
 
Moreover, this covenant concerns the 
rabbim (“many”), a technical term that 
connotes the idea of universality.11The 
covenant is not only “strengthened” with 
“many” Jews, but is also extended to 
“many” nations.  In contrast to the event of 
the fall of Jerusalem, this event is situated 

8        Josephus, Wars of the Jews, 5. 6,10.
9        Bablonian Talmud, Gittin, 56a, 56b, 57b.
10       Miqraoth Gdoloth.
11       Doukhan, “The Seventy Weeks of Dan. 9,” 21.
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in time, for it concerns the Messiah: “He 
will strengthen covenant to many one week” 
(Dan. 9:27).12The prophecy takes us then to 
the end of the last week of the 70 weeks (34 
C.E.).  It is noteworthy that the date marks 
an event that has had a considerable impact 
on civilization as well as being a key event 
for humanityʼs salvation.  It was the year 
the message of the God of Israel exploded 
beyond the borders of Palestine and reached 
the Gentiles, the “many” just mentioned 
(Acts 8).  
 

12       Note that the word “for” generally used in our English 
translations does not appear in the Hebrew.  
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“I see Him, but not now;

I behold Him, but not near;

A Star shall come out of Jacob;

A Scepter shall rise out of Israel.”

Numbers 24:17, NKJV
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1.  Can a Biblical prophet also predict the  
 exact time of a future event?

2. What is the purpose of the 70-weeks 
prophecy?

3. What kind of Messiah is implied in the 
70-weeks prophecy?

4. What is the starting point of the 70 
weeks?

5. Why is Artaxerxes’ decree the one that is 
intended in the prophecy?

6. What kind of “weeks” is implied in the 
70-weeks prophecy?
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7. Why should the periods of “7 weeks 
and 62 weeks” be connected together 
in order to lead to the coming of the 
Messiah?

8. What is the moment which marks the 
end of the 69 weeks (7 plus 62 weeks) 
hence the predicted moment of the 
coming of the Messiah?

9. What will happen to this Messiah, and 
how will this event affect “sacrifice and 
offering”?

10. What other event was also predicted in 
the 70-weeks prophecy?

11. How did the Jews respond to Jesus?

The Messiah II5
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12. What was the main argument which 
convinced many Jews that Jesus was the 
Messiah?

13. Who is the only Jewish Messiah who has 
survived and outgrown local space and 
time?

14. Why was it necessary for the Messiah to 
come a first time?

15. Is it possible for a Jew to believe in Jesus 
as his Messiah and still remain a Jew?

After learning about the 70 Weeks prophesy in 
the book of Daniel, does it make sense to you 
that Jesus is the Messiah?
 

How do you feel about this?

The Messiah II5 5
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What is Truth?
A strange question perhaps, yet one that expresses both our 
confusion and our skepticism regarding truth.  Confusion, 
because with a multiplicity of religions and a diversity of 
beliefs around us we may genuinely wonder, “Where is 
the truth?”  Skepticism, for it suggests that truth does not 
exist; in fact, there really is no objective truth.

The Hebrew Bible, the Tanakh, answers the question 
clearly.  “Hashem, God is the truth” (Jeremiah 10:10; 
literal translation).  For the Bible then, truth does exist; 
truth is association with God Himself.  In fact, truth, 
Emeth, in the Hebrew language, is one of the 13 attributes 
of God.  It falls seventh in the list in the exact center of 
the 13 attributes listed in Exodus 34:6; literal translation, a 
passage that is recited in the liturgies of Rosh Ha-Shanah 
Yom Kippur (Jewish New Year, Day of Attonement).

If truth is identified with Godʼs character, it does not 
come from us but is to be found outside of us – in God.  
This recognition implies that in order to find the truth we 
should not approach it with the preconceived idea that 
we know what the truth is.  Instead, we should approach 
the truth with a question, “What is it?”  This is the very 
same question, in fact, the ancient Israelites asked when 
confronted with the manna, the bread of God in the 
wilderness.  “What is it?” they asked, and the question 
gave the name to this heavenly bread, for the Hebrew 
word manna means “What is it?”  The meaning of the 
word manna suggests an important lesson regarding how 
we should approach Biblical truth.  We should approach 
it with the question: “What is it?  What is truth?”  We 
should approach it with the same humble and honest 
mindset as the ancient Israelites approached the manna in 
the wilderness, asking “What is it?  Asking the question 
from this frame of reference no longer suggests confusion 
or skepticism.   Instead, it implies sincere questioning 
from one who expects a true answer from above.  
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Bible Study- Lesson # 6*
Israel and the Church

No Religion Is an Island

“No religion is an island,” said 
Abraham Heschel, and this 
statement applies particularly 

to Israel and the Church. Neither Israel nor 
the Church can claim independence from 
the other. Yet ironically instead of providing 
a bond, this reality has produced rejection 
and hatred. The Church has settled and 
constructed her identity against Judaism; 
and conversely, Judaism has often created 
its singularity in reaction to the Church. And 
theology is not the only factor to blame in 
this scandal. Prejudice, ignorance and the 
deliberate will to lock the other in definitive 
labels, have all played a considerable role 
in this tragedy. It is important to think right, 
but it is also important to think right about 
the other. Christians need to learn more 
about and from the Jews, and inversely Jews 
will benefit to learn from Christians.
 
Could it be, in these times of dialogue, 
openness and unexpected happenings, that 
two former enemies might suddenly wake 
up and concede that they need each other 
– not only for their mutual salvation but also 
for the salvation of the world? Then, moving 
beyond the pride of their institutions, they 
may begin to face their responsibility as 
witnesses to the great God above?

*Unless otherwise noted, all scripture references 
are taken from the New International Reader s̓ 
Version of the Bible, Copyright 1998, by the 
Zondervan Corporation.
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1.  Has God rejected the people of  
 Israel?

The Lord says, “...I will come to give 
peace and rest to Israel…I have loved 
you with a love that lasts forever.  I 
have kept on loving you with faithful 
love” (Jeremiah 31:2, 3).  (cf. Isaiah 
54:7, 8)

So here is what I ask.  Did God turn 
his back on his people” Not at all!  I 
myself belong to Israel.  I am one of 
Abraham s̓ children.  I am from the 
tribe of Benjamin” (Romans 11:1). 
(cf. vs. 28)

• Frederic II, King of Prussia, 
once asked his personal 
medical doctor, the Swiss 
Zimmermann: “Tell me 
Zimmermann, can you give 
me one single proof of the 
existence of God?” And the 
doctor answered: “Majesty, 
the Jews!”

2. Why does the Church need Israel?

 They are the people of Israel.  They 
have been adopted as God s̓ children.  
God s̓ glory belongs to them.  So do 
the covenants.  They received the law.  
They were taught to worship in the 
temple.  They were given the promises.  
The founders of our nation belong to 
them.  Christ comes from their family 
line.  He is God over all.  May he 
always be praised!  Amen (Romans 9:
4-5).
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• “If Jews were to disappear, 
the Torah would disappear.” 
(Rashi on Psalm 83:6; 
Midrash Tehillim 185a)

• “Is it really the will of God 
that there be no more Judaism 
in the world? Would it really 
be the triumph of God if the 
scrolls of the Torah would no 
more be taken out of the Ark 
and the Torah no more read 
in the Synagogue, our ancient 
Hebrew prayers, in which 
Jesus himself worshiped, no 
more recited, the Passover 
Seder no more celebrated in 
our lives, the law of Moses no 
more observed in our homes? 
Would it really be ad majorem 
Dei gloriam to have a world 
without Jews?” Abraham 
Heschel, I Asked for Wonder, 
p. 111.

3. Why does Israel need the Church?

 “So you must go and make disciples of 
all nations.  Baptize them in the name 
of the Father and of the Son and of the 
Holy Spirit” (Matthew 28:19).

4. What does the Church need to learn 
from Israel?

 “The teachers of the law and the 
Pharisees sit in Moses  ̓seat,” he 
said.  “So you must obey them.  Do 
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everything they tell you.  But don t̓ do 
what they do” (Matthew 23:2, 3).

5. What does Israel need to learn from 
the Church?

 Jesus answered, “I am the way and 
the truth and the life.  Not one comes 
to the father except through me” (John 
14:6).

6. How did the Jews respond to the 
message of Jesus when he came?

 Jesus returned to Galilee in the 
power of the Holy Spirit.  News 
about him spread through the whole 
countryside.  He taught in their 
synagogues, and everyone praised him 
(Luke 4:14).

“Heal those who are sick.  Bring those 
who are dead back to life.  Make those 
who have skin diseases ʻclean  ̓again.  
Drive out demons.  You have received 
freely, so give freely” (Matthew 10:8).

• “Now, there was about this 
time, Jesus, a wise man, if 
it be lawful to call him a 
man, for he was a doer of 
wonderful works – a teacher 
of such men as receive the 
truth with pleasure. He drew 
over to him both many of 
the Jews, and many of the 
Gentiles.” (Flavius Josephus, 
Antiquities XVIII, III; p. 379)
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7. Who was responsible for the 
crucifixion of Jesus?

But the chief priest and the elders 
talked the crowd into asking for 
Barabbas and having Jesus put to 
death… The governor s̓ soldiers took 
Jesus into the palace, which was 
called the Praetorium.  All the rest 
of the soldiers gathered around him 
(Matthew 27:20, 27).

“But the servant was pierced because 
we had sinned.  He was crushed 
because we had done what was evil.  
He was punished to make us whole 
again.  His wounds have healed us.  
All of us are like sheep.  We have 
wandered away from God.  All of us 
have turned to our own way.  And the 
Lord has placed on his servant the 
sins of all of us” (Isaiah 53:5, 6).

8. How did the Jews in general 
respond to the testimony of the 
early Christians?

But many who heard the message 
believed.  The number of men who 
believed grew to about 5,000 (Acts 4:
4). (cf. vs. 32; cf. 11:19; 13:14, 15; 14:
1; 15:4; 17:4)
 
When they heard this, they praised 
God.  Then they spoke to Paul.  
“Brother,” they said, “you see that 
thousands of Jews have become 
believers” (Acts 21:20).
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9. Why has it become difficult for the 
Jews to be receptive to the Christian 
testimony?

 If you don t̓ pay attention to the law, 
even your prayers are hated (Proverbs 
28:9). (c.f. John 4:8-11).

• Martin Luther: “When I see 
how Christians have treated 
the Jews, if I were a Jew, I 
would rather be a hog than a 
Christian” (cited by Donald 
A. Hagner, The Jewish 
Reclamation of Jesus [Grand 
Rapids: Academie Books, 
1984], p. 50)

10. When did anti-Semitism begin?

 So don t̓ think you are better than the 
other branches.  Remember, you don t̓ 
give life to the root.  The root gives life 
to you (Romans 11:18).  The Church 
forgot its roots!

11. What are the three main stages of 
the history of anti-Semitism?

 1. The 4th Century, where we find 
anti-Semitismʼs birth paralleled 
with the rejection of the Law, the 
first accusations of deicide, and the 
installation of the established Church; 
thus, the great and formal separation.

 
 2. The 11th Century, a time parallel 

to the Crusades, when anti-Semitism 
became cloaked in violence with a 
focus on acute economic problems.
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 3. The 19th/20th Centuries, when 
a new ingredient, racism (parallel 
to nationalist and pseudoscientific 
movements), was added to the 
traditional spectrum of anti-
Semitism.” (Drinking at the Sources, 
p. 36).

12. What are the main characteristics 
of psychological anti-Semitism?

 
 “Here is the source of those clever 

little smiles intended to say more than 
they do. Here, too, is the basis for an 
unfortunate vocabulary spawned by 
our current civilization.  By inflexible 
edict, this language sets the Jew in a 
concrete atavism (manifestation of 
primitive characteristics of a family 
or a race) from which he can never 
escape and which he can never 
understand because it doesnʼt make 
sense. From this source also comes “a 
portrait traced by others, in which the 
Jew does not recognize himself.”

 So the invisible, the unverifiable, 
becomes the last resort in the effort 
to spin fables on Jewish differences. 
There exists, it is said, a Jewish 
intelligence – praised and admired. 
This unique intelligence is said to be 
strictly Jewish and cannot become 
Christian! Jean-Paul Sartre has given a 
special twist to this contention. “Anti-
Semitism,” says he “is an attempt to 
upgrade mediocrity per se, in order 
to create a mediocre elite. For the 
anti-Semite, intelligence is Jewish; he 
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therefore can scorn it along with the 
other virtues the Jews possess.

 Yet this Jewish intelligence, along 
with other apparent qualities conceded 
to the Jews, sooner or later will be 
turned against them: “Is it said that 
the Jew is intelligent? You might think 
that is a quality. But not at all! The 
Jew is TOO intelligent. His sagacity is 
destructive, corrosive, vexing.”

 
 Nor can we forget the popular image 

often created to represent the Jew in 
Christian circles. The image depicts 
knavery, cupidity, wealth, and class 
materialism as naturally Jewish. 
Though the image is legendary, it is 
still false. One can find just as many 
poor people among the Jews, if not 
more, than elsewhere. Of course, some 
Jews are rich, some are covetous, and 
some are deceitful, just as are some 
Christians. But in the case of the 
Jew, these faults are not individual 
weaknesses – they are Jewish 
characteristics. The difference lies in 
the community to which the individual 
belongs. 

   
 Literary works generally present the 

Jew as “deceitful and cowardly,” 
but it was left for Albert Memmi 
to reveal the secret of it all: “Let 
none tell me that you cannot find 
deceitful and cowardly Christians. 
Such are deceitful and cowardly on 
the one hand but upright on the other, 
the same as all other people. Their 
deceitfulness and their cowardice are 
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not related to their membership in a 
community. Furthermore, positive 
heroes are also Christians. The Jew 
practices usury and is cruel because he 
is Jewish.”

 
 If one falls victim at the hands of a 

dishonest businessman who happens 
to be a Jew, the normal comment is 
the following: “He is Jewish – what 
can you expect!”

 
 The anti-Semite monster must be 

pursued into the depths of his lair so 
we can denounce even his language. 
Yes, even the language people use 
can be sullied. “What a Jew,” people 
often exclaim, though the person they 
have in mind may not be a Jew at all. 
He is called a Jew simply because 
he has shown cunning and avarice.” 
(Drinking at the Sources, p. 29-30)

13. What are the main characteristics 
of theological anti-Semitism?

 “In speaking of theological anti-
Semitism, we recognize the existence 
of Christian anti-Semitism. When 
this point is clearly made, a Christian 
reaction is to be expected; for the 
Christian will say with total sincerity 
that Christians cannot be anti-Semitic. 
Further conversation would then 
lead to the observation that if the 
Jews have suffered so much through 
anti-Semitism, it is because…Then 
follow explanations, theological 
justifications, and the “reasons of 
conscience” that sent Jews to the 
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stake and the scaffold. Murder and 
assassination are also explained as 
unfortunate necessities.

 In short, the Jew in all ages, and even 
today, is considered to be responsible 
for the death of God – this simply 
because 2000 years ago some of 
his probable ancestors could have 
sentenced Jesus of Nazareth to be 
crucified.

 On one hand, accusations; on the 
other, pretended love. On one hand, 
anti-Semitism is condemned; on the 
other, anti-Semitism is fed generously 
by theological reproach.

 Yet a relationship exists between the 
two points of view. This was perfectly 
clear to Kierkegaard, who said: “Tell 
(to the child) the tribulations of Jesus 
during His life, the betrayal by one of 
His close companions, the denial by 
several others, the insults and reviling 
of others up to the very moment when 
they finally nailed Him to the cross, 
as you can see in the sacred pictures, 
asking that His blood fall on them and 
on their children, while He prayed for 
them and asked that this not be so, and 
that the heavenly Father would forgive 
their sin. . . . Tell how at the same 
time that Love lived, an infamous 
thief sentenced to die was preferred 
by the people who greeted his release 
with hurrahs. . . . While they cried 
out: ʻCrucify Him! Crucify Him!  ̓in 
the face of Love. . . . What impression 
do you think that story will make on 
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the child? . . . He will resolve firmly, 
when he has grown up, to cut to pieces 
the ungodly who acted thus toward 
Love.”

 Kierkegaardʼs observation was 
confirmed on an Austrian television 
program during a recent Easter season. 
A former Nazi, now “repentant,” was 
interviewed. He explained how this 
indictment of the Jew had been taught 
to him repeatedly since his early 
youth and had contributed largely to 
instilling in him hatred, even as an 
atheist, that would qualify him as a 
future member of the Hitler Youth.

 Of course, not all German Christians 
fell into the snare of Nazism; many 
of them, even when they were anti-
Semitic, battled this evil at the peril of 
their lives. Yet these same Christians 
who opposed the Nazi monster, 
possibly unconsciously and without 
understanding the consequences of 
their attitude, tried to justify, at least 
partially, the Jewish predicament.

 Articles and publications aimed at 
demonstrating the fulfillment of 
certain Biblical prophecies used 
the “Jewish argument;” it went like 
this: “The predicament of the Jews 
is terrible, frightening; but could not 
this be a striking confirmation of 
Biblical truth? After all, did not the 
Jews crucify the Incarnate God?” 
at times in the course of a public 
lecture, photographs were exhibited 
showing, with a touch of morbid 
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zeal, such concentration camps as 
the one at Treblinka. Human bodies, 
even skeleton like naked children, 
were pictured – all this with the 
implied message that, after all, here 
was irrefutable proof that the Bible is 
true and that God can be relied upon! 
“Impenitent theologians,” commented 
Jules Isaac, “do not bring God into 
this; human villainy is enough.”

 The worst is the trick this can play on 
conscience. Persecution of the Jews 
actually becomes the will of God; 
thus, one can be at peace in hatred as 
well as in indifference.” (Drinking at 
the Sources, p. 31-32)

14. What is the relationship between 
Israel and the Church?

 “I will give power to my two 
witnesses.  They will prophesy for 
1,260 days.  They will be dressed in 
black clothes to show how sad they 
are.”  The witnesses are the two 
olive trees and the two lamp stands 
that stand in front of the Lord of the 
earth.  If anyone tries to harm them, 
fire comes from their mouths and eats 
up their enemies.  This is how anyone 
who wants to harm them must die.  
These witnesses have power to close 
up the sky.  Then it will not rain while 
they are prophesying.  They also have 
power to turn the waters into blood.  
And they can strike the earth with 
every kind of plague as often as they 
want to (Revelation 11:3-6).
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15. How does Biblical prophecy predict 
the future of the relationship 
between Israel and the church?

 
 After that, the people of Israel will 

return to the Lord their God.  They 
will look to him and to a king from 
the family line of David.  In the last 
days, they will tremble with fear as 
they come to the Lord.  And they will 
receive his full blessing (Hosea 3:5).

 After all, weren t̓ you cut from a wild 
olive tree?  Weren t̓ you joined to an 
olive tree that was taken care of?  And 
wasn t̓ that the opposite of how things 
should be done?  How much more 
easily will the natural branches be 
joined to their own olive tree (Romans 
11:24).  (cf. vs. 25, 26)

• E. G. White: “Through Hosea 
was given a prophecy that set 
before them [the Jews] the 
privilege of having a part in 
the final restoration that is to 
be made to the people of God 
at the close of earthʼs history” 
(Prophets and Kings, p. 298).
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The Two Witnesses*

What makes the Church in need of Israel; 
what makes Israel in need of the Church?

The law of Moses requires the 
testimony of at least two witnesses 
to make a story believable 

(Deuteronomy 17:6). In the New Testament, 
John repeats this principle when he states: 
“the testimony of two men is true” (John 
8:17). Indeed when two persons tell the 
same story, this means they saw the same 
thing. They so confirm each other; they say 
the truth. Likewise the testimony of the 
Church makes Israel a true witness and the 
testimony of Israel makes the Church a true 
witness. Both testify to the same story: The 
same miracles of Creation, the Exodus, the 
resurrection, and the same hope proving 
God was there.  He spoke and acted; God is 
still there, He speaks and is alive!
 
This is why the two witnesses, the Church 
and Israel, are needed; so that people out 
there may believe and hope in something 
beyond their pain and struggles. Beyond the 
valley of shadow, they may bring ethics into 
their lives and therefore become the human 
manifestation of the divine reality.
 
But there is more. The two witnesses are not 
only needed in order to repeat and thereby 
authenticate the same story.  They are also 
needed in order to complete the story. Each 
witness may have seen something that 
escaped the otherʼs eyes. We need both 
testimonies in order to get the whole story. 
Also, both witnesses need each other to 
make their own story more meaningful and 
beautiful.
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The Church Needs Israel

History is the first and certainly 
the most obvious place where the 
Church is dependent on Israel. The 

Church was born and grew in the soil of 
Israel. The first Christians were all Jews who 
behaved as faithful Jews. Yeshua (Jesus) was 
a Jew. The Old Testament, as well as, the 
Midrashim, the Jewish parables, were part of 
His teachings. All His disciples were Jews; 
the whole New Testament was written by 
Jews who constantly referred to the Jewish 
Scriptures and traditions. The Church needs 
Israel as a house needs its foundation and 
even more as a tree needs its roots. The 
apostle Paul makes this point very clearly 
when he compared Israel to an olive tree in 
which the new branches of the Church were 
to be grafted in (Romans 11). Note that Paul, 
the Jew did not speak of another tree which 
would replace the old. For him the Church 
was to extend the tree, not to replace it. The 
Church needs Israel for its very existence 
and identity. But that need goes even beyond 
mere historical reality. The present Church 
needs Israel for what Israel now has, and the 
Church does not have.

The Hebrew Scriptures have been preserved 
by the tenacious work of Jewish scribes who 
carefully copied the ancient manuscripts, 
and also by faithful Jews who read them 
throughout generations in the synagogue. 
Moses, Isaiah, the Psalms, the Song of 
Songs are still chanted today in the original 
language. Thanks to Israel, Christians 
have access to the Hebrew text of the Old 

*         Jacques Doukhan, “The Two Witnesses,” Shabbat Shalom,  
August 1995, 14-18.
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Testament, to the Hebrew thinking of the 
writers of the New Testament, and even to 
the Hebrew prayers in which Yeshua himself 
worshiped.
 
The Law, the Ten Commandments, the 
dietary laws, the Shabbat, and the entire 
ethical code, have not only been preserved in 
writing by the Jews, but they are also being 
witnessed to by the people who observe 
them in their lives. The Church needs the 
Jews in order to rethink the theology of 
the law. Christians have stressed grace 
and love to the extent that they have often 
ignored the value of justice and concrete 
works. Emotions, feelings and the subjective 
experience have been overemphasized at 
the expense of faithfulness, will and the 
objective duty of obedience. Along the same 
lines, the Church needs the Jews in order 
to rediscover the intrinsic value and beauty 
of studying the Word of God for itself, the 
word from above which has its own truth 
to be discovered. The naive Christian belief 
that the Holy Spirit will inspire personal 
reading of the Scriptures no matter how 
they do it has deterred them from the 
discipline of searching the Scriptures. Too 
often the Bible has been used to prove 
oneʼs point in a theological dispute, or 
as a shallow sentimental inspiration for 
religious devotion. Even the way Jews 
worship – their attention to the great God, 
their respect for the holy Scriptures, their 
corporate singing which involves effort of 
mind, aesthetic sensitivity, deep emotions, as 
well as, motions of the body – might inspire 
Christians in their search for more creative 
and genuine worship services.
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The joy of life and the sense of the feast, the 
ability to receive the gift of God in Creation, 
is also a value which Christians may learn 
from the Jews. From its earliest stages the 
influence of Gnosticism and especially of 
Marcion Christianity has opposed faith in 
the God of Creation, the God of beauty and 
of the senses.  It has resisted the God of the 
Old Testament, in favor of the God of the 
Spirit and soul and salvation, the God of the 
New Testament. This is sometimes reflected 
in the Christian theology of Sunday worship 
which is interpreted as the sign of salvation 
versus the Jewish Sabbath, sign of creation. 
This dualism has influenced generations 
of Christians and produced a religion of 
sadness where laughter and enjoyment are 
suspect. Christians may learn from the Jews 
to pay attention to their physical, as well 
as, their spiritual life. They may learn from 
them a holistic view of life. What they eat, 
what they drink, whatever they do affects 
their total being. Christians need to learn 
from Jews that religion is a way of life and 
not just a turn of the soul.
 
The Messiah himself would come closer 
to Christians if only they were closer to 
the Jews. Indeed the “Messiah” concept 
is specifically Jewish. The word Christos 
(Christ) from which the word “Christian” 
comes, is nothing but the Greek translation 
of the Hebrew word Mashiah (Messiah). 
This word is found in the Hebrew Scriptures 
where it designates the king, the priest, the 
prophet, anyone who is anointed (mashah) 
by God for a specific purpose. Ultimately 
the Mashiah (Christ) is described in the 
Bible as the ideal King of David who will 
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bring change, peace, and salvation to Israel 
and the world. This is why for the Jews the 
Messiah has not yet come; He is expected 
in the future.  Christians need Jews to be 
reminded that salvation has not taken place 
yet; that salvation apart from the world 
is not salvation and that the Kingdom of 
God is a historical, physical reality and not 
just an existential subjective experience. 
The Messiah implies hope for a better 
world, which is not the one we presently 
know. This is why the Messiah has been 
represented in Hebrew Scriptures and in 
Jewish tradition as a star. The lonely star, the 
last star which announces the coming of the 
day—the star of David, is the very star that 
shines in the Israeli flag. Christians have so 
emphasized the value of the past event of 
the crucifixion, that they often stop at the 
cross. The cross overshadows the star. The 
Kingdom of God is already here. However, 
Christians may learn from Jews to become 
more lucid, to look around and realize that 
the wolf does not yet lie down with the 
lamb. Death, violence and suffering are still 
striking, eloquent signs that the Messiah is 
still to come. With the Jews, Christians will 
learn to hope.

Israel Needs the Church

History has demonstrated that Israel 
needs the Church. Christians have 
made the God of Israel known 

throughout the earth. Thanks to Christians, 
the Hebrew Bible and its message has 
been translated into most, if not all, the 
languages of the world. The story of Joseph 
and the Psalms of David have been heard 
by Africans of the jungle and Indians of 
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the Amazon, as well as, by sophisticated 
Europeans or Americans. The selection 
of Israel as a chosen people has been 
complemented by the Universalism of the 
Church which took the truth of Israel beyond 
its historical and geographical borders. 
Thanks to Christians the world has learned 
about the existence of Israel. This is one of 
the most ironic and interesting paradoxes 
of history. Without the Church, the Jews 
might have remained a small, insignificant 
and obscure religion which might well 
have disappeared. The Church has not only 
made Israel known by the nations but has 
also made the existence of Israel necessary 
for the Churchʼs own identity. Israel owes 
her subsistence, fame, and survival to the 
Church.
 
The New Testament has been deliberately 
ignored by the Jews, although it was written 
by Jews and for Jews even before the time 
of the composition of the Talmud. Therefore 
Jews will benefit from the reading of these 
texts; for they not only witness to the life 
and belief of first century Judaism but they 
also contain valuable truths which may 
strengthen and enrich their Jewish roots.

As a matter of fact, Jews well versed in their 
own Scriptures and tradition may understand 
these writings even better than Christians 
themselves, who often project their own 
“Gentile” world view into them. Jews will 
discover in the New Testament that it is not 
as foreign as they thought. In this light they 
may even get a better grasp of their own 
heritage. Often the meaning and the beauty 
of the Hebrew Scriptures will be enhanced 
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in the explanations of the New Testament. 
Also the Talmud and Midrashim will be set 
up in context. The stories about the rabbi of 
Nazareth, his parables and his teachings will 
surprise them with their Jewish flavor and 
the high Jewish ideals they convey.

Grace (hesed) is not specific to the Christian 
message. Grace is also cherished by the 
Jewish people. It is a genuine Jewish value. 
From the Christians, however, Jews will be 
reminded that salvation is not just achieved 
through mitzvoth, but through the God who 
comes down in history and acts on behalf 
of Israel. Jews need to learn more about 
the proximity of God, the God who goes 
so far as to enter the complex process of 
incarnation in order to speak with humans, 
be with them, and save them. Certainly 
Abraham Heschel thought of this reality 
when he observed that “the Bible is not 
man s̓ theology but God s̓ anthropology.”t 
Learning about Godʼs incarnation, Jews 
will better understand the God of Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob, the God who spoke face 
to face with Moses, the God who fought for 
Israel at Jericho, the God of the prophets. 
And this perspective will even bring new 
life into their mitzvoth. The law will not just 
be performed as a required chore; it will 
blossom from the heart as a fruit emerging 
from their personal relationship with God.
 
The Messiah embodies this very principle 
of Godʼs involvement in human history 
and existence. The Christian emphasis 
may therefore help the Jew to recognize 
the effective presence of God in the flesh 
of history. For the Messiah was not only to 
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be out there in heaven, or in the far future. 
He was also to be here among humans—
“Messiah for all generations”—as it has 
been taught in mystical Judaism and recently 
pointed out in Hasidic currents.2 

1             Abraham Heschel, Man is Not Alone: A Philosophy of 
Religion (New York: Octagon Books, 1972), p. 129.

1             Abraham Heschel, Man is Not Alone: A Philosophy of 
Religion (New York: Octagon Books, 1972), p. 129.
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1.  Has God rejected the people of Israel?

2. Why does the Church need Israel?

3. Why does Israel need the Church?

4. What does the Church need to learn from 
Israel?

5. What does Israel need to learn from the 
Church?

6. How did the Jews respond to the message 
of Jesus when he came?
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7. Who was responsible for the crucifixion of 
Jesus?

8. How did the Jews in general respond to 
the testimony of the early Christians?

9. Why has it become difficult for the 
Jews to be receptive to the Christian 
testimony?

10. When did anti-Semitism begin?

11. What are the three main stages of the 
history of anti-Semitism?

12. What are the main characteristics of 
psychological anti-Semitism?

Israel and the Church6
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13. What are the main characteristics of 
theological anti-Semitism?

14. What is the relationship between Israel 
and the Church?

15. How does Biblical prophecy predict the 
future of the relations between Israel and 
the church?

Have you ever experienced anti-Semitism?

Explain

If you have, has it made it more difficult for you 
to accept Jesus as the Messiah?

Israel and the Church 6
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What is Truth?
A strange question perhaps, yet one that expresses both our 
confusion and our skepticism regarding truth.  Confusion, 
because with a multiplicity of religions and a diversity of 
beliefs around us we may genuinely wonder, “Where is 
the truth?”  Skepticism, for it suggests that truth does not 
exist; in fact, there really is no objective truth.

The Hebrew Bible, the Tanakh, answers the question 
clearly.  “Hashem, God is the truth” (Jeremiah 10:10; 
literal translation).  For the Bible then, truth does exist; 
truth is association with God Himself.  In fact, truth, 
Emeth, in the Hebrew language, is one of the 13 attributes 
of God.  It falls seventh in the list in the exact center of 
the 13 attributes listed in Exodus 34:6; literal translation, a 
passage that is recited in the liturgies of Rosh Ha-Shanah 
Yom Kippur (Jewish New Year, Day of Attonement).

If truth is identified with Godʼs character, it does not 
come from us but is to be found outside of us – in God.  
This recognition implies that in order to find the truth we 
should not approach it with the preconceived idea that 
we know what the truth is.  Instead, we should approach 
the truth with a question, “What is it?”  This is the very 
same question, in fact, the ancient Israelites asked when 
confronted with the manna, the bread of God in the 
wilderness.  “What is it?” they asked, and the question 
gave the name to this heavenly bread, for the Hebrew 
word manna means “What is it?”  The meaning of the 
word manna suggests an important lesson regarding how 
we should approach Biblical truth.  We should approach 
it with the question: “What is it?  What is truth?”  We 
should approach it with the same humble and honest 
mindset as the ancient Israelites approached the manna in 
the wilderness, asking “What is it?  Asking the question 
from this frame of reference no longer suggests confusion 
or skepticism.   Instead, it implies sincere questioning 
from one who expects a true answer from above.  
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 notes

BIBLE STUDY – Lesson # 7*
The Torah, The Law of God

The Law, “A Light for my path”

The keeper of the Torah (the law) 
has often been accused of being a 
legalist without soul or intelligence, 

a disciple of backward religion. On the 
contrary, the law as it is understood in Israel 
implies a light that helps one walk and 
promotes progress. The Psalmist sings of the 
law as “a lamp that shows me the way and a 
light that guides me” (Psalm 119:105).

This lesson is contained in the Hebrew 
word Torah, which the ancient Midrash has 
related to the word Or, meaning “light.” It is 
an allusion to the custom of wearing a light 
tied to the sandals. The ray thus dispersed 
shed light on the journey while it also drove 
serpents away. This image thereby translated 
the double function of the law: to enlighten, 
to teach, and therefore help to move 
forward, but also to protect and ensure the 
walk. The prophet Isaiah brings up the same 
association when he says that if people are 
without the law “there is no light in them” 
(Isaiah 8:20, NKJV).

Thus, we understand the Jewish resistance to 
Christian teaching. It is essentially because 
Christianʼs rejected the law, that the Jewish-
Christian separation took place. 

It is therefore around the law that Jewish-
Christian reconciliation should take place, 
reminding both camps of the bond between 
justice and love, and our human need for 
both grace and the law.
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* Unless otherwise noted, all scripture references are 
taken from the New International Reader s̓ Version 
of the Bible, Copyright 1998, by the Zondervan 
Corporation.

1. When was the law of God 
mentioned for the first time?

The Lord God gave the man a command.  
He said, “You can eat the fruit of any tree 
that is in the garden.  But you must not eat 
the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good 
and evil.  If you do, you can be sure that you 
will die”(Genesis 2:16-17). (cf. Exodus 20:
1-19)

• Godʼs first words to Adam are 
expressed as a commandment. The 
verb tsawah (“command”) from 
which comes the word mitzwah 
(“commandment”) is used in 
Genesis 2:16. Thus Godʼs first 
revelation, first teaching (torah), 
was through a mitzwah. (See 
the word “bar-mitzwah.”) The 
term “law” or nomos (in Greek) 
with its legalistic connotation 
is not a correct rendering of the 
Hebrew word torah from the 
root yrh which means “teaching” 
(Leviticus 10:11). Torah and 
mitzwah (commandment) belong 
together and complement each 
other, as a rabbi expressed it: 
“They borrow from each other, 
as wisdom and understanding–
charity and loving kindness–the 
moon and the stars” (Exod. R. 
31.15).
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2. How should the law of God be 
received by men?

Remove from me the way of lying, And 
grant me Your law graciously (Psalm 
119:29). (cf. Exodus 24:12)

3. Why should humans keep the law?

 As a response to Godʼs love: So be 
careful to follow the commands, 
rules and laws Iʼm giving you today 
(Deuteronomy 7:11). (cf. vs. 8-9)

 As a response to Godʼs grace: “You 
have seen for yourselves what I did to 
Egypt.  You saw how I carried you on 
the wings of eagles and brought you 
to myself.  Now obey me completely.  
Keep my covenant.  If you do, then 
out of all of the nations you will be 
my special treasure.  The whole earth 
is mine” (Exodus 19:4-5). (cf. Psalm 
119:41-45)

 As an expression of our love: I take 
delight in obeying your commands 
because I love them.  I praise your 
commands, and I love them.  I spend 
time thinking about your orders 
(Psalm 119:47, 48).  (cf. vs. 69, 72, 
97; Deuteronomy 6:3-6)

4. What is the internal clue in the Ten 
Commandments which suggests 
that they are universal and apply to 
all men and women?
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 In six days I made the heavens and 
the earth.  I made the oceans and 
everything in them.  But I rested on the 
seventh day.  So I blessed the Sabbath 
day and made it holy (Exodus 20:11).

• The Sabbath commandment 
is justified by the reference 
to creation.  The fourth 
commandment occupies the center 
of the Decalogue, like the seal of 
the ancient covenant documents 
(See lesson #8 on the Sabbath).  
Its strategic position suggests 
that the 10 Commandments are 
universal, since the God who is 
there implied is the Creator of 
the universe, thus the God of 
everyone. 

5. What other laws point to the same 
universal scope as the Decalogue?

 “Speak to the people of Israel.  Tell 
them, ʻMany animals live on land.  
Here are the only ones you can eatʼ” 
(Leviticus 11:2).  (cf. vs. 3-8; Genesis 
1:24-25)

 “Many creatures live in the water of 
the oceans and streams.  You can eat 
all of those that have fins and scales” 
(Leviticus 11:9).  (cf. vs. 10-43; 
Genesis 1:26)

6. What are the social/civil laws which 
are not universal and are no longer 
relevant today?



 notes

7

 Slaves: “You must get your male and 
female slaves from the nations that are 
around you.  You can buy slaves from 
them” (Leviticus 25:44).  (cf. Exodus 
21:4; Deuteronomy 21:10-12)

 
 Punishment: “If anyone attacks his 

father or mother, he will be put to 
death…If anyone calls down a curse 
on his father or mother, he will be 
put to death…But if someone is badly 
hurt, a life must be taken for a life” 
(Exodus 21:15, 17, 23).

 Garment: Make tassels on the four 
corners of the coat you wear… The 
Lord said to Moses, “Speak to the 
people of Israel.  Say to them, ʻYou 
must make tassels on the corners of 
your clothes.  A blue cord must be on 
each tassel.  You must do it for all time 
to come.  You will have the tassels to 
look at.  They will remind you to obey 
all of the Lord s̓ commands.  Then you 
will be faithful to him.  You will not go 
after what your own hearts and eyes 
long for.  You will remember to obey 
all of my commands.  And you will 
be set apart for your God.  I am the 
Lord your God.  I brought you out of 
Egypt to be your God.  I am the Lord 
your Godʼ” (Deuteronomy 22:12). (cf. 
Numbers 15:37-41)

 
• Mixtures of wool and linen 

(shaatnez); Exodus 28:6, 8, 15. 
Kil. 9:1. “Priests wear only wool 
and linen when they serve in 
the Temple; also according to 
Maimonides heathen priests wore 
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such garments” (Guide 3:37). This 
suggests that Biblical laws were 
to distinguish between priests and 
non-priests or between Jews and 
pagans.

 Agriculture: Don t̓ plant two kinds of 
seeds in your vineyard.  If you do, the 
crops you grow there will be polluted.  
Your grapes will also be polluted 
(Deuteronomy 22:9).  Mixing of 
seeds applies only in Israel (Kid. 39a). 
Reason: Maimonides associated with 
pagan worship (Guide 3.37).

7. What cultic/ceremonial laws are not 
universal and are no longer relevant 
today?

 Sacrifices: Instead, go to the special 
place he will choose from among all 
of your tribes.  He will put his Name 
there.  That s̓ where you must go.  Take 
your burnt offerings and sacrifices to 
that place.  Bring your special gifts 
and a tenth of everything you produce.  
Take with you what you have promised 
to give.  Bring any other offerings 
you choose to give.  And bring the 
male animals among your livestock 
that were born first to their mothers 
(Deuteronomy 12:5-6).  “Make an 
altar out of dirt for me.  Sacrifice 
your burnt offerings and friendship 
offerings on it.  Sacrifice your sheep, 
goats and cattle on it.  I will come to 
you and bless you everywhere I cause 
my name to be honored” (Exodus 
20:24).  Sacrifice an animal from 
your flock or herd.  It is the Passover 
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sacrifice in honor of the Lord your 
God.  Sacrifice it at the special place 
the Lord will choose.  He will put 
his Name there (Deuteronomy16:2).  
Sacrifices were to be offered only in 
the Temple.

8. What clues suggest an essential 
difference between the Decalogue 
and the laws dealing with sacrifices?

 Then I came back down the mountain.  
I put the tablets in the ark I had made, 
just as the Lord had commanded 
me.  And that s̓ where they are now 
(Deuteronomy 10:5).

 “Take this Scroll of the Law.  Place it 
beside the ark of the covenant of the 
Lord your God” (Deuteronomy 31:
26).  (cf. Exodus 25:16; 1 Kings 8:9)

 a) The Decalogue was written by 
God (Deuteronomy 10:4) while the 
sacrificial laws were written by Moses 
(Deuteronomy 31:9, 24).

 
 b) The Decalogue was graven on 

tables of stone–an imperishable 
material (Deuteronomy 10:3), while 
the sacrificial laws were written 
in a book–a perishable material 
(Deuteronomy 31:24).

 
 c) The Decalogue was entrusted by 

God to Moses, who himself placed 
it in the ark (Deuteronomy 10:
5), while the sacrificial laws were 
entrusted by Moses to the priests, 
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who, in turn, placed it alongside 
the ark (Deuteronomy 31:26). That 
this book was specifically about the 
sacrifices is confirmed by the fact that 
King Josiah (2 Chronicles 34:15, 31) 
found in it the sacrificial instructions 
(2 Chronicles 35:6, 12) he needed to 
achieve his reformation.

• The Ten Commandments 
concern everyone beyond 
time and space; the sacrificial 
laws are related to the Temple 
at a specific time.

9. What kind of laws did the ancient 
rabbis and the early Christians 
declare binding for the non-Jews as 
well as for the Jews?

 “Here is what we should write to 
them.  They must not eat food polluted 
by being offered to statues of gods.  
They must not commit sexual sins.  
They must not eat the meat of animals 
that have been choked to death.  And 
they must not drink blood” (Acts 15: 
20-21).  (cf. Genesis 2:16)

 
 But you must not eat meat that still 

has blood in it (Genesis 9:4).

• Seven Biblical laws (called 
Noachic laws by reference 
to Noah) are considered 
by rabbinic tradition as the 
minimal moral duties for all 
men: prohibitions of idolatry, 
blasphemy, bloodshed, 
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sexual sins, theft, consuming 
blood, etc. (Sanh. 56-60; Yad 
Melakhim 8:10; 10:12; Gen 
R. 34; Sanh. 59b). These 
general principles imply the 
observance of other laws 
considered as subheadings of 
the seven laws: prohibition 
of idolatry implies the 
commandment of the Sabbath 
which implies faith in the 
Creator; prohibition of 
blood implies the Kosher 
laws; prohibition of sorcery; 
injunction to practice charity 
and honor the Torah (Hul. 
92a; Sanh. 57b; Mid. Ps 
21).  Gentiles who submit 
themselves to Noachic laws 
may also freely choose to 
practice some other laws 
from the Jewish Torah (Yad. 
Melakhim 10:9-10).

10. Does the experience of “renewal of 
covenant” (teshuvah) encouraged by 
the Hebrew prophets between God 
and Israel imply the law has been 
done away with?

“A new day is coming,” announces 
the Lord.  “I will make a new 
covenant with the people of Israel” 
(Jeremiah 31:31).  (cf. Ezekiel 11:17-
20; 36:26-27)
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11. Does the experience of “renewal of 
covenant” (teshuvah) encouraged by 
the teaching of the New Testament 
imply the law has been done away 
with?

 Does faith make the law useless?  
Not al all!  We agree with the law 
(Romans 3:31). (cf. Matthew 5:17-22, 
27-28; Romans 7:6, 22-25; James 1:
22-25; 2:10)

 A Talmudic principle: “Be not like 
servants who serve the master for the 
sake of receiving reward; but serve 
him without the condition of receiving 
a reward” (Abot 1:3).

12. Why does the experience of 
“renewal of covenant” imply the 
observance of the Law?

 So the law is holy.  The commandment 
also is holy and right and good 
(Romans 7:12). 

 “If you love me, you will obey what I 
command” (John 14:15).

13. What will characterize Godʼs people 
in the “last days” in regard to the 
Law?

 “Remember the law my servant Moses 
gave you.  Remember the rules and 
laws I gave him at Mount Horeb…I 
will send you the prophet Elijah.  He 
will come before the day of the Lord 
arrives” (Malachi 4:4).
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 God s̓ people need to be very patient.  
They are the ones who obey God s̓ 
commands.  They remain faithful to 
Jesus (Revelation 14:12).

14. How will the nations respond to the 
Law in Messianic times?

 People from many nations will go 
there.  They will say, “Come.  Let us 
go up to the Lord s̓ mountain.  Let s̓ go 
to the house of Jacob s̓ God.  He will 
teach us how we should live.  Then 
we will live the way he wants us to.”  
The law of the Lord will be taught at 
Zion.  His message will go out from 
Jerusalem (Isaiah 2:3). (cf. 42:1-4;

 Micah 4:1-2; Revelation 21:24)

• “The Torah is not the Torah 
of the Priests, nor the Torah 
of the Levites, nor the Torah 
of the Israelites, but the Torah 
of Man (Torath ha-Adam), 
whose gates are open to 
receive the righteous nation 
which keepeth the truth and 
those who are good and 
upright in their hearts” (Torath 
Kohanim 86b).

• According to Jewish tradition, 
the Torah was given in the 
wilderness, an extraterrestrial 
place and was heard in all 
the seventy languages so that 
men of all nations would have 
a right to it (Mekh. Yitro 5; 
Shab. 88b).
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• “A Gentile who studies 
the Torah is like the kohen 
hagadol, the high priest” 
(Avodah Zarah 3a).

15. What is the purpose of the Law?

 Freedom: I will lead a full and happy 
life, because Iʼve tried to  obey your 
rules (Psalm 119:45). (cf. James 2:8; 
1:25)

 
 Lucidity: So it can t̓ be said that 

anyone will be made right with God 
by obeying the law.  Not at all!  The 
law makes us more aware of our sin 
(Romans 3:20).  (cf. James 1:23-25; 
Psalm 119:105; Proverbs 6:23)

• “The Laws of the Torah were 
given that men should live 
by them, not that they should 
die by them” (Avodah Zarah 
27b).
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The Law of Liberty*

What is the value and the authority of the 
ancient law of Moses for the modern man, 
Jewish or Christian?

We do not understand the nature of 
law in the Bible if we reduce it 
to a chore which alienates human 

beings and deprives them of their freedom. 
This truth is affirmed in the Bible from the 
start.
 
The first steps of Adam created from dust 
and the first steps of the people of Israel 
liberated from Egypt, are engaged in the 
rhythm of the law (Genesis 2:4, 16; Exodus 
20). In the tradition of Israel, the law is, in 
fact associated with liberty. Regarding the 
text of Exodus (32:16) which tells that the 
law has been “engraved,” haruth, an old 
interpretation recommends: “do not read 
haruth (engraved) but heruth (liberty).” 
Through this play on words, the ancient 
sages related to the law as liberty. The 
apostle James in the New Testament also 
echoes this association (James 1:25; 2:12).
 
Biblical law is thus different than human 
law. It was determined by God to serve 
human beings and help them find their 
real identity in order to blossom fully. The 
law of Israel was conceived in a universal 
perspective and therefore designed to be 
always relevant.

*         Jacques Doukhan, “The Law of Liberty,” Shabbat Shalom, 
April 1991, 11-14.
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A Different Law

Indeed, God did not want to speak His 
own language. According to the ancient 
rabbis, the Torah although coming from 

heaven is not in heaven. It speaks a human 
language. It is, therefore, expected that 
Biblical laws share common points with the 
laws of Israelʼs neighbors. The Babylonian 
Code of Hammurabi of the 18th century 
(B.C.E.) and the Hittite laws of the 15th 
century (B.C.E.), to mention only a couple, 
often deal with the same topics and most 
of them are written in the same casuistic 
(case-law) style which characterizes a 
good number of Biblical laws. For a long 
time, critical scholars have underlined 
this connection and deduced from it 
the dependence of Israel on her cultural 
environment. However, more recent research 
in that domain has showed many surprising 
differences between the two systems of 
laws.
 
The first important difference concerns the 
Biblical emphasis on the value of the human 
person over objects and society. In Babylon 
the death penalty is required for some thefts, 
while the Bible requires only a financial 
compensation. In Israel human life prevails 
over material values. Also, in Israelite 
society, the law is the same for everyone. 
Contrary to other societies of the ancient 
Middle East (especially Babylon and Egypt), 
the Bible does not recognize a privileged 
class which escapes the rigors of the law.

Biblical laws differ from other laws in that 
they always refer to God.  In Middle Eastern 
legal documents the reference to God is 
rare and formal.  Biblical laws however, are 
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imbued with this reference to God: “for I am 
your God.” The law is here understood as 
the manifestation of the covenant with God 
(Hosea 8:1). It is the very place of religious 
life. The law is not perceived as the result 
of human or social manipulation. The law is 
instead received as a gift, a revelation from 
above. 

The law of Israel is thus different from all 
the others for it implies a dimension that is 
absent elsewhere: the Jew obeys the law by 
faith.

A Universal Law

Essentially focusing on the human 
person and stemming from God, 
the Biblical law is laden with a 

universal message. The law concerns all 
men and women, not only Israel. It is true 
that in Jewish tradition we have two types 
of laws, those which apply to the nations 
(Noachic laws) and those which oblige 
only the Israelites. Nonetheless, throughout 
Scripture pervades the hope of one day 
seeing all people walk and vibrate, as one, 
under the same law (Malachi 4:1, 2). One 
of the most eloquent signs of the universal 
invitation of the law is its reference to 
creation. It is noteworthy in the Decalogue 
that the Shabbat, memorial of creation, 
is situated in the geometric and thematic 
center.  That is the very place where the seal 
was put in ancient covenant documents. The 
positioning of the Shabbat suggests that 
awareness of God as Creator lies at the very 
heart of the Ten Commandments.  
 
Likewise, the dietary laws of kosher which 
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distinguish between clean and unclean 
meats are a reminder of Genesis 1. Indeed, 
the language of Leviticus 11 which records 
these laws uses the same technical words 
and stylistic expressions (beasts of the 
earth, creeping animals, after its kind, etc.). 
Furthermore, the listing of the animals 
follows the same sequence as in Genesis 1:
24-26 on the sixth day of creation. Likewise 
in Leviticus 11, the duty to distinguish 
between clean and unclean meats is 
associated with the fact that human holiness 
reflects divine holiness: “you shall be holy; 
for I am holy” (Leviticus 11:44, 45).

A Law Still Relevant

Because they are related to creation, 
the religious and moral laws of the 
Decalogue, as well as the dietary 

laws of Kasheruth, are universal and 
therefore still relevant to human beings. 
The so-called ceremonial laws which are 
related to the temple and the sacrifices, 
were bound to disappear with it. As for the 
circumstantial laws, they were no longer 
relevant as soon as the “circumstances” 
that generated them ceased to exist. This 
is, for instance, the case for the laws 
concerning slaves, the way to dress, to till 
the land and to organize and administer 
the city. These two last categories of laws 
(ceremonial and circumstantial) were not 
designed to be observed forever. On the 
other hand, the Decalogue and the dietary 
laws do not belong to the ceremonial laws 
or the circumstantial laws. These laws have 
nothing to do with sacrifices. This is obvious 
in regard to the Decalogue, and it is implied 
in the laws of clean meats which are given 
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for eating purposes (see for instance, the 
fish). Also the Decalogue like the Kasheruth 
laws does not belong to the circumstantial 
laws because these depend on the event of 
creation, the impact of which is universal 
and always relevant.
 
If the universal character of these two series 
of laws (Decalogue and Kasheruth) is 
intended through their reference to creation, 
the absence of this reference in other 
laws does not mean that they are no more 
normative. In fact, any law that is neither 
ceremonial nor circumstantial maintains 
its status as an absolute law. This is the 
case for the laws of sexuality, of hygiene, 
relations with neighbors, etc.  Most of these 
laws are an expression of the laws already 
contained in the Decalogue. Thus, the law of 
Israel acknowledges two laws, an absolute 
and universal law, and a relative law which 
depends on time and circumstance. This 
distinction is found again in the New 
Testament, where texts which speak about 
the abolition of the law are balanced with 
many other texts that exalt it. Not that 
these texts contradict each other; they, in 
fact, speak about two different laws. If the 
early Christians who were religious Jews 
were led to cancel the laws of sacrifices 
because they referred to the Messiah, they 
never questioned the law of the Decalogue 
of which Yeshua had even deepened and 
extended its application. It is the same for 
the dietary laws of Kasheruth which are 
alluded to in the apostolic recommendations 
“to not eat the meat of animals that have 
been choked to death” (Acts 15:20; cf. 
Leviticus 17:14). From these observations, it 
follows that the principle of law in religious 
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life remains valid for the Christian as well as 
for the Jew.

A Law from God

The law is different, universal, and 
always relevant because it is the 
very expression of Godʼs character. 

It starts there. This is why the Decalogue 
begins with “I am the Lord your God” 
(Exodus 20:2). All the commandments find 
their raison dé être there.
 
According to Rashi, the Ten Commandments 
were said in one divine word. The lesson 
thereby taught is that the commandments 
derive from the same source and are laid on 
the same principle. The ethical laws “you 
shall not murder,” etc., are proclaimed in the 
same breath as the religious laws, “you shall 
have no other gods before me,” etc. Ancient 
Jewish tradition even correlates the ethical 
laws of the second part of the Decalogue 
to the religious laws of the first part of the 
Decalogue: “Murder is equivalent to an 
injury to God. For man is made in the image 
of God; apostasy is equivalent to adultery; 
stealing leads to a false oath; the Sabbath 
breaker is equivalent to the one who covets 
his neighborʼs wife, etc.”

The law is a gift from God, an expression 
of His love for mankind, and is therefore 
designed to be lived as an expression of our 
love for God. The prophet Jeremiah sees 
the law written in human hearts (Jeremiah 
31:33). The psalmist sings of the love and 
the delight of the law (Psalms 119:92). 
Paul himself delights “in the law of God” 
(Romans 7:22). We should not obey the 
law out of fear of punishment, or in order 
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to gain favor and salvation from God. We 
should obey the law freely out of love for 
God because we are loved and saved by Him 
(see Exodus 19:4, 5; cf. Psalms 119:41-45). 
Moreover, we obey the law in order to fulfill 
our destiny, to be really ourselves. The goal 
of the law of God is the liberty of men and 
women.
 
This is the ideal of the Jew, but also the ideal 
of any person who wants to live according to 
God and with Him, for they have understood 
that they cannot live without Him.
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“Blessed is the man
Who walks not in the counsel of the ungodly, . . .

But his delight is in the law of the Lord,
And in His law he meditates day and night.”

Pslam 1:1, 2, NKJV
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1. When was the law of God mentioned for 
the first time?

2. How should the law of God be received by 
men?

3. Why should humans keep the law?

4. What is the internal clue in the Ten 
Commandments which suggests that they 
are universal and apply to all men and 
women?

5. What other laws point to the same 
universal scope as the Decalogue?
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6. What are the social/civil laws which are 
not universal and are no more relevant 
today?

7. What cultic/ceremonial laws are not 
universal and are no longer relevant 
today?

8. What clues suggest an essential difference 
between the Decalogue and the laws 
dealing with sacrifices?

9. What kind of laws did the ancient rabbis 
and the early Christians declare binding 
for the non-Jews as well as for the Jews?

10. Does the experience of “renewal of 
covenant” (teshuvah) encouraged by the 
Hebrew prophets between God and Israel 
imply the law has been done away with?

The Torah, the Law of God7
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11. Does the experience of “renewal of 
covenant” (teshuvah) encouraged by the 
teaching of the New Testament imply the 
law has been done away with?

12. Why does the experience of “renewal of 
covenant” imply the observance of the 
Law?

13. What will characterize God’s people in 
the “last days” in regard to the Law?

14. How will the nations respond to the Law 
in Messianic times?

15. What is the purpose of the Law?

Now that you know God gave His law to guide 
you, to free you and express His love for you, do 
you desire to obey His law out of your love for 
Him?

The Torah, the Law of God 7
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What is Truth?
A strange question perhaps, yet one that expresses both our 
confusion and our skepticism regarding truth.  Confusion, 
because with a multiplicity of religions and a diversity of 
beliefs around us we may genuinely wonder, “Where is 
the truth?”  Skepticism, for it suggests that truth does not 
exist; in fact, there really is no objective truth.

The Hebrew Bible, the Tanakh, answers the question 
clearly.  “Hashem, God is the truth” (Jeremiah 10:10; 
literal translation).  For the Bible then, truth does exist; 
truth is association with God Himself.  In fact, truth, 
Emeth, in the Hebrew language, is one of the 13 attributes 
of God.  It falls seventh in the list in the exact center of 
the 13 attributes listed in Exodus 34:6; literal translation, a 
passage that is recited in the liturgies of Rosh Ha-Shanah 
Yom Kippur (Jewish New Year, Day of Attonement).

If truth is identified with Godʼs character, it does not 
come from us but is to be found outside of us – in God.  
This recognition implies that in order to find the truth we 
should not approach it with the preconceived idea that 
we know what the truth is.  Instead, we should approach 
the truth with a question, “What is it?”  This is the very 
same question, in fact, the ancient Israelites asked when 
confronted with the manna, the bread of God in the 
wilderness.  “What is it?” they asked, and the question 
gave the name to this heavenly bread, for the Hebrew 
word manna means “What is it?”  The meaning of the 
word manna suggests an important lesson regarding how 
we should approach Biblical truth.  We should approach 
it with the question: “What is it?  What is truth?”  We 
should approach it with the same humble and honest 
mindset as the ancient Israelites approached the manna in 
the wilderness, asking “What is it?  Asking the question 
from this frame of reference no longer suggests confusion 
or skepticism.   Instead, it implies sincere questioning 
from one who expects a true answer from above.  
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Bible Study – Lesson # 8*
The Shabbat

Shabbat Shalom!

Upon the arrival of the Shabbat 
(Sabbath) at the end of the week 
in Israel, it is customary to nuance 

the traditional greeting of shalom (peace) 
to “Shabbat shalom.” This association of 
Shabbat and shalom is significant. The 
Shabbat is the only day which deserves to 
have its name embellished with shalom. 
There has never been any occurrence 
of “Monday” or “Tuesday shalom.” 
On the other hand, the Shabbat sees 
itself as well adorned with shalom. The 
expression “Shabbat shalom” has liturgical 
connotations to the Jewish worshiperʼs ears 
as she or he opens the prayer book on Friday 
night to the words “shalom aleikhem.” 
The reason for this particular affinity 
between the Shabbat and the shalom can be 
explained by the fact that the meaning of the 
word shalom contains all the dimensions of 
the Shabbat. Yet, shalom means more than 
“peace” (shalom) and wholeness (shalem)—
more than communion with others and 
oneself. Shalom also implies beauty; it 
thus brings into the Sabbath feelings of 
awe and wonder and awakens in everyone 
who enters into the Sabbath the slumbering 
nostalgia which yearns for another space 
and another time.

*Unless otherwise noted, all scripture references are 
taken from the New International Reader s̓ Version 
of the Bible, Copyright 1998, by the Zondervan 
Corporation.
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1. What historical event of the past 
should the Shabbat be a reminder of 
to every human being?

 So the heavens and the earth and 
everything in them were completed.  
By the seventh day God had finished 
the work he had been doing.  So on 
the seventh day he rested from all of 
his work.  God blessed the seventh 
day and made it holy.  He rested on 
it.  After he had created everything, 
he rested from all of the work he had 
done (Genesis 2:1-3).

 “Remember to keep the Sabbath day 
holy.  Do all of your work in six days.  
But the seventh day is a Sabbath in 
honor of the Lord your God.  Do not 
do any work on that day.  The same 
command applies to your sons and 
daughters, your male and female 
servants, and your animals.  It also 
applies to any outsiders who live in 
your cities.  In six days I made the 
heavens and the earth.  I made the 
oceans and everything in them.  But I 
rested on the seventh day.  So I blessed 
the Sabbath day and made it holy 
(Exodus 20:8-11).

2. What other particular event has 
been given to Israel as a reason for 
observing the Shabbat?

 Remember that you were slaves in 
Egypt.  The Lord your God reached 
out his mighty hand and powerful arm 
and brought you out of there.  So he 
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has commanded you to observe the 
Sabbath day (Deuteronomy 5:15).

3. Was the Shabbat also designed for 
the non-Jews?

 “Suppose outsiders want to follow 
me and serve me.  They want to love 
me and worship me.  They keep the 
Sabbath day and do not misuse it.  
And they are faithful in keeping my 
covenant” (Isaiah 56:6).

 Then Jesus said to them, “The 
Sabbath day was made for man.  Man 
was not made for the Sabbath day” 
(Mark 2:27).

• “A gentile may not observe 
the Shabbat as Jews observe it 
until he becomes a proselyte” 
(Devarim Rabbah 1:18).

4. Did the Shabbat commandment 
precede the gift of the Torah on 
Sinai?

Then the Lord spoke to Moses.  He 
said, “I will rain down bread from 
heaven for you.  The people must 
go out each day.  Have them gather 
enough bread for that day.  Here is 
how I will put them to the test.  I will 
see if they will follow my directions…
Moses said. ʻToday is a Sabbath 
day in the Lord s̓ honor.  You won t̓ 
find any flakes on the ground today.  
Gather them for six days.  But on the 



 notes

6

seventh day there won t̓ be any.  It s̓ 
the Sabbathʼ” (Exodus 16:4, 25-26).  
(cf. vs. 22, 23)

5. What is the place of the Shabbat in 
the Decalogue?

 “Remember to keep the Sabbath day 
holy.  Do all of your work in six days.  
But the seventh day is a Sabbath in 
honor of the Lord your God.  Do not 
do any work on that day.  The same 
command applies to your sons and 
daughters, your male and female 
servants, and your animals (Exodus 
20:8-10).

• “The Shabbat is equal to all 
the other commandments of 
the Torah” (Exodus Rabbah 
25:12).

6. Why did Jesus like to perform his 
miracles on Shabbat?

 “This woman is a member of 
Abrahamʼs family line.  But Satan 
has kept her disabled for 18 long 
years.  Shouldn t̓ she be set free on the 
Sabbath day from what was keeping 
her disabled?” (Luke 13:16)  (cf. 
Matthew 12:12; Mark 2:27)

• “Have I then given you the 
Shabbat for your pain? No, I 
have given it to you for your 
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good” (Devarim Rabbah, 
Ekeh).

• “The Shabbat was committed 
unto you, not you unto 
the Shabbat” (Mekhilta on 
Exodus 31:13).

7. Did Jesus intend to abrogate the 
Shabbat?

 “Do not think I have come to get rid 
of what is written in the Law or in 
the Prophets.  I have not come to do 
that.  Instead, I have come to give full 
meaning to what is written” (Matthew 
5:17).  (cf. Matthew 24:20)

8. Did the early Christians keep the 
Shabbat?

 Jesus went to Nazareth, where he had 
been brought up.  On the Sabbath 
day he went into the synagogue as he 
usually did.  And he stood up to read 
(Luke 4:16).  

 Paul and Silas passed through 
Amphipolis and Apollonia.  They 
came to Thessalonica.  A Jewish 
synagogue was there.  Paul went into 
the synagogue as he usually did.  For 
three Sabbath days in a row he talked 
about the Scriptures with the Jews 
(Acts 17:1, 2).
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9. Why did Christians choose later to 
replace the Shabbat with Sunday?

• Constantineʼs decree: “The 
Emperor Constantine to 
A. Helpidius. All judges, 
townspeople and all 
occupations should rest on 
the most honorable day of the 
sun” (Code of Justinian III.12, 
de feriis, 3).

• Canon 29 of the Council of 
Laodicea: “Christians may 
not Judaize by resting on 
the Sabbath, but must work 
on that day, honoring rather 
the Lordʼs Day [Sunday] by 
resting.”

• Marcion ordered: “to fast on 
Saturday… Because it is the 
rest of the God of the Jews…
we fast on that day in order 
not to accomplish on that day 
what was ordained by the God 
of the Jews” (Epiphanius, 
Adversus haereses 42, 3, 4)

10. How did this charge affect relations 
between Israel and the Church?

• “Over the centuries the Jewish 
community has interpreted 
the Churchʼs decision to 
worship on Sunday as a 
rejection of the very heart of 
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Jewish experience—rejection 
of the Law. This move to 
Sunday worship made it 
exceedingly difficult, if not 
virtually impossible, for 
the Jew to give any serious 
consideration to the Christian 
message, or even enter into 
Christian-Jewish dialogue 
without suspicion. The Jew 
saw the Churchʼs move to 
Sunday worship as a call to 
abandon the Law and embrace 
a “new” covenant that now 
replaced the “old” covenant, 
which was thus declared 
ineffective and passé. In short, 
to become a Christian was the 
equivalent of leaving behind 
the Jewishness of oneʼs past, 
hardly a viable option for 
any faithful Jew to consider.” 
(M. R. Wilson, Our Father 
Abraham [Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1989], 80).

11. Is the commandment of the Shabbat 
still relevant today?

 Then the Lord spoke to Moses.  He 
said, “Tell the people of Israel, ʻYou 
must always keep my Sabbath days.  
That will be the sign of the covenant 
I have made between me and you for 
all time to come.  Then you will know 
that I am the Lord.  I make you holy 
(Exodus 31:13).
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12. What other divine institution has 
been associated with the Shabbat in 
the Bible?  Why?

 The man said, “Her bones have come 
from my bones.  Her body has come 
from my body.  She will be named 
ʻwoman,  ̓because she was taken out of 
a man” (Genesis 2:23-24).

 “All of you must have respect for your 
mother and father.  You must always 
keep my Sabbath days.  I am the Lord 
your God” (Leviticus 19:3).

13. How should we experience the 
Shabbat?

 “Do not work on the Sabbath day.  
Do not do just anything you want to 
on my holy day.  Make the Sabbath 
a day you can enjoy.  Honor my holy 
day.  Do not work on it.  Do not do 
just anything you want to.  Do not talk 
about things that are worthless (Isaiah 
58:13).

• “He who takes delight in the 
Shabbat, receives his heartʼs 
desires” (Shabbat 118).

14. Who is responsible to “make” the 
Sabbath “holy”?

 God blessed the seventh day and made 
it holy (Genesis 2:3).  Remember to 
keep the Sabbath day holy (Exodus 
20:8).
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15. Why is the Shabbat a sign of hope?

 “I will create new heavens and a new 
earth.  The things that have happened 
before will not be remembered.  They 
will not even enter your minds.  So be 
glad and full of joy forever because of 
what I will create.  I will cause others 
to take delight in Jerusalem.  They 
will be filled with joy when they see its 
people” (Isaiah 65:17-18). 
(cf. Revelation 21:1)

• “What is the foretaste of the 
world to come? The Shabbat” 
(Bereshit Rabbah, 17:7).

• “The Shabbat is one sixtieth 
of the world to come” 
(Bereshit 57b).

1             Jacques Doukhan, “Like a Tree in the Wilderness,” Shabbat 
Shalom, August 1996, 19-23.

2         Abraham Heschel, The Sabbath: It’s Meaning for Modern Men 
(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1951/1995), p. 111.
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Like a Tree in the Wilderness1

What does it mean to keep the Sabbath?

“The seventh day is a palace in 
time,”2 wrote Abraham Heschel 
dusting off the ancient definition 

of the Hebrew prophets for whom the 
Sabbath was a “sign.” Instead of being a 
sign in space, like a monument eroded by 
time which becomes a sign of death, the 
Sabbath is a sign in time that stands out with 
actuality and freshness—a palace erect in 
the midst of hovels, a sublime beauty which 
inspires our song and welcomes us.

A Sign of Remembrance

The Sabbath is essentially linked with 
memory. This is most explicit in the 
Ten Commandments, where one is 

called to “remember”3 the Sabbath. Memory 
is also involved when an event of the past is 
concerned, as is the case of the Sabbath. In 
fact, the Sabbath is the act of remembrance 
par excellence, for it recalls an absolute 
past: the origin of the universe and of 
humanity, the past of all things and of all 
peoples. The association in the Decalogue 
(The 10 Commandments) of the fourth 
commandment of the Sabbath with the fifth 
commandment, honoring father and mother, 
also alludes to the importance of memory. 
Not only are the two commandments 
juxtaposed; they are also the only two to be 
formulated in a positive way: “Remember. 
. . . Honor . . . .” All other commandments 
are negative (“Thou shall not . . .”). This 
indicates a common preoccupation. These 

3        Exodus 20:8.
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two commandments exhort one to remember 
by evoking the origin and roots of man: 
the fourth commandment pointing to the 
creative act of God and the fifth to the 
procreative act of the parents.
 
The binding together of Sabbath and 
memory, does not inspire a philosophical 
flourish nor a beautiful truth to meditate 
upon, for remembrance implies the concrete, 
historical fact that thrusts its roots into 
reality. Hence, the Sabbath reminds us that 
Creation is not the result of an autonomous 
process, but an intervention from above at a 
given moment in time, with a beginning and 
an end.
 
But the Sabbath is not only a remembrance 
of creation; it is also a remembrance of 
the Sabbath itself, as indicated by Exodus 
20:8: “Remember the Sabbath day . . . .” 
This remembrance, as developed by the 
commandment, goes beyond mere mental 
strain to involve the whole person in a 
concrete act. To remember the Sabbath is to 
reactualize the Sabbath in oneʼs existence, 
week after week. This involves a gesture 
of “setting apart” the time of the Sabbath, 
distinguishing it from other times. One 
implication of this is fidelity to the “real 
time” of the Sabbath. In a society where not 
only the meaning of the Sabbath but also the 
time of the Sabbath is lost, it is the elements 
of time and content that are entwined in the 
remembrance of the Sabbath.

4             Deuteronomy 5:15.
5             2 Chronicles 36:21
6             Exodus. 15:8; Deuteronomy 4:32, 33; Isaiah 43:15-17; 44:24.
7             Matthew 12:9-14; Luke 14:1-6; John 5:1-6; 9:1-38.
8             Luke 13:16.
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A Sign of Hope

In remembering the event of creation, 
the Sabbath emerges as a sign of hope, 
in that it evokes the miracle by which 

light shone out of the shadow and plenitude 
was drawn from the void. Furthermore, 
the Sabbath is used in the Bible as a sign 
of liberation from the Egyptian yoke,4 
and later as a sign of liberation for the 
Babylonian exiles.5 These two events 
involve the powerful act of recreation, 
evoking the original act of creation.6 In the 
New Testament, many of Yeshuaʼs miracles 
occurred during the Sabbath.7 Hope was 
revived for the woman crippled for eighteen 
years who found herself “loosed from this 
bond on the Sabbath.”8

But the Sabbath contains an even more 
explicit lesson of hope, one that is linked 
directly to its source.  The story of Genesis 
teaches us that the Sabbath was the first 
full day for man and woman, their first full 
day with God. The Sabbath reminds us, 
therefore, of the first experience of manʼs 
communion with God. This dimension of 
the Sabbath is noted by the prophet Isaiah, 
who associates the delights of the Sabbath 
with the delights of God: “If you . . . call the 
Sabbath a delight, the holy day of the Lord 
. . . , then you shall delight yourself in the 
Lord.”9 The Sabbath is described here as the 
moment in time when one can delight in the 
experience of “God with us.” This notion is 
also implied in the authorʼs association of 
the Sabbath to the shekhinah, sign of Godʼs 
presence. One can also observe that the 
9             Isaiah 58:13, 14.
10           Genesis 2:2
11        Exodus 40:33-38.
12           2 Chronicles 5:14; 2 Chronicles 7:12.
13        Exodus 20:10; Deuteronomy 5:14.
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phrase “wayyekal melakhah” (He completed 
the work), introduces the Sabbath at the end 
of creation.10  It is the same phrase which 
introduces the shekhinah at the end of the 
construction of the sanctuary by Moses11 and 
of the temple by Solomon.12 These are the 
only three passages which use this phrase, 
as though to emphasize the link between the 
Sabbath and the shekhinah.
 
As a sign of Godʼs presence, the Sabbath 
nourishes our deep longing for the day 
when His presence shall be fully revealed. 
Significantly, the Sabbath is referred to as 
the “day of the Lord,”13 an expression which 
also designates the day of the coming of the 
Lord, which will put an end to all misery, 
inaugurating a new era. The Sabbath “day 
of the Lord” points to the other “day of the 
Lord” as the sign par excellence of hope.

A Sign of the Absolute

The Sabbath evokes the absolute, as it 
refers to a reality which transcends 
us, a law which comes from beyond, 

a gift and sign from God.

The Sabbath is a sign of the absolute 
primarily because it is divine law. The way 
the Sabbath is introduced in the Decalogue 
is significant: “Remember . . . .” This is not 
an ordinary imperative. We are dealing here 
with an absolute infinitive, which denotes 
an imperative of emphasis. The Sabbath 
is therefore perceived as an imperious 
law which imposes itself absolutely from 

14           Leviticus 23:2-4.
15           Exodus 16.
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above. Certain elements even suggest that 
the Sabbath predominates the other laws. 
For example, in the Levitical account, the 
Sabbath is distinguished from the other 
festivals and days of rest.14 In the Biblical 
tradition, the Sabbath has been preserved 
as the first commandment which men 
and women observed immediately after 
Creation; the first couple inaugurated their 
existence and the course of human history 
by observing this commandment. The 
Sabbath was also the first commandment 
given to Israel immediately after their flight 
from Egypt.15 Among all the Levitical laws, 
the Sabbath is the only commandment which 
is not annual, the only day independent from 
the natural and astronomical cycles, which 
has no moral or natural cause to justify its 
observance. The only raison dʼêtre of the 
Sabbath is religious. It is, in fact, the only 
commandment which implies faith.

The Sabbath is also a sign of the absolute in 
that it embodies the gracious act of Godʼs 
love, what the psalmist celebrates as hesed 
(loving kindness) of God.16 The Sabbath 
reminds us that we are nothing but the 
outcome of divine generosity. In fact, the 
gift of the Sabbath was given neither as an 
answer nor as a reward for human work. 
The Sabbath reminds us that it was God who 
took the initiative to give men and women 
the rest which they did not deserve, enabling 
them to enjoy a communion which they had 
not sought. In practice, the Sabbath is also 

16       Psalm 33:5, 22; 36:6; 57:11; 63:3; 108:5, etc
17            Psalm 31:16, NIV.
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a pedagogy of hesed in that it teaches us the 
value of non-action in relation to God; in 
abstaining from work on the Sabbath, we 
demonstrate our total dependence on God. 
What we have is not the result of our work 
or our effort, but a gift from God. It is hesed 
which causes the psalmist to burst out in 
song: “Let your face shine on your servant, 
save me in your unfailing love [hesed!].17 
At the heart of the Sabbath, law and the 
grace customarily  opposed in Christian 
tradition, find reconciliation. By observing 
the fourth commandment, the believer does 
not exclude the grace of God. Quite the 
opposite, it is by observing the law that the 
believer expresses faith that his salvation 
depends entirely on the grace of God.
 
Finally, the Sabbath is a sign of the absolute 
in that it testifies of God Himself, the One 
who is absolutely “Other.” From then on, 
the Sabbath is called the “day of the Lord.”18 
It is the day which the Lord has made,19the 
sign of God.20 The Sabbath day is therefore 
a time intrinsically sacred, which stirs in 
us the deepest respect along with the desire 
to observe the day chosen by God, rather 
than another decreed by human tradition. 
The Sabbath is more than a day of rest and 
recreation at the end of the week; it is the 
concrete expression of our faith in God, the 
sign that our values depend on Him.

18       Exodus 20:10; Leviticus 23:3; Deuteronomy 5:14.
19           Genesis 2:1-3
20           Exodus 31:15.
21           Deuteronomy 5:15.
22           Exodus 31:17; Exodus 20:20.



 notes

18

A Sign of Love

And yet, the Sabbath finds no 
existence outside of the human 
person, for it is not only an action 

of God on behalf of humans; it is also an 
action by humans for God.21 The Sabbath 
is sanctified inasmuch as two partners are 
involved. It is a sign between God and his 
people.22 However, the human “doing” is 
but an answer to the divine “doing.” An 
expression of Godʼs love toward mankind, 
the Sabbath is also our expression of love 
for God. This understanding of the Sabbath 
clearly suggests that humans, not God, 
should be the ones to adapt. The Sabbath 
exhorts us to abstain from doing our own 
will: “If you keep your feet from breaking 
the Sabbath and from doing as you please on 
my holy day, . . . if you honor it by not going 
your own way and not doing as you please 
or speaking idle words, . . . .”23 The Sabbath 
also becomes an act which confronts 
the reality of life and not a disembodied 
“spiritual” truth. The believer who observes 
the Sabbath engages in an experience 
which obliges him or her to meet with God. 
In this encounter the believer silhouettes 
self against an indifferent world occupied 
elsewhere.
 
The human encounter with God does not, 
however, exclude encounter with others. On 
the contrary, human communion with God is 
fulfilled only through oneʼs communion with 
23           Isaiah 58:13, 14, NIV.
24           This median position of the Sabbath in the Decalogue takes on 

a particular meaning in the light of the ancient Middle Eastern 
documents. The seal which engaged the partners of the alliance 
was in fact apposed at the center itself of the tablet (see Meredith 
G. Kline, Treaty of the Great King, The Covenant Structure of 
Deuteronomy: Studies and Commentary (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdman’s, 1963), pp. 18, 19.
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others. The social dimension of the Sabbath 
is already implied in the story of Creation. 
It is even more explicit in the Decalogue, 
where all family members, the slave, and 
the stranger are invited to enjoy in this day 
the same privileges of liberty and rest as 
the Israelites. The Sabbath is the day when 
we remember that “the other” is an equal 
and deserves our respect. It is also the day 
when within the family gathering, the arts of 
listening and dialoguing can be cultivated.
The way the Sabbath is situated in the 
literary structure of the Decalogue confirms 
its emphasis on both God and mankind. 
The text of the Sabbath is located at the 
center of the Decalogue, geometrically 
and thematically speaking.24 The fourth 
commandment is comprised of 55 words 
(in Hebrew) and is situated between 67 
words (first three commandments) and 
41 words (last six commandments). The 
commandment of the Sabbath comprises 
approximately half the words of the whole 
Decalogue (55/108) and occupies its center. 
Thematically, the first three commandments 
are concerned with the relationship 
between God and man, whereas the last six 
commandments involve the relationship 
between humans. The Sabbath functions, 
then, as a bridge between the two groups 
of commandments and is concerned with 
relations between God and humans, as well 
as, between humans.
 
Sign of Godʼs love for us, but also sign of 
our love for Him, the Sabbath suggests that 
the vertical relationship does not exclude the 
horizontal but that they are interdependent.
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A Sign of Life

The Sabbath celebrates Creation and 
thus implies a positive appreciation 
of life. The senses, food, and beauty 

are well received and fully enjoyed. In the 
second century, the Gnostic Marcion, who 
despised the human body and creation, 
rejected the Old Testament and its God 
YHWH, the God of Creation.  He claimed 
that YHWH had been replaced by the God 
of the New Testament, the God of salvation. 
The spiritual domain has since been placed 
over the physical one, the “despicable 
flesh.” This dualism has affected Christian 
anthropology. The soul, the spirit, has 
been separated from the body. Along the 
lines of Platonism, salvation has then been 
understood as a deliverance from the body. 
Since Marcion, many Christian theologians 
have favored salvation over Creation. 
One of the most interesting symptoms of 
this dualistic mentality is detected in the 
Christian shift from the Sabbath memorial 
of creation to the Sunday memorial of 
salvation. Sabbath keeping expresses, 
then, a religious philosophy that says yes 
to Creation and involves the body in the 
“spiritual” process of salvation, affirming 
the unity of the human person.

Sign of the past and the future, the Sabbath 
tears us from our present reality to rekindle 
our memories and set our hopes ablaze. Sign 
of the absolute and of love, the Sabbath 
teaches us to open ourselves to others—to 
man and to God.
 
Perhaps one reason humans have lost the 
meaning of the Sabbath is because they have 
lost their roots and perspectives. Today, the 
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Sabbath is no longer a sign of the glorious 
event of Creation, or the extraordinary hope 
of a recreation. People are comfortably 
settled in their Sabbath, which has shriveled 
into a mere “weekend,” or an obscure ritual.
 
If humans have lost the sense of the 
Sabbath, it is because they are unable to 
open up to others. It must be noticed that 
the three monotheisms that issued from the 
Bible—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—
all observe a different Sabbath, as though 
to avoid any possible encounter with each 
other—perhaps also to avoid stumbling 
upon God.
 
From the depths of the ages to our time, the 
Sabbath is a sign for Jews and Christian 
alike. Even more, Sabbath is the sign that 
comes between the Jew and the Christian. 
The Sabbath is one of the first elements 
which determined and even maintained the 
open wound of their separation.
 
Separated by time, Jews and Christians have 
lost sight of each other. What better way for 
them to meet than to worship at the same 
time as indicated by the God of Abraham, 
Israel, and also Paul.
 
The Sabbath would then become the sign 
of a miracle –  that we remember, that God 
is more than a tradition –  a sign of life and 
hope in something else, like a tree in the 
wilderness.



 notes

22



 notes

23



 notes

24



1

1. What historical event of the past should 
the Shabbat be a reminder of to every 
human being?

2. What other particular event has been 
given to Israel as a reason for observing 
the Shabbat?

3. Was the Shabbat also designed for the 
non-Jews?

4. Did the Shabbat commandment precede 
the gift of the Torah on Sinai?

5. What is the place of the Shabbat in the 
Decalogue?
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6. Why did Jesus like to perform his 
miracles on Shabbat?

7. Did Jesus intend to abrogate the Shabbat?

8. Did the early Christians keep the 
Shabbat?

9. Why did Christians choose later to 
replace the Shabbat with Sunday?

10. How did this charge affect relations 
between Israel and the Church?

The Shabbat8
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11. Is the commandment of the Shabbat still 
relevant today?

12. What other divine institution has been 
associated with the Shabbat in the Bible?  
Why?

13. How should we experience the Shabbat?

14. Who is responsible to “make” the Sabbath 
“holy”?

15. Why is the Shabbat a sign of hope?

Have you, or are you now experiencing the 
delight of the Shabbat?  If not, would you like 
to?

The Shabbat 8
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What is Truth?
A strange question perhaps, yet one that expresses both our 
confusion and our skepticism regarding truth.  Confusion, 
because with a multiplicity of religions and a diversity of 
beliefs around us we may genuinely wonder, “Where is 
the truth?”  Skepticism, for it suggests that truth does not 
exist; in fact, there really is no objective truth.

The Hebrew Bible, the Tanakh, answers the question 
clearly.  “Hashem, God is the truth” (Jeremiah 10:10; 
literal translation).  For the Bible then, truth does exist; 
truth is association with God Himself.  In fact, truth, 
Emeth, in the Hebrew language, is one of the 13 attributes 
of God.  It falls seventh in the list in the exact center of 
the 13 attributes listed in Exodus 34:6; literal translation, a 
passage that is recited in the liturgies of Rosh Ha-Shanah 
Yom Kippur (Jewish New Year, Day of Attonement).

If truth is identified with Godʼs character, it does not 
come from us but is to be found outside of us – in God.  
This recognition implies that in order to find the truth we 
should not approach it with the preconceived idea that 
we know what the truth is.  Instead, we should approach 
the truth with a question, “What is it?”  This is the very 
same question, in fact, the ancient Israelites asked when 
confronted with the manna, the bread of God in the 
wilderness.  “What is it?” they asked, and the question 
gave the name to this heavenly bread, for the Hebrew 
word manna means “What is it?”  The meaning of the 
word manna suggests an important lesson regarding how 
we should approach Biblical truth.  We should approach 
it with the question: “What is it?  What is truth?”  We 
should approach it with the same humble and honest 
mindset as the ancient Israelites approached the manna in 
the wilderness, asking “What is it?  Asking the question 
from this frame of reference no longer suggests confusion 
or skepticism.   Instead, it implies sincere questioning 
from one who expects a true answer from above.  
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Bible Study – Lesson # 9*
Creation

The Unbelievable Belief

To believe in Creation is not just a 
matter of faith, it is also common 
sense. The French philosopher 

Voltaire was compelled to recognize that 
a watch could not exist if there were not a 
watchmaker. Before Voltaire, Rabbi Akiba 
also noted: “A house could not have existed 
if there were not a builder, a garment if there 
were not a weaver, and a door if there were 
not a carpenter, so does the Universe which 
could not have existed if there were not a 
Creator” (Midrash Temurah, Ch. 5).
 
Yet, faith and common sense are not 
enough on this matter. Many believers, 
Christians and Jews, not to mention many 
reasonable and intelligent people, do not 
believe in Creation. For Creation is the most 
unbelievable belief. For, Creation is the only 
event in human history that had no human 
witness!
 
The Creation story makes sense, however, 
for it is the only rational explanation for 
our faith and the only reasonable key to our 
mystery.
 
*Unless otherwise noted, all scripture references are 
taken from the New International Reader s̓ Version 
of the Bible, Copyright 1998, by the Zondervan 
Corporation.
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1. Why does the Bible begin with the 
Creation story?

God created the heavens and the earth 
(Genesis 1:1).

Faith is being sure of what we hope 
for.  It is being certain of what we do 
not see. (Hebrews 11:1).

• Creation is the first “article 
of faith” in the Ani ma  amin 
Jewish creed, written by 
Maimonides: “I believe with a 
firm and perfect faith that God 
is the Creator of all things.”

2. What is the first lesson of Creation?

 Come, let us bow down and worship 
him.  Let us fall on our knees in front 
of the Lord our Maker (Psalm 95:6).  
(cf. Revelation 14:7)

 
• “Aleinu lesabeiah le Adon 

ha-kol. Lateit gdulah leyotser 
bereisheet.  It is our duty 
to praise the Lord of all, to 
proclaim the greatness of 
the Creator of the universe” 
(Aleinu prayer).

3. What is the most compelling 
evidence of Godʼs existence?
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 The heavens tell about the glory of 
God.  The skies show that his hands 
created them (Psalm 19:1).  (cf. 
Genesis 1:1)

• Upon observing the syntax of 
the first verse (Genesis 1:1), 
the Midrash concludes that the 
creation (bara) leads to the 
encounter with God (Elohim). 
See Yalkut R. Samuel ISP 
184: “I exist, therefore God 
exists.”

4. How did God create the world?

He spoke, and the world came into 
being.  He commanded, and it stood 
firm. (Psalm 33:9).
(cf. Genesis 1:3)

• “God created the world by a 
word, instantaneously, without 
toil and pains” (Bereshit 
Rabbah 3, 2). “The world was 
created by ten divine words . 
. . for the first act was enough 
for all the creation” (m. Pirkey 
Abot 5.1). 

5. How long did God take to create our 
universe?

 “In six days I made the heavens and 
the earth.  I made the oceans and 
everything in them.  But I rested on the 
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seventh day.  So I blessed the Sabbath 
day and made it holy” (Exodus 20:
11).

6. How does the Bible describe each 
work of creation?

 God said, “Let the water under the 
sky be gathered into one place.  Let 
dry ground appear.”  And that s̓ 
exactly what happened.  God called 
the dry ground “land.”   He called the 
waters that were gathered together 
“oceans.” And God saw that it was 
good (Genesis 1:9-10).  (cf. vs.12, 
etc.; Genesis 1:31)

• “Everything that God 
fashioned was perfect, as all 
His dealings with men are just 
and right. It is not for men to 
imagine improvements in His 
creation” (Sifre Deuteronomy, 
per. 397).

7. What kind of days are the days of 
the Creation week?

 God called the light “day.”  He called 
the darkness “night.”  There was 
evening, and there was morning.  It 
was day one (Genesis 1:5).  (cf. vs.8, 
13, etc.)

• See Rashi (in Miqraoth 
Gdoloth): “The symmetry of 
the text would have required 
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first day, like for the following 
days, second, third, fourth. 
Why was it written ʻoneʼ? 
because God was one.”

8. How did God proceed to mark days 
and seasons?

 God made two great lights.  He made 
the larger light to rule over the day.  
He made the smaller light to rule over 
the night.  He also made the stars 
(Genesis 1:16).  (cf. Genesis 1:4-5)

   

9. What lessons about God can we  
 learn from the Creation story?

 God (Elohim) created the heavens and 
the earth (Genesis 1:1).

 At that time, bushes had not appeared 
on the earth.  Plants had not come up 
in the fields.  The Lord God (YHWH) 
had not sent rain on the earth.  And 
there wasnʼt any man to work the 
ground (Genesis 2:5).

• “Elohim is the name of God 
when He exercises justice 
. . . YHWH is the name of 
God when He exercises 
mercy” (see Rashi, Miqraoth 
Gdoloth).

10. What was Godʼs purpose in creating 
the world?

 God saw everything he had made.  
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And it was very good.  There was 
evening, and there was morning.  It 
was day six (Genesis 1: 31).

• “Rabbi Aibo said of God: ʻIt 
is like a king who has filled 
his palace with enjoyments; 
if he has no visitors, what 
pleasure does he derive from 
them? Thus when the angels 
objected to the creation of 
man, God replied: “And of 
what use are all the good 
things I have created, unless 
men are there to enjoy 
them?”ʼ” (Bereshit Rabbah 8, 
5).

11. What should be the human response 
to the fact that God created the 
world?

 You love your wife.  So enjoy life 
with her.  Do it all the days of this 
meaningless life God has given you 
on earth.  That s̓ what he made you 
for.  That s̓ what you get for all of your 
hard work on earth (Ecclesiastes 9:9). 
— Enjoy life! 

 God blessed the seventh day and made 
it holy.  He rested on it.  After he had 
created everything, he rested from all 
of the work he had done (Genesis 2:
3).  (cf. Exodus 20:10-11) — Keep the 
Sabbath!
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12. How did the Marcionite rejection 
of the God of Creation affect the 
Jewish-Christian separation?

• “There were, in Marcionʼs view, two 
gods. The one, creator of the world 
and all that is in it, was the god 
of the Jewish Bible” (Steven G. 
Wilson, Related Strangers, p.211).

• “The other, the redeemer deity, was 
radically different: a god of mercy 
rather than justice, of love and 
compassion, utterly separate from 
the creator god and wholly unknown 
until revealed by Jesus” (Steven G. 
Wilson, Related Strangers, p.211).

• “The separation of law and gospel is 
the primary and principal exploit of 
Marcion” (Marc. 1.19).

13. How is faith in creation implied in  
 the Biblical hope?

 “I will create new heavens and a new 
earth.  The things that have happened 
before will not be remembered.  They 
will not even enter your minds.  So be 
glad and full of joy forever because of 
what I will create.  I will cause others 
to take delight in Jerusalem.  They 
will be filled with joy when they see its 
people” (Isaiah 65:17-18).
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14. What is the Jewish or the New 
Testament ritual that points to the 
Biblical event of creation?

 Jesus answered, “What Iʼm about 
to tell you is true.  No one can enter 
God s̓ kingdom without being born 
through water and the Holy Spirit” 
(John 3:5).  (cf. Romans 6:1-4) 
Tevilah: Yevamot 46b; Keritot 9a

 
• In both traditions the total 

immersion of the person is 
required for the proselyte 
before he or she joins.  In both 
traditions the act of immersion 
symbolizes recreation and 
new commitment to God and 
the Torah (see Maimonides, 
Mishneh Torah, Issuaray Biah 
13:5 and Colossians 2:12).

15. What lesson is suggested through 
the way the Bible begins and ends?

God created the heavens and the earth 
(Genesis 1:1).

 
 Cyrus, the king of Persia, says, “ʼThe 

Lord is the God of heaven.  He has 
given me all of the kingdoms on earth.  
He has appointed me to build a temple 
for him at Jerusalem in Judah.  Any 
one of his people among you can go 
up to Jerusalemʼ” (2 Chronicles 36:
23). 
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 “I will send you the prophet Elijah.  
He will come before the day of the 
Lord arrives.  It will be a great and 
terrifying day.  Elijah will teach 
parents how to love their children.  He 
will also teach children how to honor 
their parents.  If that does not happen, 
I will come.  And I will put a curse on 
the land” (Malachi 4: 5-6).

 
 In the beginning, the Word was 

already there.  The Word was with 
God, and the Word was God (John 1:
1). 

 He who gives witness to these things 
says, “Yes.  I am coming soon.”  
Amen.  Come, Lord Jesus (Revelation 
22:20!
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Bereshit: The Mystery of Creation1

The Bible proclaims that the universe 
and its content – landscape and 
mountains, rivers and seas, trees and 

flowers, animals which walk, swim or fly, 
and men and women who think and sing 
– all these did not come about by accident 
but were created by God.

In the Beginning God

It is not an accident that the Bible begins 
with this affirmation.  The first article 
of faith of Maimonides  ̓Ani maamin 

states: “I believe with a firm and perfect 
faith that God is the Creator of all things; 
for He guides and supports all creatures; 
that He alone has made everything and that 
He still acts, and will act during the whole 
eternity.” This position at the beginning of 
the prophetic word suggests the priority 
of Creation over any other theological 
consideration. Even before the appearance 
of Adam and Eve and later Israel, we 
encounter the event of Godʼs Creation. Rashi 
wondered about this fact: “Why didnʼt God 
start with the Exodus, the most important 
event, the first event of the history of 
Israel?” he asked. The reason he suggested, 
is that all may know that the God of Israel is 
the God of all nations.
 
The first lesson of Creation is to reveal to us 
that God is, before all of us. It is noteworthy 
that the Masoretic Text puts an athnach, 
the most powerful disjunctive accent, on 
the word Elohim (God) in order to mark 
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an emphasis: God is the Creator. God did 
it. Nothing came by accident. The most 
compelling evidence of Godʼs existence lies 
in His Creation. Upon observing the syntax 
of the first verse, the Midrash made the 
same observation. “In the beginning created 
God.” The order of the words in the Hebrew 
text, putting the verb describing Creation 
(bara) before the mention of God (Elohim), 
inspired the ancient rabbis who concluded 
that the Creation leads to an encounter with 
God (see Yalkut R. Samuel ISP 184).
 
In other words, the very fact that I exist 
is evidence of Godʼs existence. “I am, 
therefore God is” we could say paraphrasing 
Descartes. I breathe, I think, I wonder, I 
pray, I see the world; therefore God exists. 
You may question everything, including 
the rigor of that philosophy, the truth of 
religion, or the validity of that opinion. But 
you cannot question your own existence, 
for as you are questioning, you exist. And 
since you exist, God exists. Because I am, 
there must be someone before me. The Bible 
starts with this awareness; God was in the 
beginning.

The God of Creation

Through His work God defines 
Himself both as a great and Almighty 
God, who transcends humankind 

and as a personal God who came down and 
created persons and related to them.
 
1             Jacques Doukhan, “Bereshit: The Mystery of Creation,” Shabbat 

Shalom, Spring 2000, 14-17. 
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The Biblical story of Creation attests to 
these two complementary faces of God. In 
the first Creation story (Genesis 1:1-2:4a) 
God is described as the Great God of the 
Universe (Genesis 1:1). He is called by the 
name Elohim, which is derived from the 
Semitic root alah that expresses the idea 
of power and preeminence, and is used in 
the plural form (-îm) to suggest the idea 
of superlative and majesty. In the second 
Creation story (Genesis 2:4b-25), God is 
instead described as a God who comes close 
to humans and takes care of them. Here also, 
the name of God YHWH corresponds to 
this accent on Godʼs proximity. The name 
YHWH is derived from the Semitic root 
hwh that means to “exist with” or “exist 
for.” YHWH is the God who walks with and 
fights for.  He is the God of history (Exodus 
3:13-14), the personal God of Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob (Exodus 3:16).
 
From the first pages of Scripture, God 
reveals Himself as the unique God who 
exists within Himself, absolute and 
independent; but He is also the personal 
God who exists and works for us. Because 
He is the Creator, God will always remain 
beyond human understanding; any attempt 
to represent Him, or even to conceive of 
Him is bound to fail and is blasphemous 
(Exodus 20:4-6). On the other hand, because 
He creates, God makes Himself known and 
we are able to approach Him and love Him. 
God is both far and near (Jeremiah 23:23), 
“in heaven” but also “our Father.”
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Faith in the Creator implies a religion 
of tension between two poles, where the 
worship experience includes both the 
awareness of the power and transcendence 
of God along with the assurance of His love. 
This is why Creation is often given in the 
Bible, especially in the Psalms, as the main 
reason for worshiping God: “Come, let us 
bow down and worship him.  Let us fall on 
our knees in front of the Lord our Maker” 
(Psalm 95:6).

The Work of Creation

The very fact that it was God who 
worked at Creation should deter us 
from any attempt to speculate and 

explain its mystery.  It is interesting that 
the Biblical Creation story does not provide 
us with the “scientific” mechanism of the 
divine work of Creation. God did not use an 
assistant, a special tool, or a secret formula. 
The entire mystery resides in Him. He 
spoke, and the world came into being.  He 
commanded, and it stood firm (Psalm 33:
9). Indeed, the work of Creation is described 
as the result of Godʼs word. Ten times God 
spoke, suggests that it took God a minimal 
number of words to produce the Creation 
(compare Genesis 18:32). The Midrash 
comments on this miracle: “God created the 
world by a word, instantaneously, without 
toil and pains” (Bereshit Rabbah 3, 2). Yet 
the Creation story tells us that it took God 
seven days to complete the whole work – 
one week. He could have done it in a second 
or even less. Why then did God choose to 
create in seven days? The number seven 
in the Bible and in the ancient Middle East 
symbolizes the idea of fullness—a way of 
saying that God created everything and that 
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everything was perfect and complete. As 
the Sifre Deuteronomy states: “Everything 
that God fashioned was perfect, as all His 
dealings with men are just and right. It is 
not for men to imagine improvements in His 
creation” (Sifre Deuteronomy 397).
 
Also, God used a time unit that belongs to 
the human sphere. When God created, He 
entered the time frame of our universe. It 
is indeed interesting that for each stage of 
the week of Creation it is said “There was 
evening, and there was morning.  It was day 
one…It was day two” (Genesis 1:5, 8). It is 
remarkable however that this phrase that is 
repeated six times to mark each new day of 
Creation, does not appear in relation to the 
seventh day, the Sabbath. The reason for this 
omission is quite simple. Only the seventh 
day is the first full day for human beings 
(Adam and Eve). Now that humans are here, 
it is no longer necessary to specify “evening 
and morning” for the day. Their presence is 
enough to indicate that the day which is now 
involved is a human day of “evening and 
morning,” in our words “a twenty-four-hour 
day.” It was, on the other hand, necessary 
to specify “evening and morning” for the 
other six days since humans were not yet an 
inherent part of the rhythm of the cosmos. 
The intention of this six fold repetition is 
clear: to emphasize that the days of this 
week were indeed human days, even though 
humans were not yet present. In fact, the 
clue is given from the first day (Genesis 1:
5). Instead of using the expected ordinal 
number rishon (first) as is done for all the 
other days (second, third, etc.), the Biblical 
author uses the cardinal number ahad (one). 
The day he has in mind then is “one day,” 
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one “unique day.” The same word is used 
in fact in the Shema to characterize the 
uniqueness of God (Deuteronomy 6:4). As 
the famous medieval Jewish commentator 
Rashi observed: “The symmetry of the text 
would have required first day, as for the 
following days, second, third, fourth. Why 
was it written ʻoneʼ? Because God is one?”
 
The mystery remains total. The Biblical 
author insists: It took God just one week, 
one literal human week to complete 
the entire work of Creation. This may 
sound unbelievable today considering the 
“scientific” claim of evolution that speaks 
of billions of years. Yet the second Creation 
story (Genesis 2:4b-25) that parallels the 
first, confirms the truth of the first Creation 
story. The text tells us that God created the 
garden with its trees and that the humans 
He put among them were adult, mature. 
The second Creation story provides us with 
a key to interpret the first Creation story. 
Just as man was created adult, so the world 
was created adult. Adam was not created 
immature, as a baby or a sperm. God 
created him “grown up” just as the trees and 
everything around him, so that he could not 
only survive but also enjoy all the divine 
gifts.
 
A strong affirmation of the goodness and 
the perfection of Creation, marks the 
conclusion of the Creation week: God saw 
everything he had made.  And it was very 
good (Genesis 1:31). The “very” added to 
the “good” at the end of the work shows that 
Creation is not just a good work that meets 
our basic needs and helps us to survive. 
Creation is both beautiful and abundant so 
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that we may enjoy it. This ultimate purpose 
has been pointed out by Rabbi Abo in the 
Midrash Rabbah, “It is like a king who has 
filled his palace with enjoyments. . . . When 
the angels objected to the Creation of man, 
God replied: ʻAnd of what use are all the 
good things I have created, unless men are 
there to enjoy them?ʼ” (Bereshit Rabbah 
8, 5). The implication of the goodness of 
Creation is that humans are allowed and 
even required to enjoy it.
 
This positive appreciation of Creation 
has characterized the Jewish response of 
joy in life, in contrast to the Marcionite 
dualism that has often affected Christians.  
This dualism has encouraged Christians to 
despise Creation and the physical world as 
something negative and evil. In Christianity 
the spiritual domain has therefore prevailed 
over the physical and material domain. The 
God of salvation, the spiritual God of the 
New Testament, has replaced the God of 
Creation, the concrete and historical God of 
the Old Testament. Along the same lines, the 
first day of the week, Sunday, that celebrates 
the resurrection and deliverance from the 
world, has replaced the Seventh-day Sabbath 
that celebrates Creation and the goodness of 
the physical world.
 
The shift from Creation to Salvation, from 
concrete history to the call for spiritual 
experience, has played a major role in the 
forging of two different mentalities leading 
ultimately to the separation between Jews 
and Christians. The dichotomy between 
Creation and Salvation is unfortunate. From 
the perspective of the Bible, Salvation 
and Creation are related. Salvation is 
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understood as a Creation, a deliverance from 
nothingness and darkness.
 
Interestingly, when the ancient Israelites 
were delivered from Egypt they experienced 
a creation. The song of Moses that 
celebrates that event uses the very language 
of the Creation story to describe it (Exodus 
15:8). Likewise the prophet Isaiah speaks 
of the return from the exile in the same 
language of Creation (see especially Isaiah 
42-45). Also in the New Testament Jesus 
describes salvation as a creation: “No one 
can enter God s̓ kingdom without being born 
through water and the Holy Spirit” (John 3:
5; compare Romans 6:1-4). This connection 
is even present in the Jewish rituals that 
mark the entry of the proselyte into Judaism. 
Both the Jewish Tevela and Christian 
baptism require total immersion in the water, 
recalling the event of Creation in order to 
suggest new commitment, new life, and the 
hope of a new world.
 
When the Bible speaks about the hope of 
Godʼs new kingdom and the New Jerusalem, 
it does so by reference to Creation. The 
prophet Isaiah, as well as, the book of 
Revelation, concludes with the same vision 
of the new city that God promises to create 
for the happiness of humankind. Hope is the 
hallmark of Creation.
 
“I will create new heavens and a new earth.  
The things that have happened before will 
not be remembered.  They will not even 
enter your minds.  So be glad and full of joy 
forever because of what I will create.  I will 
cause others to take delight in Jerusalem.  
They will be filled with joy when they see its 



 notes

20

people.  And I will be full of joy because of 
Jerusalem.  I will take delight in my people.  
Sobbing and crying will not be heard 
there anymore” (Isaiah 65:17-19; compare 
Revelation 21:1-5).
 
The first message contained in this promise 
is that the kingdom of God is not to be 
expected here, as a direct product of our 
own human effort. It is a Creation from God, 
a gift from above. It also means that the 
salvation of mankind implies the Creation of 
the universe. All is recreated and therefore 
hope is possible. Presently death, evil, and 
suffering are an inherent part of the world 
and mankind. The only solution to the 
problem is cosmic; only faith in Creation 
makes this perspective possible. Creation 
allows the hope of re-creation. The structure 
of the Bible, the way it begins and ends, 
conveys the same association. The first 
pages of the Scriptures speak of Creation 
and the last pages speak of re-creation. The 
very fact that in the beginning everything 
was “good” and even “very good” 
guarantees the promise of a better world, 
where everything will again be “very good.”
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“In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.”

Genesis 1:1
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1. Why does the Bible begin with the 
Creation story?

2. What is the first lesson of Creation?

3. What is the most compelling evidence of 
God’s existence?

4. How did God create the world?

5. How long did God take to create our 
universe?

6. How does the Bible describe each work of 
creation?
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7. What kind of days are the days of the 
Creation week?

8. How did God proceed to mark days and 
seasons?

9. What lessons about God can we learn from 
the Creation story?

10. What was God’s purpose in creating the 
world?

11. What should be the human response to the 
fact that God created the world?

12. How did the Marcionite rejection of 
the God of Creation affect the Jewish-
Christian separation?
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13. How is faith in creation implied in the 
Biblical hope?

14. What is the Jewish or the New Testament 
ritual that points to the Biblical event of 
creation?

15. What lesson is suggested through the way 
the Bible begins and ends?

Does knowing you were created by God, rather 
than being a product of evolution, convince you 
of how special you are to Him?

How do you respond to that kind of love?

Creation9 9
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What is Truth?
A strange question perhaps, yet one that expresses both our 
confusion and our skepticism regarding truth.  Confusion, 
because with a multiplicity of religions and a diversity of 
beliefs around us we may genuinely wonder, “Where is 
the truth?”  Skepticism, for it suggests that truth does not 
exist; in fact, there really is no objective truth.

The Hebrew Bible, the Tanakh, answers the question 
clearly.  “Hashem, God is the truth” (Jeremiah 10:10; 
literal translation).  For the Bible then, truth does exist; 
truth is association with God Himself.  In fact, truth, 
Emeth, in the Hebrew language, is one of the 13 attributes 
of God.  It falls seventh in the list in the exact center of 
the 13 attributes listed in Exodus 34:6; literal translation, a 
passage that is recited in the liturgies of Rosh Ha-Shanah 
Yom Kippur (Jewish New Year, Day of Attonement).

If truth is identified with Godʼs character, it does not 
come from us but is to be found outside of us – in God.  
This recognition implies that in order to find the truth we 
should not approach it with the preconceived idea that 
we know what the truth is.  Instead, we should approach 
the truth with a question, “What is it?”  This is the very 
same question, in fact, the ancient Israelites asked when 
confronted with the manna, the bread of God in the 
wilderness.  “What is it?” they asked, and the question 
gave the name to this heavenly bread, for the Hebrew 
word manna means “What is it?”  The meaning of the 
word manna suggests an important lesson regarding how 
we should approach Biblical truth.  We should approach 
it with the question: “What is it?  What is truth?”  We 
should approach it with the same humble and honest 
mindset as the ancient Israelites approached the manna in 
the wilderness, asking “What is it?  Asking the question 
from this frame of reference no longer suggests confusion 
or skepticism.   Instead, it implies sincere questioning 
from one who expects a true answer from above.  
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 notes

Bible Study – Lesson # 10*
Eating and Drinking

“The preservation of health is one of the 
godly ways” (Yod 4).

Eating and Drinking with God

It is striking to see that at each stage of 
Revelation humans have been tested 
regarding their commitment to God by 

their submission to dietary laws. The only 
commandment Adam and Eve received in 
the Garden of Eden was in reference to food. 
When Noah went out of the Ark, he was 
forbidden to consume blood. Because of 
their intimacy with the sacred, Jewish priests 
were required to abstain from any alcoholic 
drinks. Later at Sinai, the Israelites received 
through Moses a series of dietary laws 
concerning clean and unclean animals.

Biblical religion, whether it concerns 
ordinary daily life or the high moments 
of a Jewish festival, is marked with food 
and drink, or sometimes with fasting or 
abstinence. The lesson is first of all religious. 
Through these laws the meal becomes a 
Mizwah, the table stands out as an altar and 
God is closer to humans.  As they eat and 
drink to sustain themselves, they realize 
that they owe their biological existence to 
their Creator. The lesson is also ethical. 
These restrictions teach men and women to 
discipline themselves, respect life, dominate 
their persons and submit their bodies and 
appetites to the Spirit. But beyond religion 
and ethics, these laws contain a lesson 
about the nature of humankind. Eating and 
drinking and the health of our body are 
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spiritual requirements.

* Unless otherwise noted, all scripture verses are 
taken from the New International Reader s̓ Version 
of the Bible, Copyright 1998, by the Zondervan 
Corporation.
1. What is the ideal diet given by God  
 at Creation for humankind?

Then God said, “I am giving you 
every plant on the face of the whole 
earth that bears its own seeds.  I am 
giving you every tree that has fruit 
with seeds in it.  All of them will be 
given to you for food” (Genesis 1:29).

• The rabbis saw in this passage 
the clear implication that “the 
first man was not allowed 
to eat meat” (Talmud b. 
Sanhedrin 59b).

2. What will be the diet of the “world  
 to come” according to the Hebrew  
 prophets?

Cows will eat with bears.  Their little 
ones will lie down together.  And lions 
will eat straw like oxen  (Isaiah 11:7). 
(cf. Isaiah 65:25; Hosea 2:18)

3. Were there other occasions in the 
ancient history of Israel when 
God tried to put His people on an 
exclusive vegetarian regime?

Then the Lord spoke to Moses.  He 
said, “I will rain down bread from 
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heaven for you.  The people must 
go out each day.  Have them gather 
enough bread for that day.  Here is 
how I will put them to the test.  I will 
see if they will follow my directions 
(Exodus 16:4). (cf. Numbers 11:7-8) 

4. Is vegetarianism in line with Jewish  
  tradition?

• Certainly, for it is attested 
to and recommended in the 
Bible as the highest ideal 
(see above). It is also the 
most convenient or sure 
way to avoid prohibited 
food (see below). A good 
number of famous Jews were 
vegetarians–to name just a 
few among contemporaries: 
the first Ashkenazic chief 
rabbi of Israel, the late 
Abraham Isaac Kook; the 
more recent Ashkenazic 
chief rabbi of Israel, Rabbi 
Shlomo Goren; two winners 
of the Nobel Peace Prize for 
Literature, S. Y. Agnon and 
Isaac Bashevis Singer; the 
spiritual mentor of the Zionist 
Movement, A. D. Gordon. 
“Jewish Vegetarian Societies” 
are present in many places 
all over the world including 
Israel which counts about 
100,000 vegetarians, nearly 4 
percent of the population.
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• Rabbi Yohanan said: “Rab 
came from a healthy stock and 
retained his health by eating 
vegetables.” (Hullin, 84)

5. How can we reconcile the vegetarian 
statement of Genesis 1 with Godʼs 
permission to eat animal flesh after 
the flood?

“But you must not eat meat that still 
has blood in it” (Genesis 9:4).

• According to ancient sages, 
it is because the earth had 
become “corrupt . . . and 
filled with violence” (Genesis 
6:11) that God allowed 
the consumption of meat. 
A common sense answer: 
simply because after the flood, 
vegetables and fruit were 
temporarily not available.

6. What kinds of animals were  
 humans allowed or forbidden to  
 eat?

 “You can eat any animal that has 
hoofs that are separated completely in 
two.  But it must also chew the cud” 
(Leviticus 11:3).

 Land: Animals that do not fill 
all these requirements such as the 
pig (Leviticus 11:7) or the rabbit 
(Leviticus 11:6) were prohibited.

 Water: ʻMany creatures live in the 
water of the oceans and streams.  You 
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can eat all of those that have fins and 
scales  ̓(Leviticus 11:9).

 Air:  Leviticus 11:13-19 and 
Deuteronomy 14:12-18 gives a list 
of forbidden birds, many of them are 
birds of prey. On the basis of these 
two lists, the Talmud gives the names 
of 24 prohibited birds (Hul. 63b).

• The dietary laws of kosher, 
which distinguish between 
clean and unclean meats 
is reminiscent of Genesis 
1.  Indeed, the language of 
Leviticus 11 which records 
these laws uses the same 
technical words and stylistic 
expressions (beasts of the 
earth, creeping animals, after 
its kind, etc.). Furthermore, 
the listing of the animals 
follows the same sequence as 
in Genesis 1:24-26 (the sixth 
day of creation).

• “Hoofed feet were given as a 
sign of a grazing animal, as 
claws identify an animal that 
seizes its prey. Carnivores 
were deemed unfit or 
unclean,” comments Soler, 
because such an animal “has 
itself consumed meat and 
killed other animals in order 
to do so. . . . If man were to 
eat them, he would be doubly 
unclean.” Thus, the restriction 
of meat-eating to the flesh of 
grazing animals only, may 
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be seen as a step toward 
vegetarianism (Vegetarianism 
and the Jewish Tradition, 
p.23).

7. What reasons have been given to  
 justify the dietary laws?

 “I am the Lord.  I brought you up out 
of Egypt to be your God.  So be holy, 
because I am holy” (Leviticus 11:45).

 Other underlying motivations have 
been suggested in Jewish traditions:

• Spiritual reasons: because unclean 
meats would obstruct human 
intelligence (Yoma 39a).

• Ethical reasons: to help refine moral 
conduct, such as obedience and self 
control (Gen. Rabbah 44:1) or even 
compassion (Kook).

• Health or hygiene reasons: (Moses 
Maimonides).

8. What additional restriction is  
 required when eating clean meat?

 “Suppose someone eats meat that 
still has blood in it.  It does not 
matter whether he is an Israelite or 
an outsider.  I will turn against him if 
he eats it.  I will cut him off from his 
people” (Leviticus 17:10-11).

• This prerequisite is totally 
absent in the ancient Near 
East and is enjoined on all 
men.
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9. Why was it forbidden to eat blood?
 

“You must not, however, eat flesh 
with its life-blood in it” (Genesis 9:
4 JPS TNK).  (cf. 1 Samuel 14:33-34; 
Ezekiel 33:25-26)

• The emphasis on the 
sacredness of life in the 
context of Genesis 9:4 (see 
vv. 5-7) as one prepares 
to eat meat suggests again 
the Biblical intention to 
discourage the consumption 
of meat. Also, the laws of 
kashrut further discourage the 
eating of meat by surrounding 
this act with rules (shehita, 
“salting”) and prohibitions.

10. What is the Biblical position  
 regarding the use of alcoholic  
 beverages?

 Don t̓ look at wine when it is red.  
Don t̓ look at it when it bubbles in the 
cup.  And don t̓ look at it when it goes 
down smoothly.  In the end it bites like 
a poisonous serpent.  Your eyes will 
see strange sights.  Your mind will 
imagine weird things (Proverbs 23:
31-32).  (cf. Proverbs 20:1)

• On this Biblical passage, the 
Talmud quotes Rabbi Isaacʼs 
humorous comment: “Do not 
look upon the wine which 
reddens the face of the wicked 
in this world, and makes him 
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pale (with shame) in the world 
to come” (Sanhedrin 70a).

11. What is the lesson contained in 
the first stories of the consumption 
of wine recorded in the Hebrew 
Scriptures?

 He drank some of its wine.  It made 
him drunk.  Then he lay down inside 
his tent without any clothes on.  Ham 
saw his fatherʼs naked body…Ham 
went outside and told his two brothers 
(Genesis 9:21-22). (cf. Genesis 19:
31-32)

• The very fact that this first 
consumption of an alcoholic 
drink was associated with 
immorality suggests from 
the start the Biblical idea of 
abstention. The ancient rabbis 
warned against the potential 
immorality present in the 
consumption of alcohol. The 
Midrash quotes Rabbi Isaac 
saying, “Drinking wine causes 
the evil inclination to be 
awakened within a person” 
(cited in Rabbi Isidore 
Koplowitz, Talmudic and 
Midrashic Exegetics on Wine 
and Strong Drink in Hebrew 
and English [Detroit, MI: 
1923], 53.)
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12. What class of Israelites had to  
 abstain from drinking alcohol?

 Then the Lord spoke to Aaron.  He 
said, “You and your sons must not 
drink any kind of wine when you go 
into the Tent of Meeting.  If you do, 
you will die.  That is a law that will 
last for all time to come.  You must 
be able to tell the difference between 
what is holy and what is not.  You 
must be able to tell the difference 
between what is "clean" and what is 
not (Leviticus 10:8-10).

• From this verse, the rabbis 
of the Talmud concluded that 
the priests had to be totally 
and always abstinent from 
any alcoholic beverage: 
“May not one be permitted to 
draw the deduction that it is 
forbidden to drink wine and 
strong drink only when in the 
act of entering the tabernacle 
of the congregation, but it is 
permissible to drink before 
entering the tabernacle,” 
following verse, “ʻthat you 
may distinguish between 
holy and unholy, between 
unclean and clean  ̓(Leviticus 
10:10), does not allow such 
a deduction” (Bava Metria 
90b).
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13. Is it consistent to keep kosher and 
indulge oneself in habits that are 
dangerous to oneʼs health?

 “Set yourselves apart for me.  Be 
holy, because I am the Lord your God.  
Obey my rules.  Follow them.  I am 
the Lord.  I make you holy” (Leviticus 
20:7).

• On that matter, Rabbi Zalman 
Schachter comments: “There 
is a painful incongruity in the 
idea of a halakhic authority 
inhaling deeply on a cigarette 
as he ponders a question of 
kashrut. Can a substance at 
the same time be kosher and 
dangerous to health?” (Louis 
A. Berman, Vegetarianism 
and the Jewish Tradition 
[New York: Ktav Publishing 
House, 1982], XVI).

14. What halakha (traditional rule) has 
been referred to against the usage of 
tobacco?

“Keep thy soul diligently” 
(Deuteronomy 6:9, JPS).  Literal 
translation – Preserve your life.

• On the basis of the halakha: 
“You should preserve your 
life” (Deut. 6:9). Rabbi 
Ovidia Yosef, chief rabbi of 
Israel, decreed that the use of 
tobacco should be forbidden 
(Hervé Aarone Mimoun, 
Notions de Santé et de 



 notes

13

prévention dans la Tradition 
Hébraique [Sarcellas, France: 
Otsar, 1985 ], 87).

15. What divine promises are associated 
with the observance of Biblical 
principles?

 Iʼm giving you his rules and 
commands today.  Obey them.  Then 
things will go well with you and your 
children after you.  You will live a 
long time in the land.  The Lord your 
God is giving you the land for all time 
to come (Deuteronomy 4:40). (cf. 
Proverbs 3:16-18)
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Eating is Holy1

“Eating can be holier than 
fasting,”2 writes Martin Buber. 
Because the God of Israel is 

the God of Creation, eating is indeed an 
important part of our response to Him. It 
is, therefore, our duty to eat and drink so 
that we remain alive and thus testify to 
the living God. It is also our duty to enjoy 
eating and drinking, because this act is the 
best expression of our thankfulness to the 
One who gave us food. This is just a matter 
of elementary politeness. To enjoy eating 
and drinking is to say “yes” to Creation 
and show our appreciation for Godʼs gift. 
The religion of Israel is not a religion of 
asceticism such as Buddhism, Hinduism, 
or a certain Christianity which refuses to 
eat and drink because they believe that 
by so doing they will draw closer to their 
God. The God of the Bible defines Himself 
as the God of life, the God of all flesh. In 
fact, only the one who eats and drinks can 
worship the Lord. “Eyn kemah ein Torah, 
eyn Torah ein kemah,” says the Talmud: “No 
flour no Torah, no Torah no flour.” In other 
words, spiritual values will not be found 
apart from the physical act of eating and 
drinking. It is noteworthy that the first time 
the word “give” (natan) is used in the Bible 
it is relation to the food that God “gave” 
to mankind:  Then God said, “I am giving 
you every plant on the face of the whole 
earth that bears its own seeds.  I am giving 
you every tree that has fruit with seeds in 
it.  All of them will be given to you for food 
(Genesis 1:29). 
1        Jacques Doukhan, “Eating is Holy,” Shabbat Shalom, Spring-

Summer 1999, 18-22.
2        Martin Buber, Hassidism and Modern Man, ed. and trans. 

Maurice Friedman, intro. Martin S. Jaffee (Atlantic Highlands, 
NJ: Humanities Press International, 1988), 32-33.
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This is why in the Bible eating is an integral 
part of religious life. Every religious 
manifestation, every ritual, every Jewish 
festival is in one way or another related to 
eating and drinking. Still today in Jewish 
families, the meal is marked by prayer. In 
Jewish tradition, the table is viewed as an 
altar. Before we begin the meal, we season 
the hallah bread with salt as a reminder of 
the ancient sacrificial offering (Leviticus 2:
13). The New Testament carries the same 
religious association with food. Yeshua who 
shares the bread with his disciples sanctifies 
the meal and enjoins his followers to do the 
same. From that moment, his disciples will 
remember the lesson and repeat the “Lordʼs 
supper.” In this tradition also, eating and 
drinking has become an important religious 
matter.

The Original Diet

Now, if indeed, “eating and 
drinking is holy,” we cannot eat 
indiscriminately without thinking. 

Acute awareness of Godʼs involvement in 
this everyday act of human existence obliges 
men and women to think about what they 
eat. This is why the Bible goes so far as 
to prescribe a special diet in tune with the 
God of heaven. Because He is the God of 
Creation, the God of life, He expects that 
humans follow a diet that preserves life. 
Therefore, the same vegetarian principles 
govern both human and animal behavior: 
“I am giving every green plant to all of the 
land animals and the birds of the air for 
food.  I am also giving the plants to all of 
the creatures that move on the ground.  I 
am giving them to every living thing that 
breathes” (Genesis 1:30). The sacredness of 
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life is thus affirmed from the very beginning 
in the most fundamental act of biological 
life. 

At the time of Creation, death was not yet a 
part of life. Man, woman, and animals were 
still in a non-threatening environment. It was 
still a time when everything was “good” (1:
10, 12, etc.) and even “very good  ̓(Genesis 
1:31). The world was “not yet” affected by 
evil and death. It was only when the first 
man and woman decided to depart from 
the way “commanded” (tsawah) by God 
that suddenly a new perspective loomed: 
“…You can be sure that you will die” 
(Genesis 2:17). Isnʼt it significant that the 
first commandment, the first mitzwah, given 
by God to man concerns food. According to 
the Bible, the very question of the destiny 
of mankind and ultimately of the world has 
been played out over the matter of eating.
 
The Biblical record tells us about the first 
death; the slaughter of an animal (Genesis 
3:21), quickly followed by the first murder 
(Genesis 4). A few chapters later, the trend 
reaches its climax in the dramatic picture of 
human wickedness in its fullness: The earth 
was very sinful in God s̓ eyes.  It was full of 
mean and harmful acts (Genesis 6:11). In 
response, God sends the flood; the earth is 
covered with water and temporarily the soil 
cannot produce vegetables, or fruit.

The Compromise of God

God then makes a compromise with 
the survivors of the flood. He adds 
meat to the original vegetarian 

regime (Genesis 9:3). Rabbi Abraham Isaac 
Kook argued that it is human corruption and 
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violence that led God to that compromise.3 
According to the ancient rabbis, permission 
to eat meat was nothing but “a concession 
to human weakness.”4 As a result, the 
ecological balance was affected and the 
relationship between mankind and animals 
changed.  In the Biblical Creation story, man 
had dominion over the animals (Genesis 1:
28); now, it was the fear and dread of man 
that marked their relationship.  “All of the 
land animals will be afraid of you.  All of the 
birds of the air will fear you.  Every creature 
that moves along the ground will fear 
you” (Genesis 9:2).  This mention of the 
change already suggests the Biblical attitude 
towards eating meat.  It receives a negative 
connotation.

Meat Without Blood

This is immediately confirmed by the 
following restriction: “But you must 
not eat meat that still has blood in 

it” (Genesis 9:4).  It is noteworthy that this 
restriction is totally absent in the rest of the 
ancient Near East. However, good health 
reasons may explain this Biblical precaution. 
From medieval physician Maimonides to 
contemporary scientist H. Baruk, many 
medical scholars have shown the dangerous 
effect of the consumption of blood for it 
contains all the toxins of the animal.  But 
health is not the reason given by the Bible. 
The Biblical principle underlying this 
restriction is the sacredness of life, because 
“life is in the blood.” It is also significant 
that right after this verse the Biblical text 
associates this restriction with a curse: 
3        Louis A. Berman, Vegetarianism and the Jewish Tradition (New 

York: Ktav Publishing House, 1982), 8.
4        Abraham Isaac Kook, Garments of Light: A View as to the Reasons 

for the Commandments (New York: Paulist Press, 1978), 318.
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“You can be sure that I will hold someone 
accountable if you are murdered.  I will 
even hold animals accountable if they kill 
you” (Genesis 9:5). Furthermore, the text 
concludes with a most dramatic warning 
that concerns the killing of man: “Anyone 
who murders man will be killed by man” 
(Genesis 9:6). Ultimately, the image of God, 
God Himself, is affected in this process: 
“That is because I have made man in my 
own likeness” (Genesis 9:6). The idea of 
sacredness of life receives the stamp of God. 
Eating an animal with its blood is associated 
with the worst ethical iniquity, the killing of 
man, and even the worst religious iniquity, 
the killing of God. No wonder the prophet 
Ezekiel associates the act of eating meat 
with its blood, with idolatry and murder 
(Ezekiel 33:25-26). The same lesson of the 
sacredness of life is behind another dietary 
restriction: “Do not cook a young goat in 
its motherʼs milk” (Exodus 23:19). Besides 
probable health reasons, as well as, cultural 
reason prohibiting fertility cults, there are 
also ethical reasons against the cruelty of 
associating the dead kid with the milk of 
its mother.  But this principle contains yet 
another lesson: the dead animal should not 
be associated with the source of its life–the 
milk of its mother. Just as we should not 
eat meat (a dead body) with the blood that 
is supposed to give it life, we should not 
eat meat with the milk that is supposed to 
give it life. Likewise, the prohibition not to 
eat “the meat attached to the inside of the 
hip” (Genesis 32:32) is reminiscent of the 
extraordinary fight between Jacob and the 
angel and points to the same association of 
thought.  The forbidden piece of the animal 
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is derived from the part of its body that 
provides its sexual vitality.
 
Undoubtedly, this ritual emphasis on 
the sacredness of life as one prepares to 
engage in eating meat, suggests the Biblical 
intention to discourage meat eating. Feelings 
of guilt and fear are supposed to be present 
as a prelude to the carnal meal. The Jewish 
laws of kashrut further discourage the eating 
of meat by surrounding this act with all 
sorts of rules ( i.e. shehita, salting). In fact, 
the Bible reports several occasions when 
God tried to put the Israelites back on an 
exclusive vegetarian diet discouraging them 
from eating meat. When Israel had just been 
redeemed from Egyptian bondage, it seemed 
to be the ideal moment to start afresh. God 
sent the manna, some kind of vegetable 
bread (Exodus 16:4). “It tasted like 
something made with olive oil” (Numbers 
11:8). But the Israelites complained and 
asked for meat. God reluctantly gave up. 
The Biblical text speaks about Godʼs anger 
(Numbers 11:1) and clearly suggests that 
He did not approve of their request for meat 
(Numbers 11:4; Deuteronomy 12:20; cf. 
Psalm 106:14). The Hebrew verb taawah, 
which describes their intense longing to 
eat meat is usually associated with evil 
(Proverbs 21:26) or reprehensible lust. And 
when God failed to convince the Israelites 
to follow His vegetarian regime, He then did 
everything to disgust them with meat: “Now 
the Lord will give you meat…You will eat it 
until it comes out of your nose.  You will eat 
it until you hate it” (Numbers 11:18-20; cf. 
Numbers 11:32-34).
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Clean and Unclean Meat

The Mosaic laws of clean and unclean 
meat are another testimony of 
Godʼs attempt to discourage the 

consumption of flesh. To the restriction 
regarding blood, God added a long series 
of prohibitions; not just any animal was 
permissible to be eaten.  The Lord told 
Moses and Aaron, “You can eat any animal 
that has hoofs that are separated completely 
in two.  But it must also chew the cud” 
(Leviticus 11:3). Animals that do not fill 
these requirements such as the pig (Leviticus 
11:7) and the rabbit (Leviticus 11:6) are 
prohibited. As for the animals in the air, the 
Biblical text gives a long list of forbidden 
birds, mostly birds of prey (Leviticus 11:
13-19; Deuteronomy 14:12-18). On the 
basis of these lists, the Talmud gives the 
names of 24 forbidden birds (Hullin 63b). 
Several reasons have been suggested by 
the rabbis and Biblical scholars to explain 
the laws of “clean and unclean” meats:  
Spiritual reasons suggest, because unclean 
meat will obstruct human intelligence and 
spirituality (the Talmud); ethical reasons 
indicate such a discipline will help refine 
moral conduct such as obedience and self 
control (Midrash), or even compassion 
(Rabbi Kook) in addition to health and 
hygienic reasons (Maimonides). None of 
these reasons is given by the Bible! One 
reason is given implicitly through the 
numerous echoes and literary parallels 
between Leviticus 11 and the Creation story 
in Genesis 1. The same technical words and 
stylistic expressions are used (“beasts of the 
earth,” “creeping animals,” “after its kind,” 
etc.). Furthermore, the listing of animals in 
Leviticus 11 follows the same sequence in 
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the passage of the Creation story covering 
the sixth day (Genesis 1:24-26). After 
the creation of the animals of the earth 
(Leviticus 11:2-8; cf. Genesis 1:24-25), the 
creation of man is related successively to 
that of the animals of water (Leviticus 11:
9-12; cf. Genesis 1:26a), that of the animals 
of the air (Leviticus 11:13-23; cf. Genesis 
1:26b), and that of the animals of the earth 
and of the reptiles (Leviticus 11:24-43; cf. 
Genesis 1:26c). Lastly, in Leviticus 11 as 
in Genesis 1:24-26, the relation between 
humans and animals has its counterpart 
in the relation between humans and God. 
In Genesis 1:20, the duty of domination 
over the animals is associated with the fact 
that humans are created in the image of 
God. Likewise in Leviticus 11, the duty 
to distinguish between clean and unclean 
meats is associated with the fact that human 
holiness reflects divine holiness: “So be 
holy, because I am holy” (Leviticus 11:44, 
45).
 
The connection between the two texts 
suggests that behind the laws of clean and 
unclean animals lies a strong reference to 
the Creation story of Genesis 1, a context 
where life is celebrated–life without death. 
Why should we respect the laws of clean 
and unclean meats? For the same reason 
that we refrain from blood–because of the 
sacredness of life. It is, indeed, significant 
that the carnivorous animals are prohibited 
and generally the animals that are permitted 
to be eaten do not feed themselves on meat. 
The principle behind the kosher laws is 
simple: life is sacred. This is why the ideal 
Biblical diet can only be the vegetarian one. 
This is the one that was given at Creation 
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in the Garden of Eden; “The first man was 
not allowed to eat meat,” says the Talmud 
(b. Sanhedrin 59b). This will also be the 
regime of the “world to come” (Isaiah 11:
7; cf. Isaiah 65:25; Hosea 2:18). This is why 
the Biblical reason behind the dietary laws is 
not just ethical, hygienic, or religious. This 
is, in fact, the only explicit reason given by 
the Bible: “I am the Lord your God.  Set 
yourselves apart.  Be holy, because I am 
holy.  Do not make yourselves “unclean” by 
eating any creatures that move around on 
the ground.  I am the Lord.  I brought you 
up out of Egypt to be your God.  So be holy, 
because I am holy (Leviticus 11:44-45).

Wine and Tobacco
  t is interesting to note that the same  
 religious reason is given by the Bible 
  to justify the prohibition of alcohol.  
 The priests are enjoined to abstain from 
alcoholic beverages precisely because of the 
principle of holiness: Then the Lord spoke 
to Aaron.  He said, “You and your sons must 
not drink any kind of wine when you go into 
the Tent of Meeting.  If you do, you will die.  
That is a law that will last for all time to 
come.  You must be able to tell the difference 
between what is holy and what is not.  You 
must be able to tell the difference between 
what is ʻclean  ̓and what is not” (Leviticus 
10:8-10). From this verse, the rabbis of 
the Talmud concluded that the priests had 
to be totally and always abstinent from 
any alcohol: “May not one be permitted 
to draw the deduction that it is forbidden 
to drink wine and strong drink only when 
in the act of entering the tabernacle of 
the congregation, but it is permissible to 
drink before entering the tabernacle. The 
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following verse, ʻthat you may distinguish 
between holy and unholy, between unclean 
and cleanʼ (Leviticus 10:10), does not allow 
such a deduction” (Bava Metzia 90b). To be 
sure, the Bible does not categorically forbid 
the drinking of wine but the warning against 
wine is repeated over and over again in the 
Scriptures: “Don t̓ look at wine when it is 
red.  Don t̓ look at it when it bubbles in the 
cup.  And don t̓ look at it when it goes down 
smoothly.  In the end it bites like a snake.  It 
bites like a poisonous serpent”(Proverbs 23:
31-32; cf. Proverbs 20:1). And the fact that 
one of the first instances of consumption of 
an alcoholic drink was associated with great 
immorality (Genesis 19:31) suggests from 
the start the Biblical ideal of abstinence.

The Biblical principle of the value of 
life goes beyond the eating of meat and 
the drinking of alcohol; it also applies to 
other lifestyle choices which may affect 
our health and ultimately destroy our life. 
On the basis of the halacha (traditional 
law), “you should preserve your life” 
(ushemartem et nafshotechem); Rav Ovadia 
Yosef, chief rabbi of Israel, wished that the 
use of tobacco should be forbidden for a 
Jew.5 On the same matter, Rabbi Zalman 
Schachter thinks that it is inconsistent to 
keep kosher and indulge oneself in habits 
that are dangerous to our health: “There is a 
painful incongruity in the idea of a halakhic 
authority inhaling deeply on a cigarette as 
he ponders a question of kashrut. Can a 
substance at the same time be kosher and 
dangerous to health?”6

 
Life is sacred because God is life; life is 
holy because God is holy. The message of 
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the sacredness of life and the obligation to 
make life holy shouts aloud throughout the 
pages of the Scriptures.  It is a call to the 
Jews, as well as, all human beings, not just 
in the abstract but in the concrete of our 
daily lives; because the God of Israel is the 
God of Creation, who gave us life.

5        Hervé Aarone Mimoun, Notions de Santé et de prévention dans 
la Tradition Hébraique (Sarcellas, France: Otsar, 1985), 87.

6        Quoted by Louis A. Berman, XVI
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1. What is the ideal diet given by God at  
 Creation for humankind?

2. What will be the diet of the “world to 
 come” according to the Hebrew prophets?

3. Were there other occasions in the ancient 
history of Israel when God tried to put His 
people on an exclusive vegetarian regime?

4. Is vegetarianism in line with Jewish  
 tradition?

5. How can we reconcile the vegetarian 
statement of Genesis 1 with God’s 
permission to eat animal flesh after the 
flood?
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6. What kinds of animals were humans  
 allowed or forbidden to eat?

7. What reasons have been given to justify  
 the dietary laws?

8. What additional restriction is required  
 when eating clean meat?

9. Why was it forbidden to eat blood?

10. What is the Biblical position regarding the  
 use of alcoholic beverages?

Eating and Drinking10
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11. What is the lesson contained in the 
first stories of the consumption of wine 
recorded in the Hebrew Scriptures?

12. What class of Israelites had to abstain from 
 drinking alcohol?

13. Is it consistent to keep kosher and indulge 
oneself in habits that are dangerous to 
one’s health?

14. What halakha (traditional rule) has been 
referred to against the usage of tobacco?

15. What divine promises are associated with 
the observance of those Biblical principles? 

Regarding eating and drinking, the Bible gives a 
number of guidelines designed to preserve health 
and strength.  Out of love for God who created 
you, is it your desire to follow these guidelines?

Eating and Drinking10 10
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What is Truth?
A strange question perhaps, yet one that expresses both our 
confusion and our skepticism regarding truth.  Confusion, 
because with a multiplicity of religions and a diversity of 
beliefs around us we may genuinely wonder, “Where is 
the truth?”  Skepticism, for it suggests that truth does not 
exist; in fact, there really is no objective truth.

The Hebrew Bible, the Tanakh, answers the question 
clearly.  “Hashem, God is the truth” (Jeremiah 10:10; 
literal translation).  For the Bible then, truth does exist; 
truth is association with God Himself.  In fact, truth, 
Emeth, in the Hebrew language, is one of the 13 attributes 
of God.  It falls seventh in the list in the exact center of 
the 13 attributes listed in Exodus 34:6; literal translation, a 
passage that is recited in the liturgies of Rosh Ha-Shanah 
Yom Kippur (Jewish New Year, Day of Attonement).

If truth is identified with Godʼs character, it does not 
come from us but is to be found outside of us – in God.  
This recognition implies that in order to find the truth we 
should not approach it with the preconceived idea that 
we know what the truth is.  Instead, we should approach 
the truth with a question, “What is it?”  This is the very 
same question, in fact, the ancient Israelites asked when 
confronted with the manna, the bread of God in the 
wilderness.  “What is it?” they asked, and the question 
gave the name to this heavenly bread, for the Hebrew 
word manna means “What is it?”  The meaning of the 
word manna suggests an important lesson regarding how 
we should approach Biblical truth.  We should approach 
it with the question: “What is it?  What is truth?”  We 
should approach it with the same humble and honest 
mindset as the ancient Israelites approached the manna in 
the wilderness, asking “What is it?  Asking the question 
from this frame of reference no longer suggests confusion 
or skepticism.   Instead, it implies sincere questioning 
from one who expects a true answer from above.  
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Bible Study – Lesson # 11*
The Nature of Man

Neither Angel or Beast

Before the philosopher Pascal, the 
rabbis of the Midrash Rabbah 
understood that man was neither 

angel nor beast. “If God created man it is 
because he was not content with the angels 
and the beasts” (Gen. Rabbah 14:3, 4).

In reality, the identity of humans 
incorporates both angelic and beastly 
dimensions. Abraham Heschel defines the 
ideal of the Hebrew as being both “human 
and holy:” holy in that they are bound to 
God and given a vocation separating them 
from nature and other human beings, human 
in that they are of earthly substance, of 
“flesh and blood.” In fact, the human person 
encompasses both of these dimensions—
holy and human—rendering any attempt to 
define him/her senseless.

Neither angel or beast, the human person 
is not definable; he or she is not, as 
traditionally believed, a static amalgam 
of elements, but a dynamic whole and a 
mysterious being. 

*Unless otherwise noted, all scripture references are taken 
from the New International Reader s̓ Version of the Bible, 
Copyright 1998, by The Zondervan Corporation.
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1.  How did humans originate?

So God created man in his own 
likeness.  He created him in the 
likeness of God.  He created them as 
male and female (Genesis 1:27).  (cf. 
Acts 17:26)

• “For this reason man 
(Adam) was created 
only one person, for the 
sake of peace between 
mankind, so that one 
man should not say to 
his fellow: ʻMy father 
was greater than yoursʼ” 
(Sanhedrin 88b).

2. What is the human person made of?

 Then the Lord God formed a man.  
He made him out of the dust of the 
ground.  He breathed the breath of 
life into him.  And the man became 
a living person (Genesis 2:7). (cf. 
Genesis 3:19)

3. What does the “soul” mean in 
Hebrew?

 But what about the cities the Lord 
your God is giving you as your own?  
Kill everything in those cities that 
breathes (Deuteronomy 20:16).

  
• The term nefesh means the 

neck of the throat (Ps 69:1) or 
the breath that passes through 
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the throat (Job 41:15-16) , or 
the life-blood (Lev. 17:10, 
11).

• The term neshamah also 
means breath (1 Kings 17:17).

4. What are the functions of the soul?

 The Lord your God will increase your 
territory, just as he has promised 
you.  When he does, you might get 
hungry for meat.  You might say, “Iʼd 
really like some meat.”  Then you 
can eat as much of it as you want to 
(Deuteronomy 12:20).  (cf. Proverbs 
3:22)

• The nefesh can be hungry (Ps 
107:9), thirsty (Ps 143:6), 
enjoy good food (Isaiah 55:
2); it can also love (Genesis 
34:3), be troubled (Psalm 31:
9), know (Psalm 139:14), be 
wise (Prov 3:21-22), worship 
God (Psalm 103:1); it can die 
(Judges 16:30) and may refer 
to a corpse (Lev 19:28).

5. What are the functions of the flesh, 
or the body?

 Upon all the high hills in the 
wilderness spoilers are come; for the 
sword of the LORD devoureth from the 
one end of the land even to the other 
end of the land, no flesh hath peace 
(Jeremiah 12:12 JPS).
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• The words for soul and body 
are often interchangeable 
(Numbers 31:35; Psalm 145:
21 literal translation). 

6. How did God create man?

Then God said, “Let us make man in 
our likeness.  Let them rule over the 
fish in the waters and the birds of the 
air.  Let them rule over the livestock 
and over the whole earth.  Let them 
rule over all of the creatures that move 
along the ground” (Genesis 1:26, 27)

• “The love of God for humans is 
manifested in the act that God created 
them in His image, and especially, that 
He revealed this to them” (Avot 3:15).

7. Why is it forbidden to kill men?

“Anyone who murders man will be 
killed by man.  That is because I 
have made man in my own likeness” 
(Genesis 9:6).

• “He who destroys one soul in 
Israel is as if he had destroyed 
the whole world” (Mishnah, 
Sanhedrin, 37). 

8. What does the fact that God created 
man in His image imply for men in 
their lives?
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 “Speak to the whole community of 
Israel.  Tell them, ʻBe holy, because I 
am holy.  I am the Lord your Godʼ” 
(Leviticus 19:2).  (cf. Genesis 9:6; 
Exodus 20:8-11)

• “Walk in the ways of God; as 
God is merciful and gracious, 
so you will be; as God is 
righteous and just, so you will 
be; as God is holy, so you will 
be” (Sifre, Ekeb 85a).

9. What is the relationship between 
the physical (body) and the spiritual 
(soul) dimension of the human 
person?

 “Please test us for ten days.  Give us 
nothing but vegetables to eat.  And 
give us only water to drink…He 
asked them for advice in matters that 
required wisdom and understanding.  
He always found their answers to 
be the best.  In fact, the men where 
ten times better than anyone in 
his kingdom who claimed to get 
knowledge by using magic (Daniel 1:
12, 20).

• “The body cannot survive 
without the soul, or soul 
without the body” (Tanh. Va-
Yikza 11).

• “I will tell you a parable. To 
what is the matter likened? 
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To a king who has a beautiful 
orchard ... and he placed 
two guardians over it, one a 
cripple and the other blind. 
Said the cripple to the blind 
man, ʻI see beautiful ripe fruit 
in the orchard. Come on, carry 
me and we will bring and eat 
them.  ̓The cripple road on 
the back of the blind man and 
they brought and ate them. 
After a while the owner of 
the orchard came and said to 
them, ʻWhere is my lovely 
fruit?  ̓The cripple answered, 
ʻDo I have legs to go?  ̓
Answered the blind man, ʻDo 
I have eyes to see?  ̓What did 
he do? He placed the cripple 
on the back of the blind man 
and judged them as one—so 
also the Holy Blessed One 
brings the soul and throws it 
into the body and judges them 
as one” (Sanhedrin 91a-b).

10. How does the spiritual dimension  
 affect the physical?

Don t̓ let love and truth ever leave 
you.  Tie them around your neck.  
Write them on the tablet of your heart.  
Then you will find favor and a good 
name in the eyes of God and people 
(Proverbs 3:3-4).

11. How does the physical dimension 
affect the spiritual?
My son, hold on to good sense and the 
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understanding of what is right.  Don t̓ 
let them out of your sight (Proverbs 3:
21).  (cf. Psalm 31:9-10)

12. Why is health a spiritual issue?

 They are life to those who find them.  
They are health to your whole body 
(Proverbs 4:22). (cf. 1 Corinthians 3:
16)

• “The preservation of the 
health of the body is one of 
the godly ways” (Yad 4).

13. What is the connection between 
being alive and being spiritual?

 When you send your Spirit, you create 
them.  You give new life to the earth 
(Psalms 29-30). (cf. Numbers 27:18)

• Life is a dimension of the 
“encounter” between God 
and man. The notion of “air” 
or “breath” (ruah) (Job 15:
30; Isa 26:18) which refers to 
the Hebrew principle of life 
(Gen 6:17; 7:15; cf. Gen 1:
2; Job 33:4; Isa 38:16), refers 
also to the Hebrew principle 
of spirituality (Num 27:18; 
Isa 63:10,11).  The lesson of 
this identification is double. 
First it means that man owes 
his life to God. God gave him 
the ruah, the breath. God is 
the Creator. It also implies a 
philosophy of existence. Man 
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exists only in relationship 
with God. Man is spiritual, 
or he does not exist. The 
religious dimension is not 
simply an answer to spiritual 
needs, it is a biological 
necessity (Gen 2:17; cf. 3:17, 
19). 

• Religion is not a choice, it 
is simply the observation of 
a fact. We cannot omit the 
spiritual life as we cannot 
omit breathing. On the other 
hand, if a man stops breathing, 
his spiritual life stops; the 
dead cannot worship (Ps 115:
17).

14. Can man survive apart from his 
fellow human beings?

 The Lord God said, “It is not good 
for the man to be alone.  I will make 
a helper who is just right for him” 
(Genesis 2:18).

15. How does the nature of man affect 
his destiny?

 “You will have to work hard and sweat 
a lot to produce the food you eat.  You 
were made out of the ground.  And you 
will return to it.  You are dust.  So you 
will return to it” (Genesis 3:19).
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All in All: The Hebrew Conception of 
the Human Person*

What can I learn about myself in the ancient 
Scriptures?

“Shmah Israel Hashem Eloheynu 
Hashem Ehad,” Israel, listen to 
me.  The Lord is our God.  The 

Lord is the one and only God (Deuteronomy 
6:4).  Such is the prayer uttered daily by the 
Jew his entire life until he dies. It reminds 
him of the existence of the unique and 
incomparable God, the only God whom 
he is to adore. But in this encounter with 
the “One,” referred to as the “Him,” or 
the “Other” by Martin Buber, the Jew 
paradoxically discovers himself to be “one.” 
This lesson is given in Genesis 2 at the 
height of creation as God, who created them 
man and woman, exclaims: “The two of 
them will become one” (Genesis 2:24). Thus 
man is defined in the Bible as “created” by 
God, and consequently, ehad, that is “one” 
and “unique,” like God.  

Man: Created by God

The first page of the Bible affirms it: 
the human person was created in the 
image of God (Genesis 1:26). For the 

ancient rabbis, it was a sign of Godʼs love to 
create us in His likeness: “The love of God 
for humans is manifested in the act that God 
created them in His image, and especially, 
that He revealed this to them” (Avot 3:15). 
That is to say, we are fully ourselves only in 
relation to God. The Biblical text associates 
the idea of the likeness of God to the verb 
“create.” Humans must first accept their 
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condition as created beings before they can 
find and develop the likeness of God which 
they carry within themselves. One must 
be aware of the fundamental difference 
between humans and God. Humans were 
created; therefore, they will never be God. 
This is an important postulate which must be 
the cornerstone of the foundation of Biblical 
religion. However, it is one which constantly 
escapes human awareness, leading to 
temptation and fall (Genesis 3:5, 22-24). 
From Babel to modern humanism, ignoring 
this reality has generated senseless ambition 
and resulting confusion. Because humans 
were “created by God,” humans come 
“after” God and are dependent upon Him.
 
This is why Biblical religion cuts deep into 
the heart of humans, underlining the duty to 
be faithful and to obey. One can be totally 
fulfilled only at the cost of abandoning 
oneʼs own laws and programs. Pride will 
suffocate us, hindering us from becoming 
truly ourselves. Throughout the Psalms, the 
hasid, even if he is a Levite or King David 
himself, is depicted as a beggar of God. He 
needs God for his physical life (Psalm 69:
2), he asks Him for his bread and water 
(Psalm 136:25). But he also needs God for 
his spiritual life (Psalm 63:1, 2), and invokes 
His mercy (Psalm 77:10), looking to Him as 
his last remaining Hope.

Man: One as God

Because he/she was created in Godʼs 
image, the individual person was 
created like God as “one.” This idea 

is already alluded to in the passage relating 
*         Jacques Doukhan, “All in All: The Hebrew Conception of the 

Human Person,” Shabbat Shalom, December 1996, 18-20.
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to the formation of man:  Then the Lord 
formed [yatsar] a man.  He made him out 
of the dust of the ground.  He breathed the 
breath of life into him.  And the man became 
a living person (Genesis 2:7). Here, the 
language of Genesis is suggestive of the 
image of the potter: just as the potter shapes 
(yatsar) the clay into a beautiful vase, the 
Creator shaped (yatsar) the dust of the 
earth (adamah) into the living human being 
(Adam).
 
The human person is not a combination 
of two distinct elements: breath and dust. 
He/she is instead the result of two actions 
of God, who forms and then breathes. This 
dynamic definition contradicts the pagan 
Greek concept which views the human 
person as a soul and a body. For the Bible, 
it is neither the dust nor the breath which 
makes the human person but the intervention 
of God. The human person surges forth from 
two verbs of which God is the subject, and 
not from two materials. In Hebrew, the soul 
without the body is like the body without 
the soul; the soul and the body do not exist 
separately. It has been said that in Hebrew 
thought man does not “have” a soul but 
that he “is” a soul.1 What is called soul, the 
nefesh, is none other than the human person 
and exists only as a result of these two 
operations of God. Without the “breathing” 
of God, dust remains dust, that is, in Biblical 
symbolism, a void, a state of death (Psalm 
30:9). Without the “fashioning” of God, the 
Potter (Jeremiah 18:6), the breath remains 
breath, that is, in the Biblical sense, a vapor 
without existence (Psalm 39:6, 12; Job 7:7). 
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The human person is a whole, or he is not.
The implication of this anthropology is that 
everything, for the Hebrew, maintains its 
importance: the body, the spirit, the moral 
insight, nothing is insignificant. Each leaves 
its mark in the molding of the human being. 
The moral behavior influences the physical 
(Proverbs 3:3-4). Likewise, the exercise 
of the intellectual faculties is a source of 
physical health and beauty (Proverbs 3:
21). On the other hand, sin, falsehood, and 
slander ruin the body (Psalm 31:11). In 
this context, we understand the importance 
accorded to the health of the body (Leviticus 
10:8-11; 11; 1 Corinthians 3:16). Health 
is a sacred duty. It is not surprising that 
the rabbis established a parallel between 
the sacred temple at Sinai and the organs 
of the human body.2 In line with this same 
tradition, the Apostle Paul compares the 
human body to the Temple of Jerusalem 
(2 Corinthians 5:1, 4).3 The religion of the 
Biblical person encompasses all the aspects 
of the being. It is the “whole” being which 
is involved in his or her relation with God 
(Ecclesiastes 12:14).

Man: Unique like God

Because humans were created in the 
image of God, each human was 
created “unique”. God is unique, 

and consequently, He created each human 
person like Him, a unique individual. This 
is, according to the philosopher Bernard 
Henri Levy, one of the most original ideas 
of the Bible; it occurs nowhere else.4 This is 
already implied in the Biblical formulation 
of creating man “in our likeness, in our 
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resemblance” (Genesis 1:26). Each human 
being possesses in him or herself something 
unique. This is why God can love each man 
and woman as an individual. This is why He 
presents Himself as the God of Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob.
 
One of the lessons of this definition of man 
consists in his duty to respect others. Their 
differences are the mark of God Himself. 
The Midrash says that man is “in the world 
the candle of God” (Tan. B, Gen. 28). The 
image of God in the human person is for the 
Bible the argument par excellence against 
murder: “Anyone who murders man will be 
killed by man.  That is because I have made 
man in my own likeness” (Genesis 9:6).
 
When one kills a man, it is a whole world 
that disappears, a unique world that will 
not reproduce itself. This emphasis on the 
individuality of the human person is found 
in the giving of names. Each individual 
receives a name which they will call their 
own and which will express the specificity 
of their person and of their destiny. The 
name is, however, never definitive. If in his 
life, a man changes direction, like Jacob, 
he can become Israel, or he can move from 
Abram to Abraham, or from Saul to Paul. 
Man remains free from fixed and arbitrary 
conceptions. This definition of man not only 
invites us to be tolerant of the other who 
holds a treasure which I do not, but it is also 
a call to the responsibility of sharing. At the 
same time, it inspires the courage to remain 
oneself before others, rather than merely 
1        Claude Tresmontant, A Study of Hebrew Thought, trans. Michael 

F. Gibson (New York: Desclee Company, 1960).
2        Mid. tadshe, Beit ha Midrash, vol. 3, pp. 175ff.
3        Cf. 2 Peter 1:13, 14
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“blend in.” But here again, the “uniqueness” 
of oneself can be discovered only through 
God. Paradoxically, it is because modern 
men and women have rejected God that 
they have come to create idols which 
have brought them to the level of slavery, 
asphyxiating what is unique in them. Man 
loses more and more of his individuality 
because he has lost contact with the 
Absolute which transcends him. From 
clothing to food, not forgetting the “perfect 
smile,” our mass media civilization creates 
clones which resemble each other more and 
more.
 
More than ever men and women need to 
be reminded of who they are.  The ancient 
Bible testifies of the origin of mankind and 
contains the formula of their being, as well 
as, the recipe to their happiness. This is a 
call to become “one” in the engagement of 
all our forces, physical and mental. This 
is a call to be “unique” in the renewal of 
personality. But over all, this is a call to be 
“recreated” by God and to depend on Him. 
The ideal proposed implies a return to the 
great “Other,” the divine “One,” the Source 
and Point of reference of the human “one.” 
This ideal is inscribed in the ancient prayer: 
“Shmah Israel Hashem Eloheynu Hashem 
Ehad.”  Hear Israel, the Lord is the one and 
only God.

4        Bernard Henri Levy, Le Testament de Dieu (Paris: B. Grasset, 
1979), p. 78.
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“What is man,
that You take knowledge of him?

Or the son of man,
that You are mindful of him?”

Psalm 144:3, NKJV
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1.  How did humans originate?

2. What is the human person made of?

3. What does the “soul” mean in Hebrew?

4. What are the functions of the soul?

5. What are the functions of the flesh, or the 
body?

6. How did God create man?
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7. Why is it forbidden to kill men?

8. What does the fact that God created man 
in His image imply for men in their lives?

9. What is the relationship between the 
physical (body) and the spiritual (soul) 
dimension of the human person?

10. How does the spiritual dimension affect 
the physical?

11. How does the physical dimensions affect 
the spiritual?

The Nature of Man11
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12. Why is health a spiritual issue?

13. What is the connection between being 
alive and being spiritual?

 

14. Can man survive apart from his fellow 
human beings?

15. How does the nature of man affect his 
destiny?

How do you respond to the realization that you 
are made in the image of God?

The Nature of Man11 11
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What is Truth?
A strange question perhaps, yet one that expresses both our 
confusion and our skepticism regarding truth.  Confusion, 
because with a multiplicity of religions and a diversity of 
beliefs around us we may genuinely wonder, “Where is 
the truth?”  Skepticism, for it suggests that truth does not 
exist; in fact, there really is no objective truth.

The Hebrew Bible, the Tanakh, answers the question 
clearly.  “Hashem, God is the truth” (Jeremiah 10:10; 
literal translation).  For the Bible then, truth does exist; 
truth is association with God Himself.  In fact, truth, 
Emeth, in the Hebrew language, is one of the 13 attributes 
of God.  It falls seventh in the list in the exact center of 
the 13 attributes listed in Exodus 34:6; literal translation, a 
passage that is recited in the liturgies of Rosh Ha-Shanah 
Yom Kippur (Jewish New Year, Day of Attonement).

If truth is identified with Godʼs character, it does not 
come from us but is to be found outside of us – in God.  
This recognition implies that in order to find the truth we 
should not approach it with the preconceived idea that 
we know what the truth is.  Instead, we should approach 
the truth with a question, “What is it?”  This is the very 
same question, in fact, the ancient Israelites asked when 
confronted with the manna, the bread of God in the 
wilderness.  “What is it?” they asked, and the question 
gave the name to this heavenly bread, for the Hebrew 
word manna means “What is it?”  The meaning of the 
word manna suggests an important lesson regarding how 
we should approach Biblical truth.  We should approach 
it with the question: “What is it?  What is truth?”  We 
should approach it with the same humble and honest 
mindset as the ancient Israelites approached the manna in 
the wilderness, asking “What is it?  Asking the question 
from this frame of reference no longer suggests confusion 
or skepticism.   Instead, it implies sincere questioning 
from one who expects a true answer from above.  
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Bible Study – Lesson # 12*
Death

Lehayyim

Death strikes and surprises; yet 
shaken by history, all the more after 
Auschwitz, the Jew makes a toast 

“to life,” lehayyim! The acute awareness 
of death calls for the full enjoyment of life. 
Qohelet recommends this wisdom: Live 
joyfully . . . No matter what you do, work 
at it with all your might.  Remember, you 
are going to your grave.  And there isn t̓ any 
work or planning or knowledge or wisdom 
there” (Ecclesiastes 9:10).

In the midst of the integrity of life looms 
the burning question: What comes after? 
Where are we going beyond the big step 
into silence? Where have our friends and 
parents gone whose bones lie in the tomb? 
Did their souls take off to heaven and vanish 
into eternity, or are they waiting somewhere 
for the day of resurrection to join recreated 
bodies?  Are their souls traveling from 
body to body in an infinite journey? For the 
Hebrew of the Bible, the answer to these 
questions is both tragic and comforting: 
nothing survives after death.  Yet, on this 
lucid observation is articulated the hope 
which runs all risks. Lehayyim is more than 
a toast which calls for present enjoyment 
out of the anguish of the forthcoming 
unavoidable event. It is the recognition 
of the victory of life over death; it is the 
affirmation of hope in spite of all.  But 
above all, it is the expression of a genuine 
faith which owes everything to the God who 
is alive, hay.
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*Unless otherwise noted, all scripture references are 
taken from the New International Reader s̓ Version 
of the Bible, Copywrite 1998, by the Zondervan 
Corporation.

1.  Why does man die?

“But you must not eat the fruit of the 
tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  
If you do, you can be sure that you 
will die” (Genesis 2:17).  (cf. Ezekiel 
18:30; Job 24:19; Jeremiah 31:30)

• “There is no death 
without sin.” (Shab. 
55a)

• “Those who are born will of 
necessity die ... for perforce 
were you created, perforce 
were you born, perforce do 
you live, perforce will you 
die.” (Avot 4:22)

2. What happens when man dies?

 When they die, they return to the 
ground.  On that very day their plans 
are bound to fail (Psalm 146:4).  (cf. 
Ecclesiastes 3:19-21; 12:7)

• “Man enters the world 
with closed hands, as 
if to say, ʻThe world is 
mine.  ̓He leaves it with 
open hands, as if to say, 
ʻI take nothing with 
me.ʼ” (Kohelet Rabbah 
5,14)
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3. How is the state of the dead 
described in the Bible?

 Huge numbers of people who lie dead 
in their graves will wake up.  Some 
will rise up to life that will never 
end.  Others will rise up to shame 
that will never end (Daniel 12:2).  (cf. 
Ecclesiastes 3:20; 9:10; Job 10:20-22)

• “The daughters of Rab 
Hisda said to him: 
ʻFather, why do you 
not lie down for a nap?  ̓
He replied: ʻSoon, very 
soon, the days will 
come when I shall have 
my long slumber. Now 
I ought to increase my 
knowledge of Torah.ʼ” 
(Erubin 64)

4. Do the dead know or remember 
anything of what they left behind?

 People who are still alive know theyʼll 
die.  But those who have died don t̓ 
know anything.  They don t̓ receive 
any more rewards.  And they are soon 
forgotten (Ecclesiastes 9:5).

5. Do the dead know anything, and 
do they take part in what happens 
among the living?

 No matter what you do, work at it with 
all your might.  Remember you are 
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going to your grave.  And there isn t̓ 
any work or planning or knowledge or 
wisdom there (Ecclesiastes 9:10). 

6. Do the dead praise or worship God?

 People can t̓ remember you when they 
are dead.  How can they praise you 
when they are in the grave (Psalm 6:
5)? (cf. Psalm 115:17)

• “The dead have lost the 
opportunity of obeying the 
Divine commandments” 
(Shabbat 30a).

7. Where does the idea of the 
immortality of the soul come from?

• “The Jewish belief in the 
immortality of the soul was 
actually honored from Greek 
thought, especially from Plato, 
its principle representative” 
(Immortality of the Soul, 
Jewish Encyclopedia).

8. Who is the only one to naturally 
possess immortality?

“Look I am the One!  There is no 
other God except me…I raise my hand 
to heaven.  Here is the oath I take.  
You can be sure that I live forever” 
(Deuteronomy 32: 39-40).  (cf. Psalm 
90:2; 1 Timothy 6:15, 16)
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9. Can the living consult the dead?

 Some will tell you to ask for advice 
from people who get messages from 
those who have died.  Others will 
tell you to ask for advice from people 
who talk to the spirits of the dead.  
But those people only whisper.  Their 
words are barely heard.  So shouldn t̓ 
you ask for advice from your God?  
Why should you get advice from dead 
people to help those who are alive?  
Follow what the Lord taught you 
and said to you through me.  People 
who don t̓ speak in keeping with 
those words won t̓ have any hope in 
the morning (Isaiah 8:19, 20).  (cf. 
Deuteronomy 18:10-12)

  
10. What is the only Biblical solution to 

death?

 “Huge numbers of people who lie 
dead in their graves will wake up.  
Some will rise up to life that will never 
end.  Others will rise up to shame that 
will never end (Daniel 12:2).

 It will be like that with bodies that are 
raised from the dead.  The body that 
is planted does not last forever.  The 
body that is raised from the dead lasts 
forever (1 Corinthians 15:42).

• “ʻI slay and I will make alive; 
I have wounded and I will 
heal  ̓(Deuteronomy 32:39). 
From this verse we may learn 
the doctrine of resurrection.” 
(Pesahim 68)
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• Amidah: “You, Lord, will 
raise the dead; You are 
powerful enough to save.”

• The Kaddish: “May Godʼs 
great name be exalted and 
sanctified in the world which 
will be renewed, and where 
God will revive the dead and 
raise them to eternal life.”

11. How will resurrection happen?

 I myself will see him with my own 
eyes.  Iʼll see him, and he won t̓ be a 
stranger to me.  How my heart longs 
for that day! (Job 19:27).  (cf. Ezekiel 
37:6-10; 1 Corinthians 15:35-38, 42-
44)

• “On ʻLet men sprout up in 
towns like country grass 
...ʼ (Psalm 72:16 literal 
translation) R. Hiyya ben 
Joseph stated: ʻThe just in 
the time to come will rise 
... [This is deduced] ... from 
a grain of wheat. If a grain 
of wheat that is buried soon 
sprouts up ... how much more 
so the righteous must who are 
buriedʼ” (Ketubot 111b).

12. What will happen to evil and its 
supporters?

 “You can be sure the day of the Lord 
is coming.  My anger will burn like 
a furnace.  All those who are proud 



 notes

9

will be like straw.  So will all those 
who do what is evil.  The day that is 
coming will set them on fire,” says the 
Lord who rules over all. “Not even a 
root or a branch will be left to them 
(Malachi 4:1). 

 They marched across the whole earth.  
They surrounded the place where 
God s̓ people were camped.  It was 
the city he loves.  But fire came down 
from heaven and burned them up 
(Revelation 20:9).

13. Will the wicked burn “eternally” in 
the Gehinnom (hell)?

 Those who are evil spring up like 
grass.  Those who do wrong succeed.  
But they will be destroyed forever 
(Psalm 92:7).  (cf. Jeremiah 7:32-33)

   
• “Everlasting punishment” 

does not mean everlasting 
punishing; it is the definitive 
effect that is “everlasting” 
(see Isaiah 34:10; Jude 7).

• “There will be no Gehinnom 
in future times” (Rosh Ha-
Shanah 17a; Ned. 8b).

14. What Biblical examples attest to the 
historical reality of resurrection?

 In the beginning, God created the 
heavens and the earth.  The earth 
didn t̓ have any shape.  And it was 
empty.  Darkness was over the surface 



 notes

10

of the ocean.  At that time, the ocean 
covered the earth.  The Spirit of God 
was hovering over the waters (Genesis 
1:1-2).

 Elisha turned away.  He walked back 
and forth in the room.  Then he got 
on the bed again.  He lay down on 
the boy once more.  The boy sneezed 
seven times.  After that, he opened his 
eyes (2 Kings 4:35). 

 The dead man came out.  His hands 
and feet were wrapped with strips of 
linen.  A cloth was around his face.  
Jesus said to them, “Take off the 
clothes he was buried in and let him 
go” (John 11:44).

15. What will ultimately happen to 
death?

 He will swallow up death forever.  The 
Lord and King will wipe away the 
tears from everyone s̓ face.  He will 
remove the shame of his people from 
the whole earth.  The Lord has spoken 
(Isaiah 25:8).   (cf. Hosea 13:14)

 
 Then Death and Hell were thrown into 

the lake of fire.  The lake of fire is the 
second death (Revelation 20:14).

• “Then came the Blessed Holy 
One and slaughtered the 
Angel of Death, that slew the 
slaughterer, that slaughtered 
the ox” (Passover Haggada).
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 notes

To Live, to Die, and Then?*

The mystery of human destiny decoded in 
the ancient Bible

Real Life

To really live is to engage all the 
dimensions of our being into life. 
Such a holistic concept of life is 

Biblical, for man and woman, their whole 
beings, were created by God.
 
This implies that the human being, 
permeated by the breath of God, cannot 
be fragmented. The story of Creation 
specifies: “The Lord God formed the man 
from the dust of the ground and breathed 
into his nostrils the breath of life, and the 
man became a living being” (Genesis 2:
7). Both the breath of life and the dust are 
components of the human being. Deprived 
of either of these elements, man would not 
be a living being. Man is either whole, or he 
is not.
 
The body, the soul, ethical behavior, 
relationships with neighbors, relationship 
with God – everything for the Hebrew is 
vital. Nothing is of lesser value. Everything 
plays its role in the making of the human 
person. In the Bible, man is an unfragmented 
whole; nothing can be discarded as less 
important, for everything is related. Thus, 
the ethical behavior of a person is directly 
related to his spiritual condition (Proverbs 3:
3, 4). Even the exercise of the intellect can 
be beneficial to the health and beauty of the 
body. “My son, preserve sound judgment 
and discernment, do not let them out of your 
*         Jacques Doukhan, “To Live, to Die, and Then?” Shabbat Shalom, 

August 1997, 13-17.
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sight; they will be life for you, an ornament 
to grace your neck” (Proverbs 3:21, 22).
 
On the other hand, evil and sin have the 
opposite effect on the body: “My strength 
fails because of my iniquity and my bones 
waste away” (Psalm 31:10, NKJV). The 
wisdom of the Bible has been confirmed 
by recent discoveries in psychosomatic 
medicine. It is no longer a novelty to speak 
of the relationship between the physical 
and the mental. There are numerous 
examples of physical illnesses derived from 
psychological causes.
 
The perfect human being would 
consequently excel in the integration of 
all his faculties, be they physical, mental, 
or social. But the ideal of the Bible is not 
a Nietzschean hero, or the formation of 
a Spartan elite, as supported by Auguste 
Comte, Alexis Carrel, and the racist 
philosophies.
 
Highly intelligent or athletic persons do 
not attain the Biblical ideal until they have 
reached the equivalent proficiency in ethical 
and religious matters. In fact, the Biblical 
definition of intelligence has nothing to do 
with I.Q. “If you really want to become 
wise, you must begin by having respect for 
the Lord” (Psalm 111:10; Proverbs 9:10). 
“If you really want to gain knowledge, you 
must begin by having respect for the Lord” 
(Proverbs 1:7).
 
The Bible adds yet another dimension, 
the law of God, the fear of God and the 
sacred.  Respect for the Lord is like a 
fountain that gives life (Proverbs 14:27). 
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And the commandments of God bring peace 
(shalom) and health to the person (Psalm 
119:165).
 
The Bible develops a whole new concept 
unknown to Antiquity, that of holiness. 
All the laws of health and cleanliness 
are based on that concept and performed 
only in reference to God and His holiness 
(Exodus 22:31; Leviticus 11:43-45; 20:
25, 26). Likewise, are the laws governing 
the relationships between neighbors. “Love 
your neighbor as you love yourself.  I am 
the Lord” (Leviticus 19:18). “The same 
law applies whether he is an outsider or 
an Israelite.  I am the Lord your God” 
(Leviticus 24:22).

Everything has a religious purpose, from 
the development of physical and mental 
faculties, to the commandment to love oneʼs 
neighbor, to ethical behavior. Have respect 
for God and obey his commandments.  
That s̓ what everyone should do 
(Ecclesiastes 12:13).
 
Religion permeates the life of the Hebrew. 
It is the common denominator which unites 
all the aspects of a personʼs life. Holiness 
applies to the entire person, both body and 
soul. For the Hebrew, it is impossible to be 
morally sound without also being physically, 
mentally, and spiritually sound. Therefore 
a stupid and unlearned man cannot in the 
Biblical sense be truly moral. As the ancient 
rabbis used to say: “Justice is impossible for 
the ignoramus.”1

 
Today, more than ever, people need to be 
reminded of the strong unity of their being. 
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Under the influence of Greek philosophy, 
particularly that of Plato, the Judeo-Christian 
religions and modern philosophers have 
adopted and reinforced the disassociation of 
the body with the soul. This has resulted in 
the denial of the body and its health laws at 
the expense of what was believed to be the 
soul.  

Too many prejudices clutter the mind and 
fragment the being:

• The intellectual is a 
nerd, unable to develop 
social skills. He is 
skinny, clumsy, and 
unadapted.

• The athlete displays 
an open disinterest in 
matters of the intellect; 
he leaves that to his 
skinny manager.

• The believer should 
not display too much 
interest in life, be 
too athletic, or too 
intelligent, for this will 
only make it harder 
to give it all up for 
God. Thinking too 
much is dangerous, 
especially along the 
lines of modern trends 
of thoughts which are 
all nihilistic anyway. 
Philosophy is Satan s̓ 
tool to uproot faith.
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However, the Bible reveals that life 
encompasses all dimensions of the human 
being.  Real life postulates the harmonious 
development of all faculties, physical, 
mental, and spiritual.  It is the awareness of 
the totality of oneʼs being.

 
Real life is to be all one can be.

Real Death

The reality of life becomes all the 
more acute when faced with the 
reality of death. The human being is 

a whole. That which was true on the level 
of existence is also true in the face of death. 
All aspects of life are yielded to the angel of 
death. The body, the soul, the intellect, all 
dies.
 
The destiny of humans is linked to their 
essence. What they shall become depends 
on what they are. Because humans are dust, 
they shall return to dust (Genesis 3:19). 
Death is the lot of humans.
 
The Biblical story of our origins is clear on 
this matter. Life depends on God. In turning 
away from God, humans threaten their own 
existence. “But you must not eat the fruit 
of the tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil.  If you do, you can be sure that you 
will die” (Genesis 2:17). In disobeying, 
man and woman tore themselves from the 
tree of life, and death became their destiny 
(Genesis 3:23, 24). Whether or not the 
story is metaphorical is not the issue. The 
intention of the author is to teach us that 
life is not inherent in our nature. Human 
beings depend on an external Source of 
life. If they cut themselves off from that 
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Source, they die. Man and woman disobeyed 
and consequently became mortal. Indeed, 
to disobey God is an act that denies God 
His sovereignty as the Creator, and thus 
affects the totality of our existence. The 
Bible parallels disobedience with sin. And 
sin is the origin of death:  “Melted snow 
disappears when the air is hot and dry.  
And sinners disappear when they go down 
into their graves” (Job 24:19). “Everyone 
will die for his own sin” (Jeremiah 31:30).  
“People will die because of their own sins 
(Ezekiel 18:4).
 
For the Bible, sin is the determining agent 
in the process of death which devours man. 
Death is not a punishment concocted by 
God a posteriori to the sin. The sinful act 
carries within itself the formula of death. 
Sin, immorality, evil, and disobedience 
to the commandments of God, have a 
destructive effect on the body and on the 
whole being. Because of the holistic nature 
of human beings, corruption of mind leads 
to corruption of body. Death is total. Its 
state is described by the Bible as silence 
and nothingness. The author of Ecclesiastes 
makes the same distinction between life 
and death: People who are still alive know 
theyʼll die.  But those who have died don t̓ 
know anything.  They don t̓ receive any more 
rewards.  And they are soon forgotten.  Their 
love, hate and jealousy disappear.  They will 
never share again in anything that happens 
on earth (Ecclesiastes 9:5-6). Later, the sage 
concludes: No matter what you do, work at 
it with all your might.  Remember, you are 
going to your grave.  And there isn t̓ any 
work or planning or knowledge or wisdom 
there (Ecclesiastes 9:10). Likewise, the 
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Psalms, that most popular book of funeral 
services, declares: Dead people don t̓ praise 
the Lord.  Those who lie quietly in the grave 
don t̓ praise him (Psalm 115:17). People 
can t̓ remember you when they are dead.  
How can they praise you when they are in 
the grave (Psalm 6:5)?

 
We now understand why the Bible is so 
serious about condemning the various 
necromantic practices, the cult of the dead 
in pagan Antiquity (Psalm 106:28, 37; 
Deuteronomy 18:9-14; Leviticus 19:31). 
For the prophet Isaiah, consulting the dead 
was the climax of absurdity: Some will tell 
you to ask for advice from people who get 
messages from those who have died.  Others 
will tell you to ask for advice from people 
who talk to the spirits of the dead.  But those 
people only whisper.  Their words are barely 
heard.  So shouldn t̓ you ask for advice from 
your God?  Why should you get advice from 
dead people to help those who are alive 
(Isaiah 8:19)?
 
But great is the temptation to ignore the 
emptiness of death, to make believe that it 
does not exist and to turn it into an illusion. 
The majority of mankind does not accept 
the reality of death. The perspective of 
oblivion is too terrifying, thus the popularity 
of the idea of immortality of the soul. 
From prehistory to our time, from mystical 
religion to rational philosophy, this belief 
is attested to and appears in the most 
unexpected forms.

In Judeo-Christian circles, this concept 
filtered in with Hellenistic trends of 
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thought. The soul was defined as an entity 
independent from the body. Thus upon 
physiological death, the spirit would be 
allowed to go back to the world of spirits 
and angels. As related in the Jewish 
Encyclopedia, “the Jewish belief in the 
immortality of the soul was actually 
borrowed from Greek thought, especially 
from Plato, its principal representative.”
In Oriental philosophies, the soul is 
considered a part of the totality of the 
Universe and survives the human body to 
reappear in another animal or human body, 
through the process of transmigration.
 
On the periphery of religious circles, 
the occult has also contributed to the 
dissemination of this concept. At the 
moment of death the human soul retires, 
wrapped in its envelope, an individual 
spark in the cosmic fluid. Thus, with the 
assistance of mediums, it is possible to 
communicate with the deceased, who come 
back momentarily as pale shadows of what 
they used to be. This experience is often 
disappointing and leads to depression. The 
seduction of the occult is especially strong 
in our times. Since the nineteenth century, 
its popularity has grown and spread around 
the civilized world.
  
Outside of religious debate, materialist 
philosophies have also flirted with the 
idea of the immortality of the soul. While 
discarding the concept of an actual immortal 
soul, the materialists nevertheless retain the 
idea of immortality and believe that the soul 
will join the Infinite upon the death of the 
body.
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Whether it is dualistic or materialistic, the 
conclusion is always the immortality of 
man. In the dualistic approach, the body and 
soul are split up, to ensure that at least one 
will survive the other. In the materialistic 
approach, it becomes a must to immortalize 
substance. Thus man struggles with the 
concept of immortality. Itʼs extremely 
improper today to speak of an austere death 
which rots both the bones and the soul.
 
This obsession with immortality is rooted in 
our anguish. Although our civilization lives 
in the shadow of total extinction, it is not 
just a barren earth we fear but a barren sky. 
Because “God is dead,” humans elevate 
themselves, their universe, their culture, 
their church and their political party, to 
the level of eternity. The immortal-soul 
concept, stemming from primordial times, 
is the denial of Godʼs existence. Instead 
of depending on God, man prefers taking 
his destiny into his own hands by creating 
the concept of his own immortality. But in 
declaring himself immortal, man takes the 
place of God. This presumption echoes that 
of the civilization of Babel.
 
Immortality has been a source of temptation 
for mankind from the start. “The serpent 
said to the woman, ʻYou will not surely die. 
. . . you will be like Godʼ” (Genesis 3:4, 5, 
NKJV). And man and woman were seduced. 
Humans, in their pride decided to last, to 
build forever, to become God. For the one 
implies the other. To declare man immortal 
is to simultaneously reject God, take His 
place, and give man the status of sinlessness. 
Triple blasphemy!:
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• First, immortality is 
the prerogative of God 
(Deuteronomy 32:40; Psalm 90:
2).

• Second, man was created  
 mortal, biologically dependent  
 on God.
• Third, by cutting themselves  
 off from God, humans found  
 themselves in the hands of  
 death. 

And beyond death, there is nothing.

Real Awakening

The only solution to our mortal 
condition, according to the Bible, is 
resurrection. Not only is the notion 

of immortality of the soul unknown in the 
Bible, but it also contradicts the Biblical 
message of resurrection. Why believe in 
resurrection if the soul is immortal?
  
Joshua Yehudah, initiator of the movement 
Unity in Judaism, refuses to understand 
immortality without resurrection: “When the 
notion of immortality penetrated Judaism, it 
only meant the resurrection of dead bodies 
from the dust, at the Last Judgment. Even 
this idea of resurrection did not separate the 
soul from the body. That separation is, on 
the contrary, a classical belief in the Greco-
Roman and Hindu traditions.”2

 
The notion of resurrection is not a later idea, 
concocted for the needs of an oppressed 
people in exile. It has been demonstrated, 
on the basis of Semitic literature and 
philology, that very ancient Biblical texts, 
1             Emmanuel Levinas, Difficile liberté (1976), p. 13. (Translation 

by the author.)
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particularly in the Psalms, attest to the belief 
in resurrection. We have strong reasons to 
believe that the words “life” and “waking” 
refer to eternal life and resurrection (see 
Psalm 16:10, 11; 17:15, etc.).
 
The idea of resurrection is a very old one 
in the Bible and can be found among some 
of the most ancient Biblical texts.  The 
song of Moses for example, one of the 
oldest texts of the Bible, testifies to the 
belief in a resurrection. “I put some people 
to death.  I bring others to life.  I have 
wounded, and I will heal (Deuteronomy 32:
39). The word “life” should be understood 
as “relive,” an allusion to resurrection. The 
parallelism between the two phrases renders 
this very well. First, the words “to bring 
to life” are situated chronologically after 
“I put to death,” similarly the healing that 
follows the wounding. Just as the wound 
disappears through the healing, death shall 
disappear through the new life. The Biblical 
idea of resurrection is not just beautiful 
words of poetry, but an event that occurs 
in real life. The resurrection of the son of 
the Shunammite (2 Kings 4:17-37) shows 
that such a miracle is not impossible. The 
tenacity of the motherʼs faith confirms 
this; she does not let the prophet go until 
her son is brought back to life again. The 
experience of resurrection is neither strange 
nor inconceivable for the Israelite.  On the 
contrary, occurrences of it are disseminated 
all over the Biblical pages. The world, 
the universe and its people have already 
experienced this miracle. They were raised 
up from nothingness. Israel has gone 
through this experience. It was brought out 
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of death and slavery to life and freedom, 
from Egypt to Canaan.
 
So what is to guarantee that I shall be 
resurrected – the real me and not some 
diminished version of my being?
 
The Bible gives an answer to this question 
by comparing death to sleep and resurrection 
to waking up. “Huge numbers of people 
who lie dead in their graves will wake 
up (Daniel 12:2). This imagery not only 
describes the unconscious state of death, 
but also reassures us that our identity will 
be recovered; the resurrected one is not 
somebody else; it is the same person that 
first went to sleep.
 
The Bible does not give us the “how” of 
resurrection and does not go into the details 
of its mechanism. But one thing is certain, 
we ourselves shall be there. I know that my 
Redeemer lives.  In the end he will stand on 
the earth.  After my skin has been destroyed, 
in my body Iʼll still see God.  I myself will 
see him with my own eyes.  Iʼll see him, and 
he won t̓ be a stranger to me.  How my heart 
longs for that day (Job 19:25-27)!  It is the 
totality of our being that shall be resurrected, 
body and soul, heart and mind.
 
But resurrection is more than a mere return 
to life, the way things were before death – a 
return to our former wretched condition. 
From the surface of our skin to the depth of 
our bones, from the heart to the blood, from 
the power of the lungs to the strength of our 



 notes

23

muscles, from intelligence to the senses, 
we shall again rise up to life, our potential 
finally released, our body and soul free at 
last.
 
For the life we now live is but the shadow of 
the true life we were created to live, a reality 
we can only dream and hope for.
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1.  Why does man die?

2. What happens when man dies?

3. How is the state of the dead described in 
the Bible?

4. Do the dead know or remember anything 
of what they left behind?

5. Do the dead know anything, and do they 
take part in what happens among the 
living?

6. Do the dead praise or worship God?
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7. Where does the idea of the immortality of 
the soul come from?

8. Who is the only one to naturally possess 
immortality?

9. Can the living consult the dead?

10. What is the Biblical solution to death?

11. How will resurrection happen?

Death12
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12. What will happen to evil and its 
supporters?

13. Will the wicked burn “eternally” in 
Gehenna (hell)?

14. What biblical examples attest to the 
historical reality of resurrection?

15. What will ultimately happen to death?

Think of someone you know who has died.  How 
do you feel about the fact that they are peacefully 
sleeping in the grave?

Death12 12
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What is Truth?
A strange question perhaps, yet one that expresses both our 
confusion and our skepticism regarding truth.  Confusion, 
because with a multiplicity of religions and a diversity of 
beliefs around us we may genuinely wonder, “Where is 
the truth?”  Skepticism, for it suggests that truth does not 
exist; in fact, there really is no objective truth.

The Hebrew Bible, the Tanakh, answers the question 
clearly.  “Hashem, God is the truth” (Jeremiah 10:10; 
literal translation).  For the Bible then, truth does exist; 
truth is association with God Himself.  In fact, truth, 
Emeth, in the Hebrew language, is one of the 13 attributes 
of God.  It falls seventh in the list in the exact center of 
the 13 attributes listed in Exodus 34:6; literal translation, a 
passage that is recited in the liturgies of Rosh Ha-Shanah 
Yom Kippur (Jewish New Year, Day of Attonement).

If truth is identified with Godʼs character, it does not 
come from us but is to be found outside of us – in God.  
This recognition implies that in order to find the truth we 
should not approach it with the preconceived idea that 
we know what the truth is.  Instead, we should approach 
the truth with a question, “What is it?”  This is the very 
same question, in fact, the ancient Israelites asked when 
confronted with the manna, the bread of God in the 
wilderness.  “What is it?” they asked, and the question 
gave the name to this heavenly bread, for the Hebrew 
word manna means “What is it?”  The meaning of the 
word manna suggests an important lesson regarding how 
we should approach Biblical truth.  We should approach 
it with the question: “What is it?  What is truth?”  We 
should approach it with the same humble and honest 
mindset as the ancient Israelites approached the manna in 
the wilderness, asking “What is it?  Asking the question 
from this frame of reference no longer suggests confusion 
or skepticism.   Instead, it implies sincere questioning 
from one who expects a true answer from above.  
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Bible Study – Lesson # 13*
Prophecy and History

History and Prophecy

When we think of prophecy we 
think future. But prophecy should 
not be understood in terms of 

Nostradamus, or the fortuneteller but as 
Godʼs way to reveal Himself. Significantly, 
when God defined himself to Moses, who 
wanted to know his name, He said my name 
is Ehyeh, “I will be.” This future sense 
was also encapsulated in the very name of 
God, YHWH, which means “He will be” 
or “He will cause to be.” For the Hebrew 
slave this revelation was full of hope. 
For, it meant He was not just a God of the 
museum, or of cultural tradition.  Neither 
is He only the God of the present, the God 
of a subjective existential experience. He is 
also and perhaps essentially the God of the 
future. This affirmation is important because 
it tells us that history which seems to move 
blindly and randomly is in fact, followed 
by the eyes of God. Indeed the course of 
history has been predicted by the ancient 
Biblical prophecies, even to the detail. 
But this information has not been given to 
excite our curiosity or satisfy our taste for 
the sensational. It is there as a landmark to 
assist us in our hope, and strengthen our 
confidence that God is still there and will 
have the last word.

*Unless otherwise noted, all scripture verses are taken 
from the New International Reader s̓ Version of the 
Bible, Copywrite 1998, by the Zondervan Corporation.
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1.  How did God identify Himself to  
 Moses?

And God said to Moses, “Ehyeh-
Asher-Ehyeh.” He continued, “Thus 
shall you say to the Israelites, “Ehyeh-
Asher-Ehyeh sent me to you”” 
(Exodus 3: 14, literal translation).

• “ʻI will be what I will 
be.  ̓The Holy One, 
blessed is He, answered 
Moses, ʻGo and tell 
Israel: I have been with 
you in your servitude, 
and I will be with you 
in your servitude to the 
kingdoms ...  ̓Rabbi 
Isaac interpreted: ʻTell 
them; it is I who was, I 
who am now, and I who 
will be in the futureʼ” 
(Ber 9a).

2. What message was often given 
through the Biblical names of 
persons?

 Then Adam named his wife Eve.   She 
would become the mother of every 
living person (Genesis 3:20).  (cf. 
Genesis 5:29 “Noah”; Genesis 17:
5 “Abra[ha]m”;Isaiah 7:3 “Shear-
Jashub”)

• “Four things can affect 
the future destiny of 
men and divert the 
calamity. . . prayer, 
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charity, repentance, and 
the change of names” 
(Rosh Hashanah 16b).

• “Rabbi Yosse says: Since 
the ancients were able to 
give names which contained 
the message of their future 
destiny, they knew their future 
in advance” (Genesis Rabbah 
37:10).

3. What is the criterion for the true 
prophecy coming from God?

 “But what if a prophet says peace will 
come?  Only if it comes true will he be 
recognized as one who has been truly 
sent by the Lord” (Jeremiah 28:9).

4. Why were the Hebrew prophets 
capable of predicting the future?

 The Lord and King never does 
anything without telling his servants 
the prophets about it (Amos 3:7).

 He explains deep and hidden things.   
He knows what happens in the darkest 
places.  And where he is, everything is 
light (Daniel 2:22).  (cf. vs. 29, 30)

5. How does the Bible regard human 
divination and future telling?

 Some will tell you to ask for advice 
from people who get messages from 
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those who have died.  Others will 
tell you to ask for advice from people 
who talk to the spirits of the dead.  
But those people only whisper.  Their 
words are barely heard.  So shouldn t̓ 
you ask for advice from your God?  
Why should you get advice from dead 
people to help those who are alive 
(Isaiah 8:19, 20)? (cf. Daniel 2:11)

• “He who refrains from 
practicing divination is 
protected by God” (Ned. 32a).

6. How far could the prophet Daniel 
see into the future?

 After you, another kingdom will take 
over.  It won t̓ be as powerful as yours.  
Next a third kingdom will rule over 
the whole earth…In the time of those 
kings, the God of heaven will set up a 
kingdom.  It will never be destroyed.  
And no other nation will ever take it 
over.  It will crush all of those other 
kingdoms.  It will bring them to an 
end.  But it will last forever (Daniel 2:
39, 44).  (cf. vs. Daniel 7:17, 18)

• “Daniel and Jacob are the 
only ones to whom God has 
revealed what will happen at 
the end of times” (Midrash 
Shoher Tov 31:7).

7. What do the metals of Daniel 2 and 
the animals of Daniel 7 represent?
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 Nebuchadnezzar, you are the greatest 
king of all.  The God of heaven has 
given you authority and power.  He 
has given you might and glory . . 
. After you, another kingdom will 
take over.  It won t̓ be as powerful as 
yours.  Next, a third kingdom will rule 
over the whole earth… Finally, there 
will be a fourth kingdom.  It will be 
as strong as iron.  Iron breaks and 
smashes everything to pieces.  And the 
fourth kingdom will crush and break 
all of the others (Daniel 2:37, 39, 40).

 “The four large animals stand for four 
kingdoms.  The kingdoms will appear 
on the earth (Daniel 7:17).

8. What earthly kingdom is 
represented by the gold in Daniel 2 
and the lion in Daniel 7?

 The head of the statue was made out 
of pure gold.  Its chest and arms were 
made of sliver.  Its stomach and thighs 
were bronze (Daniel 2:32).  (cf. vs. 37, 
38)

 
 The first animal was like a lion.  It had 

the wings of an eagle.  I watched until 
its wings were torn off.  Then it was 
lifted up from the ground.  It stood 
on two feet like a man.  And a man s̓ 
heart was given to it (Daniel 7:4).  (cf. 
Daniel 4:4)

 
 “I will be like a lion coming up from 

the bushes by the Jordan River.  I will 
hunt in rich grasslands.  I will chase 
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you from your land in an instant.  
What nation will I choose to do it?  
Which one will I appoint?  Is anyone 
like me?  Who would dare to argue 
with me?  What leader can stand 
against me (Jeremiah 49:19)?  (cf. vs. 
22)

Babylon was like a gold cup in my 
hand.  That city made the whole earth 
drunk.  The nations drank its wine.  So 
now they have gone crazy (Jeremiah 
51:7).  (cf. Isaiah 14:4)

• “The lion represents Babylon” 
(Genesis Rabbah 13:5).

• “The Babylonian empire 
was represented as a lion to 
indicate its great power. The 
high flying eagle symbolizes 
the great arrogance and 
pride of the Babylonians 
... (see Isaiah 14:12-14) ... 
The eagleʼs wings represent 
the great speed and energy 
which were the Babylonianʼs 
hallmark” (Mayenei Ha-
Yeshua 8:2; cf. Malbim).

9. What earthly kingdom is 
represented by the silver in Daniel 2 
and the bear in Daniel 7?

 “After you, another kingdom will take 
over.  It won t̓ be as powerful as yours.  
Next, a third kingdom will rule over 
the whole earth” (Daniel 2:39).
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“PERES means that your authority 
over your kingdom will be taken 
away from you.  It will be given to the 
Medes and Persians” (Daniel 5:28).  
(cf. 6:8; 8:20)

“I saw a second animal.  It looked like 
a bear.  It was raised up on one of its 
sides.  And it had three ribs between 
its teeth.  It was told, ʻGet up!  Eat 
meat until you are fullʼ” (Daniel 7:5).

I looked up and saw a ram that had 
two horns.  He was standing beside 
the waterway.  His horns were long.  
One of them was longer than the other. 
(Daniel 8:3).

• “The breast that comes after 
the head made of silver 
applies to the Medes and 
Persians who will come after 
the kingdom of Babylon” 
(Rashi, Miqraoth Gdoloth on 
Daniel 2:39).

• “ʻAnd behold another beast, 
a second like a bear (Daniel 
7:5),  ̓said R. Yohanan: This 
refers to the Persians who 
eat and drink like bears, have 
long hair like bears and are 
agitated like bears” (Kidd. 
72a; see Abodah Zarah 2b).

10. What earthly kingdom is 
represented by the bronze in Daniel 
2 and the leopard in Daniel 7?



 notes

10

 The head of the statue was made out 
of pure gold.  Its chest and arms were 
made of sliver.  Its stomach and thighs 
were bronze (Daniel 2:32). (cf. vs. 39, 
Ezekiel 27:13)

 After that, I saw another animal.  It 
looked like a leopard.  On its back 
were four wings like the wings of a 
bird.  It had four heads.  And it was 
given authority to rule (Daniel 7:6).  
(cf. Habakkuk 1:8)

• “Strong like bronze, this 
applies to Alexander the Great 
and his successors” (Rashi, 
Miqraoth Gdoloth on Daniel 
2:39).

11. What earthly kingdom is 
represented by the fourth entity 
- the iron in Daniel 2 and the beast 
with the ten horns in Daniel 7?

 “Finally, there will be a fourth 
kingdom.  It will be as strong as iron.  
Iron breaks and smashes everything 
to pieces.  And the fourth kingdom 
will crush and break all of the others” 
(Daniel 2:40).

 “After that, I saw another animal.  It 
looked like a leopard.  On its back 
were four wings like the wings of a 
bird.  It had four heads.  And it was 
given authority to rule (Daniel 7:7).  
(cf. vs. 23, 24; Isaiah 6:13)
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• “ʻHe shall devour the whole 
earth and shall tread it down 
and break it in pieces.  ̓R. 
Yohanan says that this refers 
to Rome whose power is 
known to the whole world.” 
(Abodah Zarah 2b)

12. What spiritual power will grow out 
of the fourth animal?

 “You saw that the feet and toes were 
made out of iron and baked clay.  And 
the fourth kingdom will be divided up.  
But it will still be almost as strong as 
iron.  That s̓ why you saw iron mixed 
with clay” (Daniel 2:41).  (cf. Isaiah 
64:8)

 “I thought about the horns.  Then I 
saw another horn.  It was a little one.  
It grew up among the other horns.  
Three of the first horns were pulled up 
by their roots to make room for it.  The 
little horn had eyes like the eyes of a 
man.  Its mouth was always bragging” 
(Daniel 7:8).  (cf. vs. 20, 24, 25; Isaiah 
14:13-14)

13. How long will this spiritual power of 
the fourth kingdom last?

 “In the time of those kings, the God 
of heaven will set up a kingdom.  It 
will never be destroyed.  And no other 
nation will ever take it over.  It will 
crush all of those other kingdoms.  It 
will bring them to an end.  But it will 
last forever” (Daniel 2:44).
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“I saw that the horn was at 
war with God s̓ people.  It was 
winning the battle over them” 
(Daniel 7:21).

• “ʻIn the days of these kings.  ̓
... while the kingdom of Rome 
will be still standing. ʻThe 
God of heaven will set up a 
kingdom,  ̓this is the kingdom 
of the Holy Blessed Be He 
which will never be worn, this 
is the kingdom of the Messiah 
King.” (Rashi, Miqraoth 
Gdoloth on Daniel 2:44)

14. What kingdom is represented by the 
last entity, the stone in Daniel 2 and 
the Son of Man in Daniel 7?

 “While you were watching, a rock was 
cut out.  But human hands didn t̓ do it.  
It struck the statue on its feet of iron 
and clay.  It smashed them” Daniel 2:
34).  (cf. vs.35; cf. Isaiah 26:4; 44:8; 
Psalm 18:3)

 “In my vision I saw One who looked 
like a son of man.  He was coming 
with the clouds of heaven.  He 
approached the Eternal God.  He was 
led right up to him” (Daniel 7:13).  
(cf. vs. 14, 26, 27; cf. Isaiah 19:1; 
Psalm 18:10-13)

• “This is the Messiah King 
who will come one day and 
will reign from one extremity 
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to the other extremity of 
the world, as it is written in 
Dan 2:35, ʻthe stone that hit 
the statue became a great 
mountain and filled the whole 
earthʼ” (Pirqei Rabbi Eliezer 
Perll. 2).

15. What spiritual or even historical 
lessons can be taken from the study 
of this prophecy?

 “In the time of those kings, the God 
of heaven will set up a kingdom.  It 
will never be destroyed.  And no other 
nation will ever take it over.  It will 
crush all of those other kingdoms.  
It will bring them to an end.  But it 
will last forever” (Daniel 2:44).  (cf. 
Daniel 2:21, 47)

   

• “Thus contemplating the 
cosmos, he [Abraham] came to 
the conclusion that there must 
be a Power higher and above 
all these powers visible to the 
eyes, who rules and guides 
the order of the universe” 
(Maaseh Abraham. 27-29).
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Dream of Kingdoms

The dream looks beyond 
Nebuchadnezzar and his kingdom, 
thus extending from the present to 

the future until the end. Today it is possible, 
in retrospect, to follow the prophetʼs 
gaze through history. We can develop the 
explanation of the dream parallel with the 
unrolling of history, always checking the 
prophetʼs testimony against historical reality.
 
The language of the vision is actually 
quite explicit for the king. Most likely 
the astrologers would have been able to 
decipher it once they knew its contents. 
Ancient Middle Eastern culture often used 
the statue of a human being to represent 
the worldʼs destiny. Egyptian astrologers  
particularly employed it.4 Moreover, the 
number 4 was significant, since the ancients 
used it to symbolize the terrestrial dimension 
(Dan. 7:2; 11:4; Eze. 37:9; Rev. 7:1; 20:
8).5 The dream suggests two orders: the 
terrestrial order of the metals (Dan. 2:31-33) 
and the order of the stone (vs34, 35). The 
only question now concerns the meaning of 
the four metals and of the detached stone 
that engulfs the whole space formerly taken 
by the metals.
 
Danielʼs explanation confirms and develops 
all this.

4         André J. FestugiPre, La Révélation d’Hermês Trismégiste 
(Paris: 1950), vol. 1, pp. 92, 93.

5         See the oracles of Persia and of Babylon in James B. Pritchard, 
ed., The Ancient Near East. Supplementary Texts and 
Pictures Relating to the Old Testament (Princeton: 1969), 
pp. 606, 607; see also the Greek poet Hesiod of the eighth 
century B.C.E. (Works and Days 109-180), and even the 
Latin poet Ovid (Metamorphoses 1. 89-414).  
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1. The Statue

The head of gold. Nebuchadnezzar did 
not need Danielʼs help to understand 
that the head of gold represented 

his own kingdom. The listing of the metals 
in descending order from head to toe and 
the successive events described in the 
destructive process of the stone, hint at 
a chronological progression. It was then 
possible for the king to deduce that the 
head represented the first stage, especially 
since the word “head” in Hebrew and in 
Aramaic means “beginning” or “first.” 
Moreover, gold was the most popular metal 
in Babylon. Upon his arrival in Babylon, 
the Greek historian Herodotus could not 
but marvel at the lavish use of gold in 
temples and palace constructions. Walls, 
statues, and other objects of gold testified 
to Babylonʼs splendor and glory (Herodotus 
1. 181, 183; 3. 1-7). The prophet Jeremiah 
compared Babylon to a golden cup (Jer. 51:
7), an interpretation Daniel now elaborates: 
“Nebuchadnezzar, you are the greatest 
king of all.  The God of heaven has given 
you authority and power.  He has given 
you might and glory.  He has put everyone 
under your control.  He has also given you 
authority over the wild animals and the 
birds of the air.  It doesn t̓ matter where 
they live.  He has made you ruler over all of 
them.  You are that head of gold” (Dan. 2:
37, 38).
 
The chest and arms of silver. After 
Babylon comes another kingdom, inferior 
to its predecessor, as the vision implicitly 
indicates through the lesser value of silver.  
Daniel also explicitly states: “After you, 
another kingdom will take over.  It won t̓ 
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be as powerful as yours” (Dan. 2:39). The 
succeeding kingdom is that of the Medes 
and the Persians.                

Daniel uses the same expression several 
times to describe the kingdom following 
Babylon (Dan. 5:28; 6:8; 8:20). A century 
later the book of Esther confirms this (Esther 
1:3). In spite of its larger geographical 
scope, the kingdom of the Medes and the 
Persians was culturally inferior to Babylon. 
In fact, Median and Persian conquerors 
adopted Babylonian civilization, by far the 
most complex and advanced until then.

The reference to silver alludes to a major 
characteristic of the next kingdom. Persians 
used silver in their taxation system. 
According to Herodotus (3. 89-95), the 
satraps had to pay the tribute imposed on 
them with silver. Only the more affluent 
Indian satraps had to pay their dues with 
gold. And even then, the authorities 
measured it in terms of silver. Clearly, the 
standard monetary value for the Persians 
of this era was silver. On a broader level, 
silver served as a characteristic for this 
kingdom in that it alluded to its wealth, 
wealth that guaranteed the Persian kings 
their power (Dan. 11:2). Indeed, history 
remembers them as the “rich and powerful” 
of the era.  Herodotus testifies about Darius 
as “someone making profit from all” 
(Herodotus 3. 89). The supremacy of the 
Medo-Persian kingdom lasted from 539 
B.C.E., the fall of Babylon, to 331 B.C.E., 
the defeat of the last Persian king, Darius III, 
by the Greco-Macedonian armies.
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The belly and thighs of bronze. Bronze 
symbolizes the next kingdom, the 
conquering power of Greece. The metal 
was a Greek specialty. The prophet Ezekiel 
refers to bronze as the principal means 
of exchange among the Greeks (Eze. 27:
13).6 In addition, the Greek army employed 
bronze in their armor, helmets, shields, and 
even their weapons. We are told that when 
the Egyptian pharaoh Psammetic the First 
consulted the oracle of Laton inquiring of a 
way to avenge himself against his Persian 
foes, the reply said that “revenge would 
come from the sea in the hands of the men 
of bronze.” The Egyptian monarch regarded 
the answer with some skepticism until the 
appearance one morning of shipwrecked 
Greek armies in their shiny bronze armor 
on the Egyptian shores. Seeing in them the 
fulfillment of the oracle, King Psammetic 
allied himself with them against his enemies 
(Herodotus 2. 153, 154).
 
In addition to a connotation of decadence 
following gold and silver, bronze also 
implied the idea of conquest. This bronze 
armor of the Greek soldiers sharply 
contrasted with the simple woven gowns by 
Median and Persian soldiers (Herodotus 7. 
61, 62).
  
The legs of iron. After the age of bronze, 
the prophetic dream foretells a period of 
iron. Bronze was to the Greeks as iron was 
6         The Hebrew text speaks of Yavan, which is the Hebrew 

word for “Greek.” The word originally meant “pigeon” and 
probably alluded to the carrier pigeons kept on the Greek 
islands. From there the term came to designate the inhabitants 
of those islands (Felix M. Abel, Géographie de la Palestine 
[Paris: 1967], pp. 259, 260). Also, the word “Ionian,” “Ionia” 
(from Ion, name of one of the sons of Helen), derives from the 
Hebrew Yavan.



 notes

18

to the Romans. Latin poets testify of this 
transition. Virgil describes armies of old as 
being equipped in bronze: “bronze flashes 
on their shields, flashes with bronze their 
sword.”7 Likewise, Lutece contrasts bronze 
with that of iron: “The use of bronze was 
known before iron . . . With bronze men tilled 
the soil . . . with bronze they stirred up the 
waves of war.”8

 
Such passages in Latin literature testify that 
the transition of bronze to iron paralleled 
that of the Greek to the Roman Empire. 
Considering historical reality, the Roman 
army was indeed one of iron characterized 
by its sword, shield, armor, helmet, and 
particularly its pilum, an iron spear that 
could also serve as a javelin. But Danielʼs 
description aims at more than the metal 
itself. Iron also symbolizes “strength” (verse 
41), and a force that “breaks and smashes 
everything . . . to pieces” (verse 40).
   
Longevity is also a sign of strength. Roman 
rule lasted 500 years, by far longer than 
any of its predecessors. Rome would then 
succumb to barbarian invasions. Odoacet, a 
Germanic chief, dethroned the last emperor 
in 476.

The feet of iron and clay. Judging from the 
length of it—more than half of the passage 
(verses 41-43)—the events here described 
seem to have been of primary interest to the 
prophet. The text does not describe this new 
kingdom as being separate from the one of 
iron preceding it. Rather, it still belongs to 
the fourth kingdom, as the traces of iron 
indicate.
7         Virgil Aeneid 7. 742, 743.
8         Lucretius De Rerum Natura 5. 1286-1294.
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But a new element, that of clay, mixes with 
the old. This strange association takes on 
three levels of meaning:
 
1. It “will be a divided kingdom” (verse 41). 
The relationship here is a negative one. The 
association of clay and iron implies division, 
a fact particularly significant, since it occurs 
right after a period characterized by its unity. 
A retrospective look at history confirms this. 
Indeed, since the fall of Rome the region of 
the former empire has yet to achieve unity 
and if we are to believe the prophet, it will 
never do so.
 
2. “And the fourth kingdom will be partly 
strong and partly weak” (verse 42). The 
passage regards iron and clay as distinct 
entities. Iron is to strength as clay is to 
weakness. The kingdom, now divided, 
becomes a heterogeneous composition of 
weak and strong elements. The territory of 
the former Roman Empire is a collection of 
both strong and weak, rich and poor nations.
  
When the Bible employs the word “clay,” 
it is always in association with the word 
“potter,” and it always evokes the human 
person in a relationship of dependence 
upon the Creator.10 The reference to clay 
thus has a strong religious connotation. 
We have good reasons to believe that the 
clay at the base of the statue represents 
a different power of a religious nature, 
though associated with the political power 
symbolized by iron.
 
9         André Alba, Rome et le Moyen Age jusqu’en 1328 (Paris: 

1964), p. 126.
10        Isa. 29:16; 41:25; 45:9; Jer. 18:2; 19:1; Lam. 4:2; Rom. 9:21.
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On a historical level, this means that 
following the dissolution of the Roman 
Empire a new power would take over, a 
religious one related more or less to the 
political power of Rome. This politico-
religious power should even be alive today, 
since the text has it surviving until the time 
of the end.
    
3. “And the fourth kingdom will be made 
up of all kinds of people” (verse 43). The 
relationship is now a positive one alluding 
to a tentative alliance between the two 
elements. Then, “in the time of those kings, 
the God of heaven will set up a kingdom” 
(verse 44).
 
Also, this period is the only one in the 
vision during which any action takes place. 
Previously, the inspired explanations 
focused on a state of being or a quality: 
“divided” (verse 41); “partly strong” and 
“partly weak” (verse 42,). Whereas the two 
characteristics describe a state that lasts until 
the end, the action that is now described 
takes place at the end of time.
 
If a renewed concern for unity does 
characterize the end-times, it is strangely 
relevant today. Never in human history have 
there been so many worldwide attempts at 
unity. It is a distinctive feature of modern 
politics. For the first time, the powers of 
the earth feel the need to merge and come 
together, thus encouraging alliances on 
all levels: political ones such as NATO, 
OAU, UN, etc.; economic coalitions such 
as the Common Market, the EEC, OPEC, 
etc.; and even religious alliances such as 
the ecumenical movement, and politico-
religious ones like the “religious right”.
 



 notes

21

But recently humanity has been concocting 
a more audacious alliance. Going beyond 
mere continental or ideological coalitions, 
world powers since the fall of Communism, 
now dare to dream of global politics, i.e. the 
New World Order.
 
Could it be that prophecy is referring to our 
time?

2. The Stone
We now enter the most important part of 
the vision. It occupies the largest portion of 
the kingʼs dream and seems to be the point 
toward which everything converges. It is the 
second part of the dream, the explanation of 
which follows the same two-part structure 
as the exposition (see above). Earlier Daniel 
introduced his explanation with a reference 
to the “God of heaven” who gives dominion 
(Dan. 2:37). Likewise, the prophet begins 
the second part with a comment regarding 
the “God of heaven” who will set up a 
kingdom (verse 44). This parallel on the 
introductory level, implicitly contrasts the 
two parts of the dream. In the first part, the 
kingdoms are given to humanity, while in 
the second part the “God of heaven” sets up 
the kingdom and it remains in His control. 
In fact, this kingdom is nothing like the 
previous earthly kingdom.
 
The essential difference lies in the fact 
that it comes from elsewhere: its mission 
accomplished, the stone carved out of 
the mountain changes back to a “huge 
mountain” (verse 35). The coincidence 
between the origin and the outcome 
implicitly testifies to the kingdomʼs divine 
nature. Nothing of the old order remains.
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Finally, the new kingdom “will last forever” 
(verse 44). The earthly kingdoms were 
temporary; and all eventually collapsed. The 
final kingdom, on the other hand, will last 
forever. The eternal defeats the ephemeral. 
We can appreciate the contrast between the 
two orders even on a spatial level. Gigantic 
as it was, the statue becomes dwarfed by 
the mountain that “filled the whole earth” 
(verse 35). The infinite overwhelms the 
finite.
 
The heavenly kingdom spreads over the 
whole earth and remains forever. Our 
rational minds find this hard to imagine. 
So, we find ourselves tempted to follow a 
number of theologians and philosophers who 
“demythologize” the vision. The kingdom 
of heaven subsequently takes on the more 
reasonable proportions of a church, a people, 
the enlightened self, and so on.

Jewish tradition views the final kingdom as 
representing all the hopes of Israel. It cannot 
be human but must be the kingdom of the 
Messiah. Rashi and Ibn Ezra, following 
ancient Jewish interpretation, regarded it 
as that of “King Messiah,” malkut melek 
hamashiah.12 
 
It is not difficult to recognize the historical 
plausibility of Danielʼs prophecy. We can 
easily identify the kingdoms of Babylon, the 
Medes and Persians, Greece, Rome, etc. And 
we may even be convinced that God sent the 
dream and join Nebuchadnezzar in admitting 
that He “explains mysteries” (verse 47). 
But when it comes to events beyond history, 
such as the nebulous kingdom of God, we 
would rather remain skeptical.
12        Miqraoth Gdoloth.
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“But there is a God in heaven
Who reveals secrets.

And He has made known . . .
What will be in the latter days.”

Daniel 2:28
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1.  How did God identify Himself to   
 Moses?

2. What message was often given through 
the Biblical names of persons?

3. What is the criterion for the true 
prophecy coming from God?

4. Why were the Hebrew prophets capable 
of predicting the future?

5. How does the Bible regard human 
divination and future telling?

6. How far could the prophet Daniel see 
into the future?
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7. What do the metals of Daniel 2 and the 
animals of Daniel 7 represent?

8. What earthly kingdom is represented 
by the gold in Daniel 2 and the lion in 
Daniel 7?

9. What earthly kingdom is represented 
by the silver in Daniel 2 and the bear in 
Daniel 7?

10. What earthly kingdom is represented by 
the bronze in Daniel 2 and the leopard 
in Daniel 7?

11. What earthly kingdom is represented 
by the fourth entity, the iron in Daniel 
2 and the beast with the ten horns in 
Daniel 7?

13
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12. What spiritual power will grow out of 
the fourth animal?

13. How long will this spiritual power of the 
fourth kingdom last?

14. What kingdom is represented by the last 
entity, the stone in Daniel 2 and the Son 
of Man in Daniel 7?

15. What spiritual or even historical lessons 
can be taken from the study of this 
prophecy?

As you consider the fulfillment of the prophecies 
of Daniel 2 & 7 that have already been realized, 
how does it affect your belief in the Biblical 
prophesies that have not yet come to pass?

Prophecy and History 13
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What is Truth?
A strange question perhaps, yet one that expresses both our 
confusion and our skepticism regarding truth.  Confusion, 
because with a multiplicity of religions and a diversity of 
beliefs around us we may genuinely wonder, “Where is 
the truth?”  Skepticism, for it suggests that truth does not 
exist; in fact, there really is no objective truth.

The Hebrew Bible, the Tanakh, answers the question 
clearly.  “Hashem, God is the truth” (Jeremiah 10:10; 
literal translation).  For the Bible then, truth does exist; 
truth is association with God Himself.  In fact, truth, 
Emeth, in the Hebrew language, is one of the 13 attributes 
of God.  It falls seventh in the list in the exact center of 
the 13 attributes listed in Exodus 34:6; literal translation, a 
passage that is recited in the liturgies of Rosh Ha-Shanah 
Yom Kippur (Jewish New Year, Day of Attonement).

If truth is identified with Godʼs character, it does not 
come from us but is to be found outside of us – in God.  
This recognition implies that in order to find the truth we 
should not approach it with the preconceived idea that 
we know what the truth is.  Instead, we should approach 
the truth with a question, “What is it?”  This is the very 
same question, in fact, the ancient Israelites asked when 
confronted with the manna, the bread of God in the 
wilderness.  “What is it?” they asked, and the question 
gave the name to this heavenly bread, for the Hebrew 
word manna means “What is it?”  The meaning of the 
word manna suggests an important lesson regarding how 
we should approach Biblical truth.  We should approach 
it with the question: “What is it?  What is truth?”  We 
should approach it with the same humble and honest 
mindset as the ancient Israelites approached the manna in 
the wilderness, asking “What is it?  Asking the question 
from this frame of reference no longer suggests confusion 
or skepticism.   Instead, it implies sincere questioning 
from one who expects a true answer from above.  
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Bible Study – Lesson # 14*
Judgment

The Day of Judgment (Yom ha-Din)

The Day of judgment does not 
normally bring comforting thoughts. 
We are all afraid to come to the 

judge, especially if we feel guilty. And who 
doesnʼt!

And yet Biblical prophecy is clear on the 
matter. The Day of Judgment is a day of 
good news!  In Biblical times the judge 
was identified by the people as the savior. 
He was the one who played the role of the 
defense attorney, one who would support 
and save. Significantly, in the Bible judges 
are called saviors. The book of Judges is 
full of stories telling us of the exploits of 
these judge-saviors. The judge was the one 
who was supposed to save the people from 
oppression or injustice.

Thus when Biblical prophecy speaks about a 
Day of judgment, it is designed to direct our 
expectations to the perspective of salvation; 
it is an event that is associated with hope. In 
the book of Daniel the judgment is “given” 
to the people. It is also noteworthy that 
judgment is associated with creation, for it 
is that event which brings repair, restoration 
and a new landscape of life, peace and 
happiness.

*Unless otherwise noted, all scripture verses are taken 
from the New International Reader s̓ Version of the 
Bible, Copywrite 1998, by the Zondervan Corporation.
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1.  What was the main function of the  
 judge in Biblical times?

Then the Lord gave them leaders.  The 
leaders saved them from the power of 
those robbers (Judges 2:16).  (cf. 3:9, 
15; Isaiah 51:4-5)

2. Why shouldnʼt we be afraid of the 
Day of Judgment?

 But then the Eternal God came.  He 
decided in favor of his holy people.  
So the time came when the kingdom 
was given to them (Daniel 7:22).

• “When a king suppresses a 
rebellion, he kills the innocent 
with the guilty because he 
knows not the one from the 
other. God who knows menʼs 
thoughts and the counsel of 
their hearts . . . knows the 
spirit of each individual, and 
will distinguish the guilty 
from the guiltless” (Tarhuma, 
Buber, Korah, par. 19).

3. On what special occasion did the 
ancient Israelites anticipate the 
great Day of the future judgment of 
God (Yom ha-Din)?

 “Here is a law for you that will last 
for all time to come.  On the tenth 
day of the seventh month you must 
not eat anything.  You must not do 
any work.  It does not matter whether 
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you are Israelites or outsiders.  On 
that day your sin will be paid for.  You 
will be made pure and clean.  You 
will be clean from all of your sins in 
my sight.  That day is a Sabbath for 
you.  You must rest on it.  You must 
not eat anything on that day.  That is a 
law that will last for all time to come 
(Leviticus 16:29-30).

• “We must give this day all its 
holiness because it is a day 
of fear and awe. In this day 
thy reign is established and 
thy throne is made firm ... For 
thou art the judge, the pleader, 
and the witness, the one who 
opens and seals. And thou 
shalt remember every forgiven 
thing and thou shalt open 
the book of remembrance 
...the great shofar will be 
sounded, and the small still 
voice will be heard, the 
angels will shudder from fear 
and say ʻThis is the Day of 
Judgmentʼ” (Book of Prayers, 
Mahzor min rosh Hashana 
weyom hakippurim, I. p. 31).

 
5. Who and what will be judged by 

God?

 I said to myself, “God will judge godly 
and sinful people alike.  He has a 
time for every act.  He has a time for 
everything that is done” (Ecclesiastes 
3:17).  (cf. 12:14)
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• “The just will be judged 
by their good inclination, 
the unjust by their evil 
inclination” (Berakot 61).

6. When should we expect the Day of 
Judgment to take place?

 “As I watched, thrones were set in 
place.  The Eternal God took his seat.  
His clothes were as white as snow.  
The hair on his head was white like 
wool.  His throne was blazing with 
fire.  And flames were all around its 
wheels…In my vision I saw One who 
looked like a son of man.  He was 
coming with the clouds of heaven” 
(Daniel 7:9, 13). (cf. vs. 26-27; Daniel 
8:17, 26)

 • “Yom ha-Din, day on which  
 mankind will be judged by God  
 ... at the end of days” (R.J. Zwi  
 Werblowsky and Geoffrey  
 Wigoder, eds., The Oxford  
 Dictionary of the Jewish Religion  
 [New York: Oxford University  
 Press, 1997], p. 750).

7. “How long” will the prophetic 
period last until the Day of 
Judgment begins?

 One of the holy angels said to me, 
“It will take 2,300 evenings and 
mornings” (Daniel 8:14). (cf. Daniel 
7:9)
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8. What are the elements of Danielʼs 
prophecy that associate the 
“time of the end” with the Day of 
Atonement?

I watched the ram as he charged 
toward the west.  He also charged 
toward the north and the south.  No 
animal could stand up against him.  
Not one of them could save anyone 
from his power.  He did as he pleased.  
And he became great…Then a goat 
suddenly came from the west…He 
raced across the whole earth without 
even touching the ground (Daniel 8:
4-5). 

The community of Israel must give him 
two male goats and a ram.  The goats 
are for a sin offering.  The ram is for a 
burnt offering (Leviticus 16:5).

• On the connection between 
sacrifices and the Messiah: 
speaking of the sacrifices, 
“R. Eleazar said in the name 
of R. Josei: ʻIt is a halakha 
[a traditional law] regarding 
the Messiahʼ” (Zebahim 44b, 
Sanhedrin 51b).

9. To what other event is the Day of 
Judgment of Daniel 7 connected in 
the book of Daniel?

 One of the holy angels said to me, 
“It will take 2,300 evenings and 
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mornings.  Then the temple will be 
made holy again” (Daniel 8:14). (cf. 
Daniel 9:24; Exodus 29:36-37)

• Note the parallel between 
Daniel 7 & 8:

o Daniel 7: animals, 
little horn, Day of 
Judgment, coming of 
the Messiah

o Daniel 8: animals, 
little horn, cleansing 
of the temple 
(kippur), coming of 
the Messiah

10. What is the starting point of the 
2300 evenings and mornings leading 
to the beginning of the heavenly Day 
of Judgment?

 “Here is what I want you to know 
and understand.  There will be 
seven ʻweeks.  ̓ Then there will be 62 
ʻweeks.  ̓ The seven ʻweeks  ̓will begin 
when an order is given to rebuild 
Jerusalem and make it like new again.  
At the end of the 62 ʻweeks,  ̓the 
Anointed King will come.  Jerusalem 
will have streets and a water system 
when it is rebuilt.  But that will be 
done in times of trouble” (Daniel 9:
25).

 The elders of the Jews continued to 
build the temple.  They enjoyed great 
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success because of the preaching of 
the prophets Haggai and Zechariah…
The people finished building the 
temple…Cyrus and Darius had given 
orders allowing them to do it…Ezra 
arrived in Jerusalem in the fifth month 
of the seventh year of the king s̓ rule 
(Ezra 6:14; 7:8).

11. What is the date of the end of the 
2300 evenings and mornings?

 One of the holy angels said to me, 
“It will take 2,300 evenings and 
mornings.  Then the temple will be 
made holy again” (Daniel 8:14).  (cf. 
Daniel 12:13)

• “Thus the Admoz Hazaken 
indicated that the Messiah 
should come in 5603 (1843-
1844). Then the Tsemah 
Tsedek (third rabbi of 
Loubavitch) explained ... 
that it was only a spiritual 
redemption.” (Mashiah Now 
No. 46, January 30, 1995).

12. What will be the role of the Messiah 
in the Day of Judgment?

 And he was given authority, glory and 
a kingdom.  People from every nation 
and language worshiped him.  His 
authority will last forever.  It will not 
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pass away.  His kingdom will never be 
destroyed (Daniel 7:14). (cf. Daniel 8:
14)

• “Rabbi Eliezer ben Jose ha-
Gelili said: ʻGodʼs inclination 
in judgment is always in 
manʼs favor. If 999 angels 
give a bad account of a man, 
and one only a favorable 
account, God inclines the 
balance to the meritorious 
sideʼ” (Y. Kiddushin 61d).

• “The iniquities of Israel will 
then be atoned” (Rashi in 
Miqzaoth Gdoloth on Daniel 
8:14).

• “When Israel turns toward the 
Lord, his advocate Michael 
will plead in his favor” 
(Pesikra Rabbati 44).

• “In the heavenly Jerusalem 
... the temple and the altar 
are built, and Michael the 
great Prince stands and offers 
up thereupon an offering” 
(Hogogah 12b).

13. How and on what basis will the 
divine judgment proceed?

“As I watched, thrones were set in 
place.  The Eternal God took his seat.  
His clothes were as white as snow.  
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The hair on his head was white like 
wool.  His throne was blazing with 
fire.  And flames were all around its 
wheels.  A river of fire was flowing.  It 
was coming out from in front of God.  
Thousands and thousands of angels 
served him.  Millions of them stood in 
front of him.  The court was seated.  
And the books were opened” (Daniel 
7:9-10).  (cf. Daniel 12:1; Malachi 3:
16, 18; Psalm 69:29; Isaiah 4:3)

• “Three books are opened 
in heaven on Rosh Ha-
Shanah, one for the 
thoroughly wicked, one for 
the thoroughly righteous, 
and one for the intermediate. 
The thoroughly righteous 
are forthwith inscribed in the 
Book of Life, the thoroughly 
wicked in the Book of 
Death, while the fate of the 
intermediate is suspended 
until the Day of Atonement” 
(Rosh Ha-Shanah 16b).

• “The books which were 
opened are the books where 
there were written the sins 
they have done” (Rashi in 
Migzaoth Gdoloth on Daniel 
7:10).

14. What is the human counterpart 
that is contemporary on earth to the 
heavenly judgment?
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 notes

 Blessed are those who wait for the 
1,335 days and reach the end of them 
(Daniel 12:12).

 I say another angel.  He was flying 
high in the air.  He came to tell 
everyone on earth the good new that 
will always be true.  He told it to every 
nation, tribe, language and people.  In 
a loud voice he said, “Have respect 
for God.  Give him glory.  The hour 
has come for God to judge.  Worship 
him who made the heavens and the 
earth.  Worship him who made the sea 
and the springs of water” (Revelation 
14:6-7).

• “Blessed be Thou, Lord our 
God, King of the Universe, 
who opens the door to mercy 
and gives light to the eyes of 
those who expect forgiveness 
from the One who creates 
light and darkness, and creates 
everything” (Yotser leyom 
Kippur)

• “On the fourth of Tishri, the 
sacred New Yearʼs Day and 
the anniversary of creation, 
manʼs doings were judged 
and his destiny was decided; 
and on the tenth of Tishri the 
decree of heaven was sealed” 
(The Jewish Encyclopedia, 
Vol. 2, p. 281; cf. Rosh Ha-
Shanah 11a, 16a).

• Note the parallel between 
Daniel 7 and Revelation 13-14
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o Daniel 7: animals (lion, bear, 
leopard), little horn, Day of 
Judgment, coming of the Son 
of man

o Revelation 13-14: animals 
(lion, bear, leopard), usurping 
power, Three angels Message 
(judgment and creation), 
coming of the Son of man

15. What does the expectation of the 
Day of Judgment imply for us in our 
daily existence?

 “Daniel, go on your way until the end.  
Your body will rest in the grace.  Then 
at the end of the days you will rise 
from the dead.  And you will receive 
what God has appointed for you” 
(Daniel 12:12).

 Everything has now been heard.  
And here s̓ the final thing I want to 
say.  Have respect for God and obey 
his commandments.  That s̓ what 
everyone should do.  God will judge 
everything people do.  That includes 
everything they try to hide.  Heʼll 
judge everything, whether it s̓ good or 
evil (Ecclesiastes 12:13-14).
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The Day of Judgment1

For Daniel, the judgment is a unique 
and universal event taking place in the 
final moments of human history. The 

event of judgment appears in the last part 
of our text and coincides with the historical 
occurrence of the fourth beast and of the 
little horn. Judgment appears in the second 
part of the vision begun by the clause “After 
that, in my vision I looked” (Dan. 7:7) and 
by the “As I watched” that introduces the 
little horn (verse 9). The structure of the 
vision clearly situates the judgment before 
the end of human history.
 
Daniel regards it as the most important event 
of the prophecy. Significantly, the chiastic 
structure of chapter 7 puts the judgment 
right at the center. And since chapter 7 is at 
the middle of the book of Daniel, it follows 
that the judgment is at the center of the 
whole work of Daniel. Biblical tradition 
remembers the prophet in connection with 
divine judgment. The book of Ezekiel 
(Eze. 14:14-20), the only book in the Old 
Testament that refers to Daniel, associates 
the prophet with Job and Noah, the two 
central figures of the theme of judgment of 
God (verses 13; 17-22). Likewise, in the 
New Testament, the only passage referring 
to Daniel deals with the great day of 
judgment (Matt. 24:15-21, 38, 39). Finally, 
Daniel himself testifies to the importance of 
divine judgment in the very name he bears: 
“Daniel” means precisely “judgment of 
God.”
1            Except from Jacques B. Doukhan, Secrets of Daniel: 

Wisdom and Dreams of a Jewish Prince in Exile 
(Hagerstown: Review and Herald Publishing Association, 
2000), 111-118. Used by permission.        
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Judgment is the fulfillment of humanityʼs 
hopes and yearnings. But, in our minds it 
conveys the idea of crime and punishment 
and inspires fear and apprehension. The 
Bible, however, sees judgment from the 
viewpoint of the oppressed, the suffering 
victim, and thus places it in the context of 
salvation and victory over the oppressor and 
evil. Israelite culture already recognized 
that fact on a national level. The judges of 
Israel were war heroes who would crush the 
enemy. Scripture also referred to them as 
saviors, moshiah (Judges 3:9, 15; 6:36; 12:
3). This two-level aspect of the judgment 
of God is especially clear in the psalms that 
describe the judging God as both savior and 
as avenger (Ps. 18:47, 48; 58:11; 94:1-6, 
22, 23; 149:4, 7, 9; etc.). Such a depiction 
of God can shock our modern sensibilities. 
And yet, coaxing the lion into letting go of 
the lamb will not work. To save the lamb, 
one must overcome the lion. That is why 
the term tsedaqa, which means “justice,” 
implying the punishment of the oppressor, 
also means “love,” as it liberates the 
oppressed back to life.
 
Chapter 7 of Daniel also explicates these 
two dimensions of divine judgment. The 
judgment is pronounced “in favor of his 
holy people” (verse 22) and against their 
enemies. In fact, the vision views judgment 
against a background of war and oppression: 
“I saw that the horn was at war with God s̓ 
people.  It was winning the battle over 
them” (verse 21).
  
In the explanation of the vision (verses 26, 
27), the judgment takes on two aspects: 
a negative one against the little horn that 
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defeats and crushes him (verse 26), and a 
positive aspect for the saints who receive 
Godʼs kingdom (verse 27). The scene of 
judgment is dominated by the images of 
“throne,” the “Ancient of Days,” and 
“open books.”
 
The “throne” is the first thing that Daniel 
notices. Right from the start the context 
defines the scene as a courtly one, testifying 
to the invisible presence of a king. But this 
throne is unlike other thrones. To describe 
it, Daniel uses the language of Ezekiel. In 
fact, it is the same throne! Both thrones 
give the impression of being aflame (Eze. 1:
27; Dan. 7:9, 10) and both are mounted on 
wheels (Eze. 1:21; Dan. 7:9). The prophet 
Ezekiel describes the throne as having the 
appearance of the likeness of the glory of 
the Lord and then falls down in adoration 
(Eze. 1:28). Daniel is likewise awestruck, 
and uses the plural of emphasis “thrones.” 
The equivalent in English would be “super 
throne” (cf. Isa. 6:1). The rest of the passage 
clarifies the matter by having it seat no more 
than one person.
 
This vision of the throne clearly alludes to 
Godʼs judgment. It evokes the seat of justice, 
and its fiery element is the Biblical symbol 
of wrath, destruction, and judgment (Deut. 
4:24; Ps. 18:9-14; 21:10; 50:3; 97:3). In the 
ancient Middle East, as a whole and in Israel 
in particular, judgment was a royal function. 
The king would make legal decisions while 
seated on his throne. The image of the king 
who judges is especially vivid in the psalms 
sung during the Temple services. The key 
expression “the Lord reigns” is usually 
linked to the notion of judgment.
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Psalm 97, among others (Psalms 93; 99), 
begins with the phrase “The Lord rules,” 
and continues with a description of Godʼs 
throne founded on “righteousness and 
justice” before which fire “burns up his 
enemies all around him” (verses 2, 3), and 
concludes with an explicit reference to 
Godʼs judgment and royalty: “…Because 
of how you judge.  Lord, you are the Most 
High God.  You rule over the whole earth.  
You are honored much more than all gods” 
(verses 8, 9).
 
This vision of the throne, as part of the 
scene of judgment, also reveals the divine 
kingdom. Monarchy is not our idea of 
perfection. The people do not elect God, and 
His government does not include different 
political parties. In fact, His presence 
dominates everything, and He has all 
control. Yet, such rulership was the greatest 
wish of the Biblical heroes (Ps. 139:7-9; 33:
5; 119:64; 104:24; Isa. 6:3; Num. 14:21; 
Hab. 3:3; Rom. 14:11; Phil. 2:10). All the 
enemies of God are wiped out. History is 
no longer adrift, no longer in the hands of 
fate or oppressors. The city of peace and of 
justice dreamed by the prophets did not have 
its origin in negotiations. Its walls ring with 
the shout of complete and radical victory 
over evil and death.
 
“The Ancient of Days” is a strange 
expression found nowhere else in the 
Bible, though similar expressions appear in 
Ugaritic (Canaanite) literature calling the 
great god El the “king, father of years” and 
judge.2 The idea conveyed here is that of this 

2            See I AB 1.7; quoted in Lacocque, pp. 142, 143.                  
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king-judgeʼs eternity, a concept reinforced 
by the imagery of white hair. Surrounded 
by multitudes of servants who attend Him, 
the Ancient of Days represents God Himself 
(cf. Ps. 68:18; Heb. 12:22). Moreover, He 
is the one who ascends on the great throne 
to reign and to judge. In the Biblical mind-
set His old age best qualifies Him as judge. 
Age is a sign of wisdom. With a smile, the 
Talmud alludes to this passage in Daniel 
when it mentions Godʼs hair as being black 
when He goes to war like a young man and 
white when seated in court like an old man.3 
The Ancient of Days was present at the 
beginning of time, as His name indicates. He 
knows every action when it is still unborn 
(Ps. 139:1-4). Only He knows the whole 
story and is in the best position to judge. 
His “clothes were white as snow” (Dan. 7:
9) represents His character. He is a judge 
who cannot be bribed, and His verdict will 
be totally objective. Having had no part in 
the sin He is about to condemn, His moral 
faculties of judgment are not dulled. Only 
He knows good from evil, a paradox already 
enunciated in Genesis. When the man and 
woman sinned, evil mingled with good to 
the point that it became humanly impossible 
to separate them. The more people dedicate 
themselves to evil, the less they see it as 
such. Only He who never has been subject 
to evil can truly condemn it.

“The books” open immediately after 
the Ancient of Days takes His seat. It is 
the ultimate procedure of judgment. The 
prophet adds nothing more. The Bible 

3        Babylonian Talmud Hagigah 14a.
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generally depicts God as writing in a context 
of judgment (see Dan. 5). The mention 
of books in the divine court also implies 
judgment. Their function is to record all 
past actions, and to serve as silent witnesses 
during the judgment (Ex. 13:9; 17:14). That 
is why the prophet Malachi speaks of a 
scroll of remembrance (Mal. 3:16-18). This 
perspective of remembrance again relates 
judgment to salvation.  For example, God 
remembers Noah (Gen. 8:1), Abraham, 
Isaac, Jacob (Ex. 32:13), Rachel (Gen. 
30:22), Hannah (1 Sam. 1:19), and Israel 
(Ps. 115:12). In the psalms the victims of 
oppression cry out, “Lord, remember” (Ps. 
25:6; 74:2; 89:50; 119:49; etc.).
 
But Godʼs remembrance can also bring 
about punishment. God remembers Amalek 
(1 Sam. 15:2); our iniquities (Ps. 79:8; Jer. 
14:10), and Babylon (Rev. 16:19) and her 
iniquities (Rev. 18:5).
 
Likewise, “…your people will be saved.  
Their names are written in the book of life” 
(Dan. 12:1). Yet, it is also in the books that 
Daniel witnesses the execution of the little 
horn (Dan. 7:11, 12). The moment that the 
books open, however, does not coincide 
with the execution of the sentence. What 
Daniel sees in the books is only the verdict, 
whether guilty or not. The sentence comes 
later. Verses 11 and 12 announce the destiny 
of the little horn, more specifically of the 
fourth beast, carrier of the little horn. The 
destruction of the fourth beast is total, in 
contrast to the only partial destruction of 
the other three beasts, each one being the 
continuation of the former.
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Thus, we should read the verses announcing 
the death of the fourth beast as anticipating 
a distant future while interpreting the verses 
describing the deaths of the other three 
beasts as a flashback to the past. Verses 10-
12: “And the books were opened. Then I 
continued to watch [in the open books]. . . . I 
kept looking until the beast was slain and its 
body destroyed and thrown into the blazing 
fire. (The other beasts had been stripped of 
their authority, but were allowed to live for a 
period of time.)” NKJV
 
God intends the vision of judgment to be 
good news. In the twilight of human history 
the event of judgment is the last ray of hope. 
The judgment announces a new world, a 
new order, a city of peace and justice. The 
promise of the end of our misery, it predicts 
a new dawn.

III. A Son of Man

The last stage of the vision is the most 
fantastic and also the most disturbing. 
Riding upon the clouds, someone 

“like a son of man” (verse 13) rushes into 
view. His identity and his arrival on the 
scene greatly intrigue us.

1. His Identity

From the start the vision directly 
contrasts the son of man with 
that of the beasts, paralleling His 

“semblance” (“like a son of man”) to the 
“semblance” of the beasts (like a lion, like 
an eagle, etc.). Also, the humanity of this 
“son of man” (“son of man” is the Biblical 
idiom for someone of a human nature) 
sharply highlights the beastly attributes 
of the hybrids. The human is opposed 
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to the animal. It is a contrast already 
hinted at in the beginning of the chapter 
through an allusion to the experience of 
Nebuchadnezzar (verse 4) and in preceding 
verses about the little horn (verse 8). 
In the language of Daniel, this contrast 
renders the essential difference between 
two fundamental orders: that of the beasts, 
and that of the “son of man.” The animal 
symbolizes the political dimension of the 
earthly kingdoms; the human symbolizes 
the religious dimension of the kingdom of 
heaven, something already attested to by 
several passages (Dan. 2:45; 3:25; 4:34; 5:
5, etc.).
 
In the context of the book of Daniel the “son 
of man” shares his essence with that of the 
kingdom of God. A Babylonian inscription 
using the word Barnash (son of man) to 
designate a high dignitary of the kingdom, 
rather like the Spanish Hidalgo, helps us to 
understand this passage more clearly.
 
Moreover, His coming upon the clouds 
clearly identifies Him with God, whose 
return Scripture describes in similar terms 
(Isa. 19:1; Ps.18:10-13). The Jewish 
tradition is unanimous (Rashi, Ibn Ezra, 
Saadia Gaon, etc.) in recognizing such a 
personage as being the Messiah-King. The 
New Testament and later the Christian 
tradition have assimilated the concept “son 
of man” with Jesus Christ. It is from this 
passage that the early Christians derived 
their greeting of hope, Maranatha, “the Lord 
is coming.” The Aramaic verb atha (come) 
appears in our passage to describe the arrival 
of this “son of man” (Dan. 7:13).
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2. His Coming

Daniel sees him “coming down” 
(verse 13, literal translation) 
from heaven. Hope arrives from 

elsewhere, a truth repeatedly emphasized 
throughout the Bible. Men and women 
cannot save themselves. They need God, 
who is external to them. 

Our hope has not been vain. The prophet 
has spotted the “son of man” in the distant 
heavens. This link between heaven and 
earth, the one dreamed of by the patriarch 
Jacob as he slept on his stone (Gen. 28:11, 
12), announced by the prophets, and longed 
for by the Psalms, the hope of Israel and 
of the Christians, is finally fulfilled. The 
whole structure of chapter 7 rests on this 
assumption. Three times the text alternates 
from prose to poetry, as the vision switches 
back and forth between heaven and earth.
 
verses 2-8  on the earth in prose
 
verses 9, 10  in the heavens in poetry
 
verses 11, 12 on the earth in prose
 
verses 13, 14 in the heavens  in poetry
 
verses 15-22  on the earth in prose
 
verses 23-27  in the heavens  in poetry
 
The sky and the earth seem to answer each 
other for the first time, as the sky is no 
longer empty. It finally has a voice—the 
voice of victory, of reconciliation. This is 
the heart of the book of Daniel. Chapter 7 is 
the chapter of hope, of renewed relationship 
with God.
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“Then shall the trees of the wood sing for joy before the LORD,
for He comes to judge the earth.

O give thanks to the LORD, for he is good;
for his steadfast love endures for ever!”

1 Chronicles 16:33, 34, NRSV
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1.  What was the main function of the   
 judge  in Biblical times?

2. Why shouldn’t we be afraid of the Day 
of Judgment?

3. On what special occasion did the ancient 
Israelites anticipate the great Day of the 
future judgment of God (Yom ha-Din)?

4. How should we anticipate the Day of 
Judgment?

5. Who and what will be judged by God?
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6. When should we expect the Day of 
Judgment to take place?

7. “How long” will the prophetic period 
last until the Day of Judgment begins?

8. What are the elements of Daniel’s 
prophecy that associate the “time of the 
end” with the day of Atonement?

9. To what other event is the Day of 
Judgment of Daniel 7 connected in the 
book of Daniel?

10. What is the starting point of the 2300 
evenings and mornings leading to 
the beginning of the heavenly Day of 
Judgment?

11. What is the date of the end of the 2300 
evenings and mornings?

Day of Judgement (Yom ha-Din)14
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12. What will be the role of the Messiah in 
the Day of Judgment?

13. How and on what basis will the divine 
judgment proceed?

14. What is the human counterpart that is 
contemporary on earth to the heavenly 
judgment?

15. What does the expectation of the Day 
of Judgment imply for us in our daily 
existence?

You learned in this lesson that the main function 
of a judge in Biblical times was to save.  You 
also learned that judgment is given “In favor of” 
God's people.  Do you feel differently about the 
judgment now?

How?

Day of Judgement (Yom ha-Din)14 14
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What is Truth?
A strange question perhaps, yet one that expresses both our 
confusion and our skepticism regarding truth.  Confusion, 
because with a multiplicity of religions and a diversity of 
beliefs around us we may genuinely wonder, “Where is 
the truth?”  Skepticism, for it suggests that truth does not 
exist; in fact, there really is no objective truth.

The Hebrew Bible, the Tanakh, answers the question 
clearly.  “Hashem, God is the truth” (Jeremiah 10:10; 
literal translation).  For the Bible then, truth does exist; 
truth is association with God Himself.  In fact, truth, 
Emeth, in the Hebrew language, is one of the 13 attributes 
of God.  It falls seventh in the list in the exact center of 
the 13 attributes listed in Exodus 34:6; literal translation, a 
passage that is recited in the liturgies of Rosh Ha-Shanah 
Yom Kippur (Jewish New Year, Day of Attonement).

If truth is identified with Godʼs character, it does not 
come from us but is to be found outside of us – in God.  
This recognition implies that in order to find the truth we 
should not approach it with the preconceived idea that 
we know what the truth is.  Instead, we should approach 
the truth with a question, “What is it?”  This is the very 
same question, in fact, the ancient Israelites asked when 
confronted with the manna, the bread of God in the 
wilderness.  “What is it?” they asked, and the question 
gave the name to this heavenly bread, for the Hebrew 
word manna means “What is it?”  The meaning of the 
word manna suggests an important lesson regarding how 
we should approach Biblical truth.  We should approach 
it with the question: “What is it?  What is truth?”  We 
should approach it with the same humble and honest 
mindset as the ancient Israelites approached the manna in 
the wilderness, asking “What is it?  Asking the question 
from this frame of reference no longer suggests confusion 
or skepticism.   Instead, it implies sincere questioning 
from one who expects a true answer from above.  
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 notes

BIBLE STUDY – Lesson # 15*
Life with God

Choosing Life with God

Who can speak rightly about life 
with God? There are so many 
ways of living with God, so 

many religions. It is troubling that all these 
religions refer to the same God, the God of 
life, the Creator, and yet live so differently. 
How can we account for this multiplicity 
of beliefs? All the more, this claim to the 
“unique” God, far too often has degenerated 
into intolerance, inquisitions and crusades. 
This unique God is my God. Only my story 
is the right one. You have to do it my way. If 
not, Iʼll kill you.
 
The first example of this way of thinking 
was expressed by Cain, who killed Abel 
precisely because his brother did not do it 
his way. Is there here a lesson on behalf of 
pluralism? Should we say yes to the many 
ways—even to the bad way, the wrong way? 
Paradoxically, the reason for this intolerance 
and for these many ways lies in the fact that 
religion has become a culture, a mere human 
expression of some vague wisdom. We have 
forgotten in the process that the best way, 
the only way indeed to live with God, is 
to let God live with us. The way to God is 
Godʼs way to us. So understood, life with 
God becomes an adventure, a journey, where 
we only know the one with whom we walk 
but we do not know where we will go.

*Unless otherwise noted, all scripture references are 
taken from the New International Reader s̓ Version 
of the Bible, Copyright 1998, by the Zondervan 
Corporation.
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1. What choice did God grant to Adam 
and then ultimately to Israel?

 The Lord God gave the man a 
command.  He said, “You can eat the 
fruit of any tree that is in the garden.  
But you must not eat the fruit of the 
tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  
If you do, you can be sure that you 
will die” (Genesis 2:16-17).

 Today Iʼm giving you a choice.  You 
can have life and success.  Or you can 
have death and harm (Deuteronomy 
30:15).

2. Why is life with God the choice for 
life?

 You have the fountain of life.  We are 
filled with light because you give us 
light (Psalm 36:9).  (cf. Deuteronomy 
30:20)

3. What way of life does the choice for 
life imply?

 There is life in doing what is right.  
Along that path you will never die 
(Proverbs 12:28). (cf. Deuteronomy 
30:16, 20)

   

• “Fish die when they are out 
of the water, so do people 
die when they are without 
the Torah and the Mitzwoth” 
(Abodah Zarah 3).
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4. Why is ethics an important 
ingredient of our religious life?

 You are a holy nation.  The Lord your God 
has set you apart for himself.  He has 
chosen you to be his special treasure 
(Deuteronomy 7:6).  (cf. vs. 11; 
Leviticus 22:31)

• “He who does a moral act 
associates himself with God in 
His creative work” (Shabbat 
10a).

• “Judaism is not only ethical, 
but ethics constitutes its 
essence, its nature, its 
beginning, its middle, and 
its end” (Midrash Tanhuma, 
wayishlah).

5. Why is health an important 
ingredient of our religious life?

 He said, “I am the Lord your God.  
Listen carefully to my voice.  Do what 
is right in my eyes.  Pay attention to 
my commands.  Obey all of my rules.  
If you do, I will not send on you any of 
the sicknesses I sent on the Egyptians.  
I am the Lord who heals you” (Exodus 
15:26).  (cf. 1 Corinthians 6:19)

• “Respect your body as the 
receptacle, the messenger and 
the instrument of the Spirit” 
(Rabbi Samuel Raphael 
Hirsch, The Nineteen Letters 
of Judaism).
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6. Why is spiritual life a biological 
necessity?

 When you send your Spirit, you create 
them.  You give new life to the earth 
(Psalm 104:30).

• The Hebrew word ruah mean 
both “the breath” that refers 
to the principle of biological 
life and “spirit” that refers to 
the principle of spiritual life.

7. Why should we pray?

 During the day the Lord sends his 
love to me.  During the night I sing 
about him.  I say a prayer to the God 
who gives me life (Psalm 42:9).  (cf. 
Genesis 20:7)

• “Address your prayer to the 
Master of life and not to His 
servants; He will hear you in 
every trouble” (Y. Berakot 9).

8. How should we pray?

 But they make themselves low in my 
sight.  They pray and look to me.  And 
they turn from their evil ways.  Then I 
will listen to them from heaven.  I will 
forgive their sin.  And I will heal their 
land (2 Chronicles 7:14).
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 “When you pray, go into your room.  
Close the door and pray to your 
Father, who can t̓ be seen.  He will 
reward you.  Your Father sees what 
is done secretly.  When you pray, do 
not keep talking on and on the way 
ungodly people do.  They think they 
will be heard because they talk a lot.  
Do not be like them.  Your Father 
knows what you need even before you 
ask him.  This is how you should pray.  
ʻOur Father in heaven, may your 
name be honored…ʼ” (Matthew 6:6-
9).

• “If a man sees that he has 
prayed without answer, he 
should continue praying” 
(Berakot 32).

 9. When should we pray?

 May he live a long time!  May gold 
from Sheba be given to him.  May 
people always pray for him.  May 
they ask the Lord to bless him all day 
long (Psalm 72:15).  (cf. Psalm 32:6; 
Daniel 6:13)

• “Let not your prayer be a 
matter of fixed routine, but 
heartfelt supplication for 
mercy at the Divine footstool” 
(Mishnah Berakot 5.1).



 notes

8

10. Why should we study the word of 
God?

 They aren t̓ just useless words for you.  
They are your very life.  If you obey 
them, you will live in the land for a 
long time (Deuteronomy 32:46-47).  
(cf. Proverbs 4:20-23)

• “A student of Torah is like a 
seed planted within a fertile 
lump of earth: if it sprouts, it 
grows” (Taanit 4).

11. How should we study the word of 
God?

 “Don t̓ be careless.  Instead, be very 
careful.  Don t̓ forget the things your 
eyes have seen.  As long as you live, 
don t̓ let them slip from your mind.  
Teach them to your children and 
their children after them.  Remember 
the day you stood at Mount Horeb.  
The Lord your God was there.  He 
said to me, “Bring the people to me 
to hear my words.  I want them to 
learn to have respect for me as long 
as they live in the land.  I want them 
to teach my words to their children” 
(Deuteronomy 4:9-10).
He replied, “Instead, blessed are 
those who hear God s̓ word and obey 
it” (Luke 11:28).

• “The Torah gives life to him 
who makes use of its light” 
(Ketubot, III).
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12. How can we reach the ideal choice 
of life?

 Get rid of all of the evil things you 
have done.  “Let me give you a new 
heart and a new spirit.  Then you will 
be faithful to me.  Why should you die, 
people of Israel” (Ezekiel 18:31)?  
(cf. Psalm 51:10-11; John 3:3-5)

13. What will God do for those who 
decide to choose life?

 “This is the covenant I will make with 
Israel after that time,” announces 
the Lord.  “I will put my law in their 
minds.  I will write it on their hearts.  
I will be their God.  And they will be 
my people” (Jeremiah 31:33).  (cf. 
Ezekiel 11:19-20)

• “Repentance makes man a 
new creation; hitherto dead 
through sin, he is fashioned 
afresh” (Midrash Tehillim 18).

14. What symbolic act in Judaism and 
in early Christianity has signified 
this new commitment for choosing 
life with God?

 
 By being baptized, we were buried 

with Christ into his death.  Christ 
has been raised from the dead by the 
Father s̓ glory.  And like Christ we 
also can live a new life (Romans 6:4).
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• “One who sets his heart on 
becoming clean becomes 
clean as soon as he has 
immersed himself, although 
nothing new has befallen 
his body” (Maimonides, Yod 
Mikvaot, 11:12).

15. What are the promises that are 
associated with this choice of life?

 Iʼm commanding you today to love 
the Lord your God.  Iʼm commanding 
you to live exactly as he wants you to 
live.  You must obey his commands, 
rules and laws.  Then you will live.  
Your numbers will increase.  The Lord 
your God will bless you in the land 
you are entering to take as your own 
(Deuteronomy 30:16).  (cf. vs. 20)

 Jesus said to her, “I am the 
resurrection and the life.  Anyone who 
believes in me will live, even if he dies 
(John 11:25).
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Choosing Life with God1

The first word of God to the first man 
concerns a mitzvah (commandment). 
The Lord God gave the man a 

command.  He said,“You can eat the fruit of 
any tree that is in the garden.  But you must 
not eat the fruit of the tree of the knowledge 
of good and evil.  If you do, you can be sure 
that you will die” (Genesis 2:16-17).

The Choice of Life

God made a gift of all the trees in 
the garden. Man could eat from all 
of them but one.  The first mitzvah 

is then a gift, the grace of freedom. Man 
was free to choose among thousands of 
trees in the garden. Only one tree remained 
outside the borders of this grace, “the 
tree of knowledge of good and evil.” The 
consequence of choosing this tree was death, 
the opposite of life. It is significant indeed 
that at the end, as a result of manʼs eating 
from this tree, the text tells us that “the way 
to the tree of life” was now forever shut to 
humans (Genesis 3:24).
 
The story of this first human failure contains 
two lessons. First, man is not free to 
choose evil without consequences; he is not 
free to choose to ignore Godʼs will. This 
observation tells us something about the 
Biblical understanding of freedom. Free is 
the one who stays within Godʼs parameters. 
Free is the one who chooses to walk 
according to Godʼs guidelines. To choose 
God is to choose freedom. One can argue 
further that the one who chooses evil loses 
1         Jacques Doukhan, “Choosing Life with God,” Shabbat 

Shalom, Winter 2001.
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his or her freedom to choose. For the one 
who chooses evil ends up being a slave to 
something else, and in the process loses his 
or her identity. Only with God, the Creator, 
are we able to find ourselves and fulfill our 
destiny. For as the rabbis used to say: “Only 
he is master of himself who lives with God” 
(Abodah Zorah, 5b).
 

The second lesson confirms the first. 
Outside of God, the Creator, the Provider 
of life, man is bound to die. Choosing 
evil leads to the loss of oneʼs life. And if 
we lose our life we cannot be ourselves 
anymore, we cannot choose, we cannot 
be free—simply because we do not exist 
anymore. The two lessons are therefore 
related; they are both concerned with life. 
The text of Deuteronomy that contains the 
last speech of Moses to Israel seems to be a 
commentary on this first page of Genesis. As 
Israel prepares to enter the Promised Land, 
Moses, who is about to leave this world 
forever, feels it necessary to remind them 
of the same great lesson of life: “Today Iʼm 
giving you a choice.  You can have life and 
success.  Or you can have death and harm” 
(Deuteronomy 30:15). In this passage Moses 
compares life with good and death with evil. 
A few verses further he gets more explicit 
and clearly identifies what good and life are: 
“And you will love the Lord your God.  You 
will obey him.  You will remain true to him.  
The Lord is your very life.  He will give you 
many years in the land” (Deuteronomy 30:
20).

Biblical truth is now spelled out: loving God 
and obeying His voice amounts to “life and 
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length of days.” To choose God means to 
choose life. A Psalm of David elaborates 
on the same thought: You have the fountain 
of life.  We are filled with light because you 
give us light (Psalm 36:9). The very fact that 
life is associated with light is an indication 
of how the ancient Hebrews understood the 
meaning of life. It was not just something 
to enjoy, it was not a passive state. Instead 
it was a dynamic way of life, a walk, a 
path. Light was then associated with the 
presence of God and more precisely with 
His directions on the path of existence: Your 
word is like a lamp that shows me the way.  
It is like a light that guides me (Psalm 119:
105).

In the Hebrew perspective life was found 
only in the light of God; outside of God is 
darkness and death. In fact, life with God 
was understood as a biological necessity. It 
is significant indeed that the very word that 
is used to express the idea of spiritual life is 
the word ruah, which means “spirit” but also 
means “breath.” That is for the Hebrew the 
very principle of life: When you send your 
Spirit, you create them.  You give new life to 
the earth (Psalm 104:30).
 
Thus, the very fact that every human being 
has the ruah—we breathe, we are alive—
qualifies him or her to be a spiritual being. 
This linguistic observation not only means 
that man owes his life to God. God gave 
man the ruah, the breath; God is his creator. 
It also implies a philosophy of existence. 
Humans exist only in relationship with 
God. Humans are spiritual, or they do not 
exist. This dimension, life with God, is not 
simply a response to spiritual needs, it is a 
biological necessity.
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Choices in Life

Insofar as we decide to live with God, 
our life is henceforth conducted and 
nourished by the awareness of Godʼs 

presence.
 
Prayers:  Since God is alive and since He is 
the one on whom my life, my breathing, my 
biological survival depends, I am in great 
need to be in a relationship with Him, to be 
in some mode of communication, whereby 
He speaks to me and I speak to Him. This 
phenomenon is called prayer. 
 
The people of the Bible and all their 
followers have found prayer to be a vital 
necessity. Prayer concerns my life, even 
my physical life, because it brings me in 
touch with “the God who gives me life” 
(Psalm 42: 8). The rabbis of the Talmud 
recommended to pray “to the Master of 
life” who “will hear you in every trouble” 
(Y. Berakot 9). This is why in Biblical 
tradition prayers accompany every moment 
of life: May people always pray for him.  
May they ask the Lord to bless him all day 
long (Psalm 72:15). Thus, prayer has been 
compared to the act of breathing. It is always 
there like breathing, like life.
 
Yet prayer is not natural. We donʼt always 
do it spontaneously. Therefore precisely 
because it is a dimension of life, it is not just 
something which should be practiced only in 
specific circumstances, on the occasion of a 
crisis, or a moment of trouble. Prayer should 
also be monitored and organized. Alongside 
the spontaneous prayers that follow the 
accidents and the needs of the believers, 
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the Bible witnesses to a regular program of 
prayer exercises. The prophet Daniel prayed 
three times a day (Daniel 6:10, 13). Even if 
we do not feel the need to pray, we should 
pray. In fact, this exercise will create and 
develop a familiarity with God that will 
have an effect on our daily lives and inspire 
our choices that ultimately fashion our 
existence.
 
Study the Scriptures:  The study of the Holy 
Scriptures that tell the story of the God of 
Israel at work in the Universe, in the world, 
in Israel, and in the individual is also an 
important part of life with God. Exposed to 
these texts we will learn about the God of 
life. This lesson is given by Moses at the 
conclusion of his speech, as he completed 
the words of the Torah entrusted to him by 
God: I finished speaking all of those words 
to all of the people of Israel.  Then I said 
to the people, “Think carefully about all of 
the words I have announced to you today.  I 
want you to command your children to be 
careful to obey all of the words of this law.  
They aren t̓ just useless words for you.  They 
are your very life [emphasis supplied]. If 
you obey them, you will live in the land for 
a long time…” (Deuteronomy 32:45-47). 
This lesson is taught by the wise man to his 
disciple: My son, pay attention to what I say.  
Listen closely to my words…They are life 
to those who find them.  They are health to 
your whole body (Proverbs 4:20-22).
It may sound strange that the study of a 
text, a mere intellectual process, will bring 
life to its reader. Yet there is no charm in it. 
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It is not because we read these words and 
pronounce the right formula that magically 
we shall become healthy and more alive. 
It is not the sound of these words that will 
have an effect on us, but what they mean 
for us. Indeed these texts, the words of God, 
contain important instructions for our very 
lives. Therefore they require our utmost 
attention. The ancient Jews were acutely 
aware of this demand since they called the 
exercise of studying the Scriptures a Derash, 
which means “demand.” The text is under 
high demand. Itʼs investigated, itʼs squeezed 
until it gives its juice, itʼs searched, and 
its words will ultimately challenge us, 
shape us, and make us alive. For it is not 
enough to hear the words; to study them 
intellectually we must bring them into our 
lives. It is noteworthy that the verb shama, 
which means “hear” and introduces the great 
prayer of Israel “Shema Israel,” means also 
understand and obey. We have not heard as 
long as we have not understood, we have not 
understood as long as we have not obeyed. 
This principle shines through the Israelite 
response to Godʼs giving of the Torah: 
naaseh venishma, “We will do everything 
the Lord has told us to do.  We will obey 
him” (or hear or understand, Exodus 24:7). 
Here the intellectual, spiritual operation of 
hearing, understanding, proceeds from the 
doing. It is the bringing of the words into our 
lives that will help us understand the impact 
and even the meaning of the Scriptures. The 
best way, the only efficient way to study and 
to understand the Scriptures is to run the risk 
of applying its words in our lives. To study 
the word means to live by the word.
 
Ethics: To choose life implies choosing 



 notes

17

a way of life that is in conformity with 
Godʼs law as the book of Proverbs states: 
There is life in doing what is right.  Along 
that path you will never die (Proverbs 12:
28). Biblical religion is therefore not just 
a beautiful mystique, a profound wisdom, 
or a well-developed system of doctrines. 
It is not made of an extraordinary spiritual 
or emotional experience or an intellectual 
satisfaction. It is made essentially of 
concrete choices in the flesh of our 
existence. Thus, the requirement of holiness 
that is supposed to elevate us to a supreme 
state is not a call for leaving this world, this 
body, or other people. On the contrary, it is 
an appeal that involves us with this world, 
this body and others. It concerns our way of 
being, living, eating, drinking, and thinking, 
but also our way of behaving in society, 
of relating to our neighbor. Religious life 
is first of all ethical life. From the Biblical 
perspective, it is inconceivable to claim to 
be religious if one entertains unethical acts. 
Moral acts are a part of religion. As the 
Talmud points out: “He who does a moral 
act associates himself with God in His 
creative work” (Shabbat 10a).  Inversely, 
immoral acts take us away from God and 
from religion.
 
All these requirements which call for 
difficult choices, often run against our 
natural inclinations and do not sound like 
music to our ears. They give the impression 
that religion is full of interdictions, full of 
“thou shalt notʼs,” full of negatives. The 
God of the Bible appears to be a demanding 
and severe Judge who enjoins His servants 
to obey Him, and is ready to punish them 
if they donʼt. Indeed, religious people have 
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often witnessed to this God. Emphasizing 
the negative over the positive, they have 
given the testimony of a God who was 
closer to death and sadness to than to life 
and happiness.
 
It is in fact the opposite. The God of the 
Bible is the God of life. To choose to live 
with Him should not lead to sadness and 
death, but on the contrary to life and joy. 
All the trees stand before our eyes. It is our 
duty to pick from them all and to taste from 
them and fully enjoy them. For they are the 
Creatorʼs gifts to us. Yet Godʼs big yes is 
accompanied by a very small no; just one 
tree over against the thousand trees is kept 
from our hand. The full enjoyment goes 
along with some reservation. This tension is 
described by the book of Ecclesiastes: Young 
man, be happy while you are still young.  
Let your heart be joyful while you are still 
strong.  Do what your heart tells you to do.  
Go after what your eyes look at.  But I want 
you to know that God will judge you for 
everything you do (Ecclesiastes 11:9). It is 
also interesting that the next verse associates 
the duty to enjoy life and to keep sorrow far 
from oneʼs heart with the duty to resist evil: 
So drive worry out of your heart.  Get rid of 
all of your troubles (Ecclesiastes 11:10).

A New Life

This is in fact Godʼs dream for 
mankind: a holy people, a people 
that choose to live with God. Yet 

the question remains, how are we going to 
become holy and put away evil? How are 
we going to make it? The answer is simple: 
Choose life with God, choose “to walk in 
His ways always” (Deuteronomy 19:9) 
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or in Jeremiahʼs words, Ask for the good 
path, and walk on it (Jeremiah 6:16). The 
outcome of this choice is Godʼs promise: “I 
will walk among you.  I will be your God.  
And you will be my people (Leviticus 26:
12). Ultimately, by walking among us God 
will provide us with the means to become 
His people. Rabbi Simeon ben Lakish said 
in the Talmud, “If a man chooses evil, the 
opportunity is given to him, but God will 
not help him to do it; if a man chooses God, 
God will help to do it” (Shabbat 104a). The 
Bible describes this life with God as a “new” 
life, a life that is ensured by God Himself. 
Choose to walk with Him, and He will walk 
with you. This reciprocal process of the 
Biblical covenant transpires in the whole 
Bible. One of the most eloquent illustrations 
of this principle is the case of the four 
Hebrews in the book of Daniel who choose 
to remain faithful to their God, choose to 
eat and drink, to live with God (Daniel 
1). They followed the divine diet for ten 
days and as a result they became ten times 
healthier and wiser than the others. There is 
a connection between their work and their 
reward. Yet a few verses further we learn 
that this wisdom and this health were also a 
free grace from above. God gave knowledge 
and understanding to those four young men.  
So they understood all kinds of writings and 
subjects (Daniel 1:17).
 
David goes through the same experience. 
After he chooses to repent and to walk with 
God, he pleads: God, create a pure heart in 
me.  Give me a new spirit that is faithful to 
you (Psalm 51:10). The Midrash comments 
on the Psalm, “Repentance makes man a 
new creation; although dead through sin he 
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is fashioned afresh” (Midrash Tehillim 18).
 
This miracle is still repeated every morning 
when we wake up and bless God for 
resurrecting us from the darkness of the 
night and the unconsciousness of sleep. The 
lesson of this miracle is particularly present 
in the symbolic custom of the miqveh 
whereby the repenting believer plunges into 
the water, symbol of death and darkness 
(Genesis 1:2), to signify his or her decision 
to come out of the water as a clean and  
new creature. As Maimonides comments, 
“One who sets his heart on becoming clean 
becomes clean as soon as he has immersed 
himself, although nothing new has befallen 
his body” (Maimonides, Yad Miqvat, 11:
12). It is interesting that the same ideas are 
associated with baptism, as Paul explained: 
By being baptized we were buried with 
Christ into his death.  Christ has been 
raised from the dead by the Father s̓ glory.  
And like Christ we also can live a new life 
(Romans 6:4). It is then ultimately God 
who will give us this new life. For only the 
Creator can do it.

What is Truth, Again?

Having reached the conclusion of 
the course does not mean that we 
reached the end of this study. We 

must always keep our question alive: “what 
is truth?” We should always be ready to 
learn. And the more we will learn, the more 
we will understand that there is still so much 
to discover and that the infinite lies before 
us. As scientist Isaac Newton put it “I seem 
to myself to have been like a child on the 
seashore finding pebbles and shells, while 
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the great ocean of truth lay undiscovered 
before me.”2 The same paradox had struck 
the ancient Rabbis of the Talmud, “the 
way of the flesh and blood is not like the 
way of the Holy Blessed Be He. According 
to the flesh and blood the empty vessels 
can contain while full vessels cannot. But 
according to the Holy Blessed Be He, it is 
instead the full vessel that can still contain, 
while that which is empty cannot receive” 
(Sukkah, 66a-b). This rabbinic ideal reminds 
of the call of God to Israel, a call that is 
always pressing and relevant: Shema Israel, 
Hear Israel . . .
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“He who keeps instruction is in the way of life.”

Proverbs 10:17
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1. What choice did God grant to Adam and 
then ultimately to Israel?

2. Why is life with God the choice for life?

3. What way of life does the choice for life 
imply?

4. Why is ethics an important ingredient of 
our religious life?

5. Why is health an important ingredient of 
our religious life?

6. Why is spiritual life a biological necessity?
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Questions For Reflection
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7. Why should we pray?

8. How should we pray?

9. When should we pray?

10. Why should we study the word of God?

11. How should we study the word of God?

12. How can we reach the ideal choice of life?

Choosing Life with God15
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13. What will God do for those who decide to 
choose life?

14. What symbolic act in Judaism and in 
early Christianity has signified this new 
commitment for choosing life with God?

15. What are the promises that are associated 
with this choice of life?

Is it your desire to allow God to transform you by 
giving you a new heart and spirit?  Do you wish 
to accept Jesus Christ as your personal Messiah 
and be baptized into His church?

Choosing Life with God15 15
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#1 The Bible

1. Where does the word “Bible” come from?

• The Greek word ta-biblia translated from the Hebrew  
Ha-sefarim, meaning “the books”

2. Where do the writings of the Bible come from?
 

• The prophets inspired by God

3. What external evidence do we have that the Bible comes 
from God?

• Archeology, history, literary & historical traditions
• Preservation of the Scriptures themselves & survival 

of the Jewish race
• The impact of the Scriptures on ethics, science,  

medicine, religion, philosophy, literature, art, etc.

4. What literary evidence do we have that all the writings 
of the Bible came from the same supernatural source?

• The Unity of the Scriptures

5. What ethical evidence do we have that the Biblical 
writers speak the truth?

 • Biblical heroes are presented with all their failings

6. What psychological evidence do we have that the Bible 
speaks the truth?

• The prophets often spoke against the people

7. What historical evidence do we have that the Biblical 
prophets were inspired by God?

• What they predicted came true
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8. What is the main intention behind the creation of oral 
tradition (Torah be-alpe) in addition to the written 
Scriptures (Torah biktav)?

• To build a fence around the Torah

9. How did the Talmudic rabbis differentiate between the 
Holy Scriptures and any other document?

• Only the Scriptures were written down; all other  
documents were transmitted orally

• The Scriptures were designated as “Holy Writings”

10. What criterion is offered by the Bible to help us 
distinguish between the divine word and the human 
word?

 • The words of a true prophet – a prophet from God 
will come true

  
11. How does the “New Testament” refer to the Hebrew 

Scriptures?

• Writings, the Scripture

12. What is the New Testament instruction about the 
teachings of the Hebrew Scriptures?

• Jesus said He came not to abolish the law or the  
prophets but to fulfill (to fill to the full).

 
13. What is the message of the Bible?

• The faith of creation and the hope of recreation

14. What is the purpose of the Scriptures?

• To give light to our path and to guide our steps

15. How can we study the Scriptures (methodology)?

• Through prayer, humility, the Holy Spirit, our 
intelligence, plus existential and historical reading
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#2 Ha-Shem (The God of Isreal)

1. What does the Bible say about those who question Godʼs 
existence?

   • They are fools!

 2. Why is it vain to try to prove Godʼs existence?

   • God is eternal

 3. What is the most frequently used phrase describing the 
reality of God?

   • God is alive, or God is living

 4. Why is it inappropriate to represent God?

   • God is unique; there is no one like Him!

 5. Where is God?

   • God is everywhere

 6. How do the Hebrew Scriptures suggest that God is a real 
personal being?

   • We were created in His image
   • He has hands, mouth, nose, etc.
   • He does the things real people do, i.e.   

  walks, talks, touches, etc.

 7. What are the two Hebrew names given to God to express 
the idea of His transcendence and His immanence?

   • Elohim (transcendence)
   • YHWH (immanence)
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 8. How did God reveal Himself to mankind?

   • In nature, in history and in personal    
  experiences

9. How was Godʼs proximity experienced by Abraham?

   • In the form of a man

10. How was Godʼs proximity experienced by Jacob?

   • In the form of a man

11. How was Godʼs proximity experienced by Moses?

   • In a cloud

12. How was Godʼs proximity experienced by the people of 
Israel?

   • The cloud and the temple
   • The sacrifice
   • The Holy Spirit

13. What is the relation between the angel of the Lord and 
the Lord Himself?

   • They are one and the same

14. How does the Bible expect Israel and any human 
creature to respond to this powerful and yet personal 
and loving God?

   • Get to know Him!

15. Can we still believe in God after Auschwitz?

   • Yes.  We must believe in God, in spite of   
  Auschwitz 
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#3 Evil and Suffering

1. Where does suffering and evil come from?

  • Human responsibility
  • The attacks of Satan

2. Why do we suffer?

   • Suffering is part of the human condition
   • Suffering is the “fruit” or consequences of our sin

   

3. Where does Satan come from?

   • Heaven

4. What is the Biblical attitude towards suffering?

   • Revolt against it
   • Hope for its end

   

5. What is Godʼs responsibility in suffering and evil?

   • God is innocent

6. Why is God not responsible for evil and suffering in this 
world?

   • God created everything good, and very good

7. Why does the Bible sometimes present God as the agent 
of evil and suffering?

   • God is all powerful
   • He is the only God
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8. Who is designated in the Bible as the actual agent of evil 
in the world?

   • Satan, the prince of this earth

9. Where is God when we suffer?

   • God suffers with us

10. How does God respond to our present suffering?

   • God hears
   • God comforts

11. What does God do when confronted with our present 
suffering?

   • God hears and intervenes

    
12. Why does God suffer?

   • Because of our sins

13. What is the Biblical mechanism which could bring the 
end of suffering and evil?

   • Godʼs forgiveness

14. How was Godʼs forgiveness achieved in the Bible?

  • The sins of the community were symbolically   
  placed upon the bullʼs head and then the animal  
  was sacrificed

     

15. What is the only radical solution to suffering and evil in 
this world?

   • The creation of a new world
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#4 The Messiah I

1.  Why is there a need for a Messiah?

• We cannot save ourselves

2. What was Godʼs first promise to mankind?

• He would send a Savior

3. Who is represented by the “seed” of the woman in 
Genesis 3:15?

• The Messiah

4. What clues suggest that the “seed” of the woman in 
Genesis 3:15 represents an individual?

• The word “he” is the subject of the verb “crush”

5. What is represented by the Serpent?

• Evil

6. What mechanism of salvation is suggested through the 
imagery of the fight in Genesis 3:15?

• Sacrifice

7. What mechanism of salvation is suggested through the 
imagery of the Suffering Servant in Isaiah 53?

• Suffering

8. What mechanism of salvation is suggested through the 
ritual of sacrifice?

• Death
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9. Who is the Suffering Servant in Isaiah 53?

• The Messiah

10. From what tribe and family of Israel should the Messiah 
come?

• Tribe of Judah
• Family of David

11. What kind of relationship will this Messiah entertain 
with God?

• Intimate

12. What clues in Isaiah 53 help identify the Suffering 
Servant?

• “Seed” zera which refers to the Davidic posterity
• “Hidden of face” hester panim which is associated 

with God in the book of Isaiah
• The coming of the servant is identified as the 

disclosure of the Lordʼs saving power.

13. How does the Bible suggest the supernatural nature of 
the Messiah?

• His family line goes all the way back to days of 
long ago

14. How does the Bible suggest the supernatural birth of the 
Messiah?

• He will be born of a virgin
• He will be called Immanuel (God with us)

15. What will be the scope of the rule of the Messiah?

• All nations will serve Him
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#5 The Messiah II

1.  Can a Biblical prophet also predict the exact time of a  
 future event?

• Yes!

2. What is the purpose of the 70-week prophecy?

• Sin will come to an end
• Evil will be paid for
• Everything made known in visions and prophecies 

will come true
• The Most Holy Room in the temple will be 

anointed

3. What kind of Messiah is implied in the 70-week 
prophecy?

   • A universal Messiah

4. What is the starting point of the 70 weeks?
   
   • When the order is given by King Artaxerxes in 457  

  BC to rebuild Jerusalem

5. Why is Artaxerxes  ̓decree the one that is intended in the 
prophecy?

   
   • This decree is the most thorough
   • It is the last decree, therefore the only effective on 

 • It is the only decree to mention Godʼs intervention

6. What kind of “weeks” is implied in the 70-weeks 
prophecy?

  
   • Weeks of years

7. Why should the periods of “7 weeks and 62 weeks” be 
connected together in order to lead to the coming of the 
Messiah?

  • The fulfillment of the prophecy is 70 weeks
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8. What is the moment which marks the end of the 69 
weeks (7 plus 62 weeks) hence the predicted moment of 
the coming of the Messiah?

  
  • Jesus was anointed by the Holy Spirit at His   

  baptism

9. What will happen to this Messiah, and how will this 
event affect “sacrifice and offering”?

 
  • He will be cut off
  • He will put an end to sacrifice and offering

10. What other event was also predicted in the 70-weeks 
prophecy?

  
  • The city of Jerusalem and the temple would be  

  destroyed

11. How did the Jews respond to Jesus?
  
   • Everyone said good things about Him
   • Many who heard Him believed

12. What was the main argument which convinced many 
Jews that Jesus was the Messiah?

   • Jesus fulfilled all the words of the prophets   
  concerning the Messiah

13. Who is the only Jewish Messiah who has survived and 
outgrown local space and time?

   • Jesus

14. Why was it necessary for the Messiah to come a first 
time?

  
   • To fulfill the Old Testament prophecies, including  

  the book of Daniel

15. Is it possible for a Jew to believe in Jesus as his Messiah 
and still remain a Jew?

   
   • Yes!
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#6 Israel and the Church

1.  Has God rejected the people of Israel?

• No!

2. Why does the Church need Israel?

• Israel has the Torah (the Law)

3. Why does Israel need the Church?

• Through the church, the world has come to know 
the God of Israel

4. What does the Church need to learn from Israel?

• The church can learn from Israel about the Torah

5. What does Israel need to learn from the Church?

• Israel can learn from the church about the Messiah

6. How did the Jews respond to the message of Jesus when 
he came?

• The majority of the people, both Jews and Gentiles 
were following after Jesus

• Everyone praised Him

7. Who was responsible for the crucifixion of Jesus?

• Jews, priests, Romans, Christians, all of us!

8. How did the Jews in general respond to the testimony of 
the early Christians?

• Thousands of Jews became believers
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9. Why has it become difficult for the Jews to be receptive 
to the Christian testimony?

• 2,000 years of anti-Semitism
• Many Christians have rejected the Law

10. When did anti-Semitism begin?
 

• In New Testament times
• 4th Century AD
• When the church forgot its roots

11. What are the three main stages of the history of anti-
Semitism?

• 4th Century AD – Birth of anti-Semitism
• 11th Century AD – Steeped in violence and 

economic problems
• 19th/20th Century AD – Characterized by racism

12. What are the main characteristics of psychological anti-
Semitism?

• Language that characterizes people on the basis of 
race rather than individuality

13. What are the main characteristics of theologicaanti-
Semitism?

• Jews are responsible for the death of Christ so their 
persecution is the will of God

14. What is the relationship between Israel and the Church?

• They are two complementary witnesses who testify 
to the same God and the same story in different 
ways

15. How does Biblical prophecy predict the future of the 
relations between Israel and the church?

• They will be united
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#7 The Torah
1. When was the law of God mentioned for the first time?

• In the Garden of Eden

2. How should the law of God be received by men?

• As a gift of grace

3. Why should humans keep the law?

• Because God loves us
• Because of Godʼs grace
• Because we love Him

4. What is the internal clue in the Ten Commandments 
which suggests that they are universal and apply to all 
men and women?

• God as creator lies at the heart of the 10 
Commandments because
the 4th Commandment regarding the Sabbath  
reminds us of Godʼs creative acts

5. What other laws point to the same universal scope as the 
Decalogue?

• Dietary laws

6. What are the social/civil laws which are not universal 
and are no more relevant today?

• Slavery
• Punishment
• Garment
• Agriculture

7. What cultic/ceremonial laws are not universal and are 
no longer relevant today?

• Sacrifices

8. What clues suggest an essential difference between the 
Decalogue and the laws dealing with sacrifices?

 
• The Decalogue was written by God; the sacrificial 

laws were written by Moses
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• The Decalogue was written by God on tables of 
stone (permanent); the sacrificial laws were written 
in a book (temporary)

• The Decalogue was entrusted by God to Moses 
who placed it in the ark; the sacrificial laws were 
entrusted by Moses to priests who placed them 
beside the ark

9. What kind of laws did the ancient rabbis and the early 
Christians declare binding for the non-Jews as well as 
for the Jews?

 
• Moral laws
• Dietary laws

10. Does the experience of “renewal of covenant” (teshuvah) 
encouraged by the Hebrew prophets between God and 
Israel imply the abrogation of the law?

• No!

11. Does the experience of “renewal of covenant” (teshuvah) 
encouraged by the teaching of the New Testament imply 
the abrogation of the law?

• No!

12. Why does the experience of “renewal of covenant” imply 
the observance of the Law?

  • If we love God, we will obey Him.

13. What will characterize Godʼs people in the “last days” in 
regard to the Law?

• They will obey Godʼs laws
• They are faithful to Jesus

14. How will the nations respond to the Law in Messianic 
times?

• Positively

15. What is the purpose of the Law?

• To set us free
• To make us alive 
• To make us aware of our sin
• To guide us
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#8 The Shabbat

1. What historical event of the past should the Shabbat be 
a reminder of to every human being?

• Creation

2. What other particular event has been given to Israel as a 
reason for observing the Shabbat?

• Deliverance from slavery

3. Was the Shabbat also designed for the non-Jews?

• Yes!

4. Did the Shabbat commandment precede the gift of the 
Torah on Sinai?

• Yes!

5. What is the place of the Shabbat in the Decalogue?

• The heart, or the middle

6. Why did Jesus like to perform his miracles on Shabbat?

• Because the Sabbath is for doing good and for 
deliverance

7. Did Jesus intend to abrogate the Shabbat?

• No!

8. Did the early Christians keep the Shabbat?

• Yes!
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9. Why did Christians choose later to replace the Shabbat 
with Sunday?

• Constantine decreed it
• The Council of Laodicea decreed it
• Marcion ordered it to be a day for fasting

10. How did this charge affect relations between Israel and 
the Church?

• It drove a wedge between Jews and Christians and 
made it very difficult for Jews to become Christians

11. Is the commandment of the Shabbat still relevant today?

• Yes!

12. What other divine institution has been associated with 
the Shabbat in the Bible?   Why?

• Marriage
• They were both given at creation

13. How should we experience the Shabbat?

• A delight

14. Who is responsible to “make” the Sabbath “holy”?

• God
• Us

15. Why is the Shabbat a sign of hope?

• It is hope of the joy and delight of the new heavens 
and new earth that God will one day create
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#9 Creation

1. Why does the Bible begin with the Creation story?

• Creation is very important because it is the starting 
point of faith

2. What is the first lesson of Creation?

• Worship
• There is a God who created us

3. What is the most compelling evidence of Godʼs 
existence?

• His creation
• Our existence

4. How did God create the world?

• He spoke

5. How long did God take to create our universe?

• 6 days

6. How does the Bible describe each work of creation?

• God saw that it was good

7. What kind of days are the days of the Creation week?

• 24 hr. days

8. How did God proceed to mark days and seasons?

• Sun, moon and stars
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9. What lessons about God can we learn from the Creation 
story?

• There are two names for, or faces of God: Elohim 
– the great and powerful God who is far away 
and YHWH Adonai – the God who is close and 
personal.

• Power and love coexist together

10. What was Godʼs purpose in creating the world?

• For the enjoyment of His created beings

11. What should be the human response to the fact that God 
created the world?

• Enjoy life
• Rest on the Sabbath
• Be grateful

12. How did the Marcionite rejection of the God of Creation 
affect the Jewish-Christian separation?

• It helped to create and intensify it

13. How is faith in creation implied in the Biblical hope?

• The Biblical hope lies in a “new” creation, which 
implies a former creation 

14. What is the Jewish or the New Testament ritual that 
points to the Biblical event of creation?

• Baptism

15. What lesson is suggested through the way the Bible 
begins and ends?

• As in creation where everything was good and very 
good, so will re creation be
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#10 Eating and Drinking
1. What is the ideal diet given by God at Creation for 
 humankind?

• Vegetarian

2. What will be the diet of the “world to come” according  
 to the Hebrew prophets?

• Vegetarian

3. Were there other occasions in the ancient history of 
Israel when God tried to put His people on an exclusive 
vegetarian regime?

• Yes, He gave them manna during their wanderings 
in the wilderness

4. Is vegetarianism in line with Jewish tradition?

• Yes

5. How can we reconcile the vegetarian statement of 
Genesis 1 with Godʼs permission to eat animal flesh after 
the flood?

• It was not the ideal diet but God allowed it with 
the stipulation that the lifeblood of the animal must 
not be in it.  He probably allowed it because the 
worldʼs vegetation had been temporarily destroyed 
by the flood.

6. What kinds of animals were humans allowed or   
 forbidden to eat?

 Those allowed include:  
• Animals that have hoofs that are separated 

completely in two and that chew the cud
• Fish that have fins and scales
• Some birds and insects

7. What reasons have been given to justify the 
 dietary laws?

• Holiness
• Spiritual, Ethical, Health or Hygiene
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8. What additional restriction is required when 
 eating clean meat?

• The blood must not be eaten

9. Why was it forbidden to eat blood?

• Life is sacred

10. What is the Biblical position regarding the use of 
 alcoholic beverages?

• The Bible does not forbid the drinking of alcohol 
but attaches a negative connotation to it and gives 
warnings against it

11. What is the lesson contained in the first stories of 
the consumption of wine recorded in the Hebrew 
Scriptures?

• Wine drinking is associated with immorality

12. What class of Israelites had to abstain from 
 drinking alcohol?

• The priests

13. Is it consistent to keep kosher and indulge oneself in 
habits that are dangerous to oneʼs health?

• No

14. What halakha (traditional rule) has been referred to 
against the usage of tobacco?

• You should preserve your life

15. What divine promises are associated with the observance 
of those Biblical principles?

• Things will go well with you and you will live a 
long time in the land
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#11 The Nature of Man

1.  How did humans originate?

• God created us

2. What is the human person made of?

• God created us out of the dust of the ground, and 
with His breath

3. What does the “soul” mean in Hebrew?

• Individual, throat, the capacity to breathe

4. What are the functions of the soul?

• It can be hungry, thirsty, angry, etc
• It can love, hate, know, worship, die, etc

5. What are the functions of the flesh, or the body?

• Same as above

6. How did God create man?

• In His image, or likeness

7. Why is it forbidden to kill men?

• In a sense you are killing God since man is made in 
His image

8. What does the fact that God created man in His image 
imply for men in their lives?

• The best way to be your self is to be like God
• He wants us to be like Him
• We are unique
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9. What is the relationship between the physical (body) and 
the spiritual (soul) dimension of the human person?

• The spiritual and physical dimensions affect each 
other

10. How does the spiritual dimension affect the physical?

• The spiritual condition of the person affects their 
physical health

11. How does the physical dimension affect the spiritual?

• The physical health of a person affects their ability 
to grasp spiritual concepts

12. Why is health a spiritual issue?

• There is annterconnection between the physical 
and spiritual

13. What is the connection between being alive and being 
spiritual?

• Breathing suggests that we are spiritual because 
“ruah” is both breath and spirit in the Hebrew 
language

14. Can man survive apart from his fellow human beings?

• No

15. How does the nature of man affect his destiny?

• Our nature is dust plus breath.  Our destiny is to 
return to dust and our breath goes back to Him 
(God) who gave it.
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#12 Death

1.  Why does man die?

• Through disobedience man disconnected himself 
God, from the source of life 

• Mankind is sinful 

2. What happens when man dies?

• He returns to the ground
• Nothing

3. How is the state of the dead described in the Bible?

• As sleep

4. Do the dead know or remember anything of what they 
left behind?

• No!

5. Do the dead know anything, and do they take part in 
what happens among the living?

• No!

6. Do the dead praise or worship God?

• No!

7. Where does the idea of the immortality of the soul come 
from?

• It is inherited from Greek thought, especially from 
Plato

8. Who is the only one to naturally possess immortality?

• God
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9. Can the living consult the dead?

• No!

10. What is the Biblical solution to death?

• Resurrection

11. How will resurrection happen?

• The Bible doesnʼt tell us but God will bring us to 
life again

12. What will happen to evil and its supporters?

• Evil will be destroyed
• They will be burnt up

13. Will the wicked burn “eternally” in Gehenna (hell)?

• No, they will be burnt up

14. What Biblical examples attest to the historical reality of 
resurrection?

• God created the world out of nothing
• Elisha resurrected the son of the woman of Shunem
• Jesus resurrected Lazarus

15. What will ultimately happen to death?

• Death will be destroyed
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#13 Prophecy and History

1.  How did God identify Himself to Moses?

• I will be who I will be

2. What message was often given through the Biblical 
names of persons?

• A prophecy, or a message of the future

3. What is the criterion for the true prophecy coming 
from God?

• When the words of the prophet come true

4. Why were the Hebrew prophets capable of predicting 
the future?

• Because of their connection with God

5. How does the Bible regard human divination and 
future telling?

• The Bible warns against it

6. How far could the prophet Daniel see into the future?

• Until the end of time

7. What do the metals of Daniel 2 and the animals of 
Daniel 7 represent?

• Kingdoms

8. What earthly kingdom is represented by the gold in 
Daniel 2 and the lion in Daniel 7?

• Babylon
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9. What earthly kingdom is represented by the silver in 
Daniel 2 and the bear in Daniel 7?

• Medo – Persia 

10. What earthly kingdom is represented by the bronze in 
Daniel 2 and the leopard in Daniel 7?

• Greece

11. What earthly kingdom is represented by the fourth 
entity, the iron in Daniel 2 and the beast with the ten 
horns in Daniel 7?

• Rome

12. What spiritual power will grow out of the fourth 
animal?

• The little horn

13. How long will this spiritual power of the fourth 
kingdom last?

• Until God sets up His kingdom

14. What kingdom is represented by the last entity - the 
stone in Daniel 2 and the Son of Man in Daniel 7?

• Godʼs kingdom

15. What spiritual or even historical lessons can be taken 
from the study of this prophecy?

• There is another kingdom in the future that will last 
forever – the kingdom of God
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#14 Judgement

1.  What was the main function of the judge in   
 Biblical times?

• To save

2. Why shouldnʼt we be afraid of the Day of Judgment?

• Because judgment is given “in favor of” Godʼs 
people

3. On what special occasion did the ancient Israelites 
anticipate the great Day of the future judgment of God 
(Yom ha-Din)?

• The Day of Atonement

4. How should we anticipate the Day of Judgment?

• As something positive

5. Who and what will be judged by God?

• Every person, both good and evil, and everything 
they have done

6. When should we expect the Day of Judgment to take 
place?

• At the end of time, before the coming of the 
Messiah

7. “How long” will the prophetic period last until the Day 
of Judgment begins?

• 2300 evenings and mornings, or 2300 years

8. What are the elements of Danielʼs prophecy that 
associate the “time of the end” with the Day of 
Atonement?

• A goat and a ram used in the sacrificial system as 
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sin offerings and burnt offerings

9. To what other event is the Day of Judgment of Daniel 
7 connected in the book of Daniel?

• The cleansing of the sanctuary

10. What is the starting point of the 2300 evenings and 
mornings leading to the beginning of the heavenly Day 
of Judgment?

• The decree to restore and rebuild Jerusalem by 
King Artaxerses

11. What is the date of the end of the 2300 evenings and 
mornings?

• 1844

12. What will be the role of the Messiah in the Day of 
Judgment?

• King   

13. How and on what basis will the divine judgment 
proceed?

• Gods books will be opened

14. What is the human counterpart that is contemporary 
on earth to the heavenly judgment?

• Daniel 12:12 – A waiting people
• Revelation 14 – A proclamation of judgment and 

creation

15. What does the expectation of the Day of Judgment 
imply for us in our daily existence?

• Hope for the future and an ethical life
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#15 Life with God

1. What choice did God grant to Adam and then ultimately 
to Israel?

• Life or death

2. Why is life with God the choice for life?

• Because God is the source of life

3. What way of life does the choice for life imply?

• Doing what is right

4. Why is ethics an important ingredient of our religious 
life?

• We should be holy because God is holy – we are 
His representatives

5. Why is health an important ingredient of our religious 
life?

• There is a connection between obedience to God 
and our health

6. Why is spiritual life a biological necessity?

• Everyone who is alive has the breath of life and 
also the potential to be a spiritual person

7. Why should we pray?

• Because we need to be in connection with God, the 
life giver who loves us
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8. How should we pray?

• We should humble ourselves, look to God and turn 
from our evil ways

9. When should we pray?

• At all times

10. Why should we study the word of God?

• We will have life

11. How should we study the word of God?

• Obediently
• Carefully
• Not forgetting
• Teaching it to our children and grandchildren

12. How can we reach the ideal choice of life?

• By allowing God to transform us

13. What will God do for those who decide to choose life?

• God will give us a new heart and a new spirit

14. What symbolic act in Judaism and in early Christianity 
has signified this new commitment for choosing life with 
God?

• Baptism by immersion

15. What are the promises that are associated with this 
choice of life?

• The promise of life and blessing
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“He who keeps instruction is in the way of life.”

Proverbs 10:17
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