
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Parashah Forty-Nine
Exodus 6:2–7:18; Ezekiel 28:25–29:21; Acts 7:17–22

		

		
			
			

		

		
			notes by Tim Hegg

		

		
			The Character of the Redeemed Soul

				If one looks at the Scriptures as a whole, nothing is more clear than this: the exodus from Egypt forms the paradigm or the pattern for the whole concept of “redemption.” After this momentous event, the exodus would remain in the traditions and beliefs of Israel as the undisputed action of God in redeeming His people. A simple definition of redemption is “regaining ownership through payment of a price.” This basic meaning of ga’al, the Hebrew verb most often translated by our English word “redeem,” by extension can also mean “to right something that is wrong.” In either case, a consistent part of redemption is the paying of a price. A modern day illustration of the basic meaning of “redemption” may be found in a pawn shop. An item which has been left in the hands of the owner is redeemed when (1) proof of ownership is provided, and (2) the required price of redemption is remitted.

				Now here is a very important aspect of redemption: the one doing the redeeming has prior ownership of that which is being redeemed. Israel belonged to God before she ever descended to Egypt. As the text states (Ex 4:22): “Israel is My son, My first born.” This being the case, we must ask a fundamental question: “Why did God allow Israel to be under the bondage of slavery in the first place?” If He already had ownership of Israel, if indeed Israel was His son, His first-born, why would He allow Israel to be subjected to such an ordeal? This is the basic question in the minds of the Sages who wrote the midrashim. They answer by quoting from the Wisdom literature of the Tanach: “Whom the father loves, he chastens” (Prov 13:24; note also Prov 3:12, cf. Heb 12:8, cp. Mid. Rab. Exodus 1.1). 

			‘But he that loveth him chasteneth him diligently’ (Prov. 13:24). This refers to the Holy One, blessed be He; because of His love for Israel, as it is written: I have loved you, saith the Lord (Mal. 1:2), doth He heap upon them chastisements. You will find that the three precious gifts which God gave unto Israel were all given after much suffering: The Torah, Eretz Israel, and the Life to Come.

			The chastening hand of the Lord upon Israel was needed, for she had a natural tendency to believe in “self-redemption” (as indeed all mankind has such a tendency)—that she was self-sufficient and could pull herself up by the boot-straps. Indeed, it is when we are faced with trouble and calamity that we once again admit that we are unable and weak, and we cry out to God for help.

				But the fact that God brings us under the rod of chastening by putting us into a difficult or troublesome situation does not negate the fact that we belong to Him, nor does it call into question His love for us. Indeed, the very place of trouble is where He intends to demonstrate His outstretched arm of redemption, not only to assure us of His unfailing faithfulness to His promises, but also to prove to us once again that apart from Him we can do nothing.

				This is one clear characteristic of the redeemed soul, of the one who has true, saving faith: a willingness to (1) admit one’s inabilities, and (2) to entrust oneself into God’s care. Self-reliance is diametrically opposed to biblical faith. 

				Now God often has to bring us into situations of dire straits before we are willing to admit that we cannot make it on our own! Our hearts (minds, wills) are still affected by the natural thinking—by the depraved self or “flesh” which, in the strength of the remaining tendency to rebellion, tends to believe that one can get along fine without God. Yet it is the indwelling Ruach, the Spirit, who enlivens the redeemed soul to face the truth and willingly admit it—without God I can do nothing. If the difficulties of life are that which bring us to this place of truth and confession, then certainly we have come to understand why we would give thanks to God for such trials and tribulations—they bring us to appreciate the redemption God has made for us. Thus James writes:

			Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance. And let endurance have its perfect result, so that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. (James 1:2–4)

				But once the soul that belongs to God has reckoned with its innate inability, faith working within causes that soul to rest in the all-sovereign One and His promised care. The two parts go hand in hand: admitting my inability and relying upon God. 

				Not so with the unbeliever. The unbelieving heart may be forced to admit its inability, but there will still be an unwillingness to lay oneself upon God and trust Him for His care. Rather, the unbelieving heart hardens in rebellion against God for it reasons that God has arbitrarily brought the calamity, and this for selfish reasons. Like the sin entered into by Adam and Chavah (Eve), the heart of unbelief questions the very goodness and love of God. The lie of the evil one, “has God said?” was received by Adam and Chavah as a valid questioning of God’s goodness. Had God given the prohibition regarding the tree of knowledge of good and evil for selfish reasons? Was God trying to hide the truth from Adam and Chavah, that they could be equal with Him if they but ate of that tree? The first sin, therefore, was that of unbelief. They questioned the goodness of God. The core element of the unbelieving heart, then, is a self-centered reliance based upon the suspicion that God is not always good. This being the case, how one interprets the struggles and troubles of life will depend ultimately upon whether one has faith or not. The heart of faith eventually confesses that even the tribulations in life are a mark of God’s love. The unbelieving heart thinks just the opposite.

				This does not mean that one who has genuine faith fails to experience the woes and despair of tribulations. The Psalmist demonstrates often that at first, when trouble came upon him, he cried out in pain and confusion about why God would allow such a thing. But inevitably, after contemplating what he knew to be true, his heart of faith was able to accept the tribulations of life, and even to be strengthened and encouraged through them.

				This picture of redemption of the soul is graphically laid out before us in the exodus story. Israel, the possession of God, is brought by His hand into slavery and bondage. This trial brought Israel to realize that she was powerless to overcome the hardship in which she found herself, and thus she cried out to God. Would she have called out to Him had the trouble not arisen? Or would she have willingly remained in the pagan culture of her rulers, foregoing the full, outward worship of HaShem? All indications are that she would have remained content to abide in pagan Egypt. But the love of HaShem for His people could not allow such spiritual apathy. His love for her is demonstrated in His willingness to bring Israel under the rod of His chastening, that she might cry out to Him and experience the power of His redemption.

				The picture given to us in the exodus is not only of God’s redemptive hand, but also of the depraved heart of unbelief. Pharaoh, in contrast to Moses, Aaron, and the people of Israel, displays the characteristics of the natural heart, given to unbelief. 

				In our parashah the first three signs and wonders (cf. 7:3) that God sent are listed: (1) the Nile and the water in Egypt turns to blood, (2) an infestation of frogs followed, (3) and then an infestation of insects. Previously, the transformation of Moses’ rod into a snake and its return to the form of a stick (cf. 4:5) had apparently been received by the people of Israel as a mark of authenticity of Moses’ authority and power from God. The same sign, however, in the presence of Pharaoh and His court, only produced further hardness of heart in them. 

				The same may be true of the signs and wonders that Moses and Aaron displayed. The Nile turning to blood was a devastating plague, for it hit at the very center of the Egyptian social and religious foundation. Like a woman with a flow of blood is unclean for seven days (cf. Lev 15:19), so the Nile became “unclean”—unfit to drink and thus the “life” flow of Egypt was defiled. Rather than a life-giving source, it was turned into the stench of death. But even though every Egyptian had nothing but blood in watering buckets and bowls, the Israelites apparently were unaffected by the plague and had fresh water to drink. Only newly dug wells or even troughs beside the Nile afforded drinkable water to the Egyptians. But there was no humility in Pharaoh and his court—they considered the whole thing to be some sort of magic that Moses and Aaron had performed. They duplicated the phenomenon through their magical arts. But like the last plague, the first one had the portends of death.

				The second wonder was frogs—frogs, frogs, and more frogs! And the third was like it: flying insects. The frog, living in the Nile, was viewed by the Egyptians as connected to the divine power of the River. They were, as it were, the god’s offspring. As such, they too were sacred. But instead of affording the Egyptians life and health, they brought disease and trouble. The text says that they would come “into you and your people and in all your servants”  (Heb 7:29; Eng. 8:4). Now while this may be understood as “upon” rather than “into,” the preposition could surely be taken either way. It stands to reason that such an infestation of frogs must surely have led to disease, for the people must have ingested parts of the frogs! Yet in their rebellion, the magicians of Egypt add to the calamity by adding to the frogs! The best they could do was make the situation worse.

				Even Moses (who carefully constructs the divine removal of the frogs so as to leave no question by Whose power it was done), when he removes the frogs through prayer to HaShem, the piles of dead frogs cause a great stench throughout the land. Such unsanitary conditions are just what insects enjoy. The dead frogs were the perfect carrion to support maggots, producing the flying insects that overtook the land as Pharaoh refused to believe, and broke his pledge to send the people of Israel forth from his land.

				Now in this third wonder, the magicians and Pharaoh are confronted with the obvious: this wonder could not be duplicated by the workers of magic—it was indeed, the miraculous work of HaShem. If we could excuse Pharaoh for his unbelief of the first two wonders, there is no excuse for denying this third one. He and his court knew beyond doubt that what was taking place was the direct action of the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Yet he willfully turns his back and walks in blatant unbelief. 

				Here then we have, in stark contrast, the distinct characteristics of faith versus unbelief. And as such we are given a litmus test of our own faith. True faith in God admits one’s utter inability and thus turns to rely entirely upon God for one’s eternal salvation, a salvation that not only has the olam haba (the world to come) in view, but also the life of salvation in the olam haze (this world). Unbelief tries to find one’s own way, and to secure one’s own redemption. The life of faith is just the opposite: it is one of humility, while unbelief is marked by self-reliance. Faith says “there dwells in me, that is in my flesh, not one good thing” (Rom 7:18), while unbelief proudly affirms “Who is Adonai, that I should obey His voice?” (Ex. 5:2). Only faith saves; everything else will perish.

			A Note on Exodus 6:3

				

				The opening of our parashah contains a statement of Adonai to Moses which has been used by liberal scholarship to support the notion that the Torah as we now have it is actually a compilation of divergent documents, put together in the 6th Century BCE or even later.

			God spoke further to Moses and said to him, “I am Adonai; and I appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, as El Shaddai, but by My name, Y-H-V-H, I did not make Myself known to them. (Ex 6:2–3)

			From this text, some scholars reasoned that the revealed Name of God, Y-H-V-H, the Tetragrammaton, was not used until the time of the exodus, and that its appearance in Genesis was the result of combining documents which utilized different names of God, thus anachronistically putting יהוה into the patriarchal narratives when, in fact, that Name was not used until later. This liberal theory of the compilation of the Torah came to be known as the “Documentary Hypothesis” and developed into a discipline within the study of the Tanach known as “source criticism.” 

				But if we take the Bible to be the inspired word of God and therefore that the Torah came by the hand of Moses (cf. Matt 8:4; 19:7; Mk 12:26; John 1:17; 7:19), then we must seek an interpretation of this Exodus text which is in harmony with that understanding. The issue is quite obvious: Ex 6:3 seems to say that the Name, 
Y-H-V-H, was unknown until the time of the exodus, but in fact we find the Name Y-H-V-H 165 times in the book of Genesis! What then can be meant by Adonai’s words that He was not known to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob by the Name Y-H-V-H?

				The key is to understand what is meant when HaShem speaks of being “known” by someone: “… but by My name, Y-H-V-H, I did not make Myself known to them.” To “be known” means far more than simply having knowledge about something or someone. From a Semitic or Hebraic perspective, to “know” someone or to make oneself “known” means to enter into a close, even intimate, relationship.

				So when we take this into consideration, the verse before us can be understood as Moses intended. Surely the Tetragrammaton was known by the Patriarchs long before the exodus event. But God had not yet made known the broader meaning revealed in the Name, for it was through the exodus event itself that the covenant faithfulness of God to Abraham’s descendants as His chosen nation would be made known. Surely He revealed the meaning of the Name El Shaddai to the Patriarchs, for in each case where women were barren and sought the Lord to give them children, the Name El Shaddai is used (cf. Gen 28:3; 35:11; 43:14; 48:3). And the Name El Shaddai most likely relates to the “God Who gives children,” i.e.,”the God who brings a baby to a mother’s breast.”1

				In like manner, the exodus event in which God brings plagues against Egypt in order to free His nation from the servitude of Egypt, each plague was specifically performed against one of the so-called gods of the Egyptian pantheon in order to show that they were no gods at all, being utterly incapable of overcoming the hand of Israel’s God. In this way, God demonstrated (“made known”) His Name Y-H-V-H by establishing the promises of the covenant He made with Abraham, and doing so in dramatic ways. Moreover, this was the first time that God demonstrated His covenant faithfulness to the nation formed from Abraham’s descendants. Previously He had shown His covenant faithfulness to individuals (Abraham, Isaac, Jacob), but now the descendants of Jacob had been formed into a nation called Israel which constituted Adonai’s “first born son” (Ex 4:22). This was therefore the first time that God would reveal Himself as the covenant faithful God on a national scale.

				Thus, the exodus event would stand forever as the fuller revelation of God’s Name, Y-H-V-H, the covenant-keeping God Whose covenant embraced a nation called Israel. And this is why the exodus becomes the foundational paradigm revealing God’s redemptive plan, for in the same way that the nation of Israel was taken out of Egypt by God’s outstretched arm, so all of those chosen from the nations would likewise be “rescued from the domain of darkness, and transferred to the kingdom of His beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins” (Col 1:13–14).

				The haftarah for this parashah (Ezek 28:25-29:21) was chosen for obvious reasons. Using the language of the exodus, Ezekiel prophesies of the future days when Israel will once again be gathered from the nations and live in their own land which God gave to Jacob His servant (28:25). For even though Israel was historically taken out of Egypt and settled in their own land, it was often tempting to seek an alliance with Egypt in order to be strengthened against other nations which continued to expand their territories by conquest. Such alliances were strictly against the expressed command of God announced to Israel through His prophets, but these warnings went unheeded by Israel’s kings. 

				So, relying upon the strength of foreign powers rather than upon God, Judah was defeated and exiled by Babylon. Ezekiel 28 begins with a woe oracle against the King of Tyre, describing his defeat at the hands of the Babylonian forces. Next (vv. 20ff) is a woe oracle against Sidon which was dependant upon Tyre and would thus likewise be overthrown. Thus, even as the Almighty defeated Pharaoh and his Egyptian forces, so He would demolish Tyre and Sidon.

				In contrast, God’s covenant faithfulness to Israel is once again announced, even in light of Israel’s own disobedience and waywardness. The prophet Ezekiel speaks of a regathering of Israel to their own land, and the manner in which He will fight against the nations that have humbled Israel. Thus, the exodus motif continues to be used by the later prophets as a fitting description of God’s covenant loyalty to His chosen nation, emphasizing once again that He acts in this way for His own Name sake:

			Therefore say to the house of Israel, ‘Thus says the Lord Adonai, “It is not for your sake, O house of Israel, that I am about to act, but for My holy name, which you have profaned among the nations where you went. I will vindicate the holiness of My great name which has been profaned among the nations, which you have profaned in their midst. Then the nations will know that I am Adonai,” declares the Lord Adonai, “when I prove Myself holy among you in their sight. (Ezek 36:22–23)

				The Apostolic portion chosen for this parashah is Acts 7:17–22, a section from the speech of Stephen in which he recounts highlights of Israel’s history and God’s faithfulness to Israel throughout their generations. These few verses from Stephen’s speech focus on the severe enslavement put upon the Israelites by the Egyptians, for the former promise or covenant made with Joseph had been disregarded by a new Egyptian king who did not know Joseph. The language would suggest, not that the new Egyptian king had never heard of Joseph or the compact an earlier Pharaoh had made with him and his family, but that the new Pharaoh refused to honor the covenant previously made with Joseph and instead enslaved the descendants of Jacob.

				This Apostolic reading, then, not only recounts the harsh slavery under which Israel labored as a nation in Egypt, but also contrasts the covenant faithfulness of God to Israel with the actions of the Pharaoh who refused to honor the covenant made by one of his predecessors.

				In all of this, the unflinching faithfulness of the God of Israel to keep His covenant promises is highlighted. Surely we may rest confidently in the unfailing love of our God, Who has brought us close to Him through the work of His Son, our Messiah, Yeshua!

			

			
				
					1	See my Studies in the Torah: Genesis, pp. 117–18.

				

			

		

	cover.jpeg
Weekly Studies

Parashot

T

PaRASHAH #49

49  Plrreo





