סֵפֶר דְּבָרִיםDeuteronomy                                                                                           

פָּרָשַׁת נִצָּבִים                              Parashat Niṣṣavim
INTRODUCTION:
Parashat Niṣṣavim (Deut. 29:9-30:20) contains the following sidrot:

Hundred-and-Sixty-Third Sidra՚, the covenant renewed, and the prophecy of restoration;
Hundred-and-Sixty-Fourth Sidra՚ (continues into the next parasha), the Torah is easily accessible, and the two ways.
ANALYSIS:
Hundred-and-Sixty-Third Sidra՚ (Deut. 29:9-30:10): The covenant renewed, and the prophecy of restoration.
   Before the nation crosses over into the Land, the Covenant between YHWH and the people needs to be renewed, so all the Children of Israel station themselves before YHWH, from those in the highest positions of society to those in the lowest, including the Sojourners. Moses tells them; "for you to cross over into the covenant of YHWH your God and into His oath; that YHWH your God, is cutting with you today" (Deut. 29:11). Today, YHWH will establish them as His people, and He will be their God, "Not with you - you alone; do I cut this covenant, and this oath. But with the one that is here standing with us today, before YHWH our God; and with the one that is not here with us today." (Deut. 29:13-14) Thus, the Covenant is not just being cut with the generation that is entering the Land, but with all future generations of Israelites as well. Moses warns them against turning to the detestable objects and idols of the nations as they did in Egypt and in Transjordania. We must be careful that there is not amongst us a man or woman, a clan or tribe, whose heart has turned away from YHWH and now serves the gods of other nations, "lest there be in you a root bearing fruit of gall and wormwood" (Deut. 29:17). YHWH will not grant pardon to the one who thinks that he is blessed because of the words of this oath, believing that he will be granted peace even though he does as he pleases, in other words holiness is not inherited it is achieved. Instead, the jealousy and anger of YHWH will be directed towards that man, and his name will be blotted out from under the heavens. Because of our idol worship, YHWH will make the Land desolate - a diseased land whose soil cannot be sown and will not bring fourth produce or herbage. Future generations of Israelites will see it and realize, as will foreigners who come from afar, that it all came about because we abandoned the covenant of YHWH that He cut with us when He took us out of the land of Egypt. For we went after other gods - gods whom we have not known - served them, and prostrated ourselves to them. "And YHWH uprooted them from their soil, in anger and in wrath, and in great fury; and He cast them into another land as is this day. The hidden things, are for YHWH our God; but the revealed things are for us and for our children forever, to do, all the words of this Torah." (Deut. 29:27-28)
   In time, all the blessings and all the curses will come to transpire. While in Exile amongst the nations, we will repent, return to YHWH our God, and hearken to His voice; we and our children with all our hearts and with all our life-forces. Then YHWH will turn our captivity around and show us compassion, He will return and collect us from all the peoples amongst whom He has scattered us, even if we be banished to the ends of the heavens. YHWH will bring us to the Land that our ancestors possessed, and we shall possess it, He will do good by us making us greater in number than our ancestors. YHWH will circumcise our hearts and the hearts of our children, "to love YHWH your God with all your heart and with all your life-force in order that you shall live." (Deut. 30:6) YHWH will place all these curses upon our enemies, those who hate us, and persecute us. If we return and hearken to the voice of YHWH, and do all His commandments, then He will make abundant all the works of our hands, our offspring, the offspring of our animals, and the produce of our soil; YHWH will once again rejoice in us for our good as He rejoiced in our ancestors. "If you hearken to the voice of YHWH your God, to keep His commandments and His laws, which are written, in this Book of the Torah; if you return to YHWH your God, with all your heart and with all your life-force." (Deut. 30:10)
Hundred-and-Sixty-Fourth Sidra՚ (Deut. 30:11-20 continues into the next parasha): The Torah is easily accessible, and the two ways.
   The commandment that YHWH commands us is not too wondrous for us, nor is it too far away. It is not in the heavens, so that someone needs to ascend to the skies and take it for us, nor is it across the sea, so that someone needs to cross the oceans and take it for us; in order to make us hear it, that we may do it. Rather, the word is very near to us, in our mouth and in our heart, that we may do it. 

   "See I put before you today, life and good; and death and evil." (Deut. 30:15)

Life and Good:
If we love YHWH our God, walk in His ways, keep His commandments, His laws, and His judgements - then we shall live, increase in number; YHWH will bless us in the Land.
Death and Evil:
If we turn away our hearts, and do not hearken, and thrust ourselves away from YHWH, prostrating ourselves to other gods and serving them; then we will perish and be exiled from the Land. 

YHWH calls as witness against us the heavens and the earth, He places before us life and death, blessing and curse; however, He wants us to choose life in order that we and our descendants may live. "To love YHWH your God, to hearken to His voice and to cling to Him; for He is your life and the length of your days, to settle on the soil that YHWH swore to your fathers to Abraham to Isaac and to Jacob to give them." (Deut. 30:20)
TEACHINGS OF HAKHAM REKHAVI:
   YHWH presents us with the choice of the "Two Ways" - Life or Death!
   To love YHWH, walk in His ways, and to keep His Torah, is choosing the Way of Life. If we choose the Way of Life, then we will dwell in the Land, which will provide us with ample bounty through YHWH's providence, and our numbers will increase. We will not have any enemies, no other nation will try to take our Land away from us or terrorise us, no plagues, no anguish, and what's more, we will be the greatest of the nations! A Messianic Age - not brought about by Divine intervention, but simply by our collective acceptance of YHWH and His Torah!
   However, if we choose the Way of Death, then all the blessings will be upturned becoming curses, upon which even more curses will be added; curse upon curse! In time, our numbers will be reduced, and an enemy will come who will exile us from the Land. In fact, according to the prophecy of the curses we will be exiled twice from our Land!

   Therefore:

Dwelling in the Land = Life,
Exile from the Land = Death

   We have come through the valley of death in which we have walked for almost two thousand years. The second and longest of the two Exiles is coming to an end. Half of Israel dwells in the Land, while the other half are still in Exile - we are now on a cusp for before us lie the Two Ways. If we repent, turn to Him and follow His ways then the Messianic Era will come as a natural occurrence, as Moses said it would here in this parasha, and we would have chosen - Life!
   But what will happen if we don't choose Life? If we don't choose Life, will the curses continue and will we go into Exile once more?

   Wait a minute, but the prophecy of Moses only speaks about two Exiles! So if there is only going to be two Exiles and we have already come through the Second Exile, what will then come about?

   YHWH answered this question eight hundred and seventy years after Moses presented before Israel the "Two Ways". At the time of the destruction of the First Temple, when Judah joined their brothers in Exile, YHWH informed the prophet Ezekiel what will be at the end of the Second Exile! 
A Brief Commentary to Ezekiel Chapters 33-39 - The Road to Redemption:
Chapter 33:
   Verses 1-9 deal with the responsibilities of the Watchman. The Watchman represents the righteous of Israel who have the collective responsibility of warning the Children of Israel when they deviate from the keeping of the Torah. If the Watchman does not warn the people when they go astray from His Torah that terrible things will happen because of their disloyalty; then the blood of the people is on the Watchman's head. If the Watchman does warn the people and they don't take heed, then their blood is on their own heads.

   Verses 10-20 is concerned with YHWH's justice as it relates to the wicked person who repents for their evil deeds. It states that the righteous person who turns to wickedness will be judged as wicked, while the wicked person who turns to righteousness will be judged as righteous. YHWH does not take pleasure in the death of the wicked but desires that they repent and become righteous. It is not YHWH who judges unjustly but rather the people who have corrupted the meaning of what is just.

Chapter 34:
   This chapter concerns the religious leaders of Israel during the Exile, who are called Shepherds. 

   In verses 1-6 it states that the Shepherds will look after themselves and neglect the people. They have failed to bring back the people to YHWH, but instead have placed upon the people numerous additional burdensome regulations that YHWH did not command, "and with force you have subjugated them and with rigor". During the Exile, the people will lack a sense of true direction because of the false doctrines that the Shepherds have taught them, nor will the Shepherds cherish the spiritual welfare of the people. Thus, they have become prey to all the false religions and cults of mankind, hence, "They became food for all the beasts of the field".
   Verses 7-10 state that YHWH will judge the Shepherds of the Exile and take His people back; thus, the Shepherds will no longer have control over the people. "I will rescue My sheep from their mouths" meaning YHWH will save Hs people from the false doctrines of the Shepherds and their commandments (in conjunction to this see Isaiah. 29:9-14).

   In verses 11-16 YHWH Himself will become the Shepherd of the people, bringing them back from both the spiritual and physical Exile in which Israel now lives.

   Verses 17-22 YHWH will judge the Children of Israel. He will judge the wealthy of the nation who have trampled under foot their less prosperous kinsmen.

   Verses 23-31 YHWH will make the Messiah, a descendant of King David, ruler over Israel. The people will live in peace and prosperity. The people will then know that YHWH is God.

Chapter 35:
   This chapter is a prophecy against Edom, the country of Esau, Jacob's brother. There was always enmity between Edom and Israel (Esau Vs Jacob). Edomites ceased to exist as distinct people during the Second Temple Period when they were absorbed into Israel during the reign of the Hasmonean king and High Priest John Hyrcanus I 135-104 B.C.E. During this period, the entire Edomite nation was converted to Judaism and within a few generations, they had become so well integrated into Israel as can be witnessed by the great bravery that they demonstrated in the First Jewish - Roman War 66-73 C.E. Therefore, since this whole section of the Book of Ezekiel is dealing with the Exile and future redemption of Israel it cannot be referring to the actual country of Edom. Many medieval Karaite commentators were convinced that Edom refers to Christianity.

   In verse 5 it is written, "Because you have eternal hatred" Christianity has always hated the Children of Israel. "By the sword at the moment of their disaster", Christianity persecuted the Children of Israel with such vigour during the Exile i.e. forced conversions, inquisitions, massacres, blood-libels, restricting rights, degrading legislation, the terror of the Crusades, the Russian Pogroms, the Holocaust, etc.
   Verses 6-9 says because of the above the land of Edom will be strewn with the corpses of the Edomities and their cities will be completely desolated.

   Verses 10-15 begins with the statement that Edom desires to possess the land of Israel and inherit Israel. Christianity has also always stressed the importance of "replacement theology" in that they are the "New Israel" and have therefore inherited all that belongs to the true Children of Israel including the land of Israel; hence the Crusades and the British Mandate. It is interesting to note that it was Christian Arabs in the 1920's who laid the foundations for Arab Nationalism. Various prominent "Palestinian" terrorist leaders have been Christian Arabs i.e. George Habbash founder of the PLFP. In verse 12 Edom says about the hills of Israel, "they are desolate" Christianity is always saying that the Torah is a dead letter that has been replaced by the sacrifice of Jesus. Verse 13, "You have magnified yourselves against me with your mouths", meaning that the traditions of Christianity go against the ways of YHWH, "and multiplied your words against me", the false teachings of Christianity about YHWH. 

Chapter 36:
   This chapter is an extension of the previous chapter. During our Exile, we, Israel, will be ridiculed and mocked by the nations; however, YHWH has taken note of this and will bring us back to our Land, a Land that shall be bountiful! We, the Children of Israel, were exiled because of our sins, and even in the Exile, we did not learn our lesson but refused to adhere to the Torah. YHWH will not rescue us from the Exile because we deserve to be rescued [v. 22] but because of His Holy Name, in other words the Redemption will not transpire because we have returned to Him and are worthy of redeeming, no! The Redemption will occur so that YHWH will sanctify His own name! YHWH will then purify us, Israel, from our sins. We will be given a new heart [understanding] and a new spirit [v. 26-28], in other words, we will desire to fulfil the Torah and remain true to the Torah's words. We, Israel, will realise that we have desecrated the Torah and will thus repent. There will then be men of great learning of the Torah in Israel and the learning of the Torah will be abundant amongst the people. Great blessings will be bestowed upon Israel. As pointed out in parashat Wa՚era՚; liberation first and then Divine teachings.
Chapter 37:
   Ezekiel chapter 37 can be divided into two sections; the first verses 1-14, and the second verses 15-28. Now, each section refers to two different revelations revealed to the prophet on two separate occasions, hence the first section ends with the phrase "declares YHWH" and the second section commences with the words, "The word of YHWH came to me". One should bear in mind that the Christians introduced the present numbering of the chapters; the Masoretic text recognizes the division of this "chapter" into two sections.
   Verses 1-14 are a vision of the physical and spiritual restoration of Israel. The prophecy of the Dry Bones is referring to the physical restoration of the Children of Israel in the land of Israel. The Dry Bones are a metaphor for the Children of Israel who have languished both physically and spiritually during the Exile. In fact, this understanding is verified by verse 11 where the prophet is informed that the Dry Bones represent the whole House of Israel, all of the tribes and not just one or a few of the tribes. The graves that are portrayed in verses 12 and 13 are thus a metaphor for the countries of the Exile into which we were dispersed, 

  Here we see the words of YHWH - which He spoke through the prophet Ezekiel - clarifying and collaborating the words of His Torah, which He transmitted to His prophet - Moses. In the curses, we, the Children of Israel, are warned that if we disobey the Torah, our disobedience will lead to exile. Deuteronomy 30:19, states, "I call heaven and earth to record this day against you, that I have set before you life and death, blessing and cursing; therefore choose life, that both you and your seed may live." Now, if life is the observance of the Torah, and by the observance of the Torah we can remain in our own Land, then surely, death means the neglect of Torah observance and being exiled from our Land. Therefore, Death = Exile, and thus the graves in verses 12 and 13 are a metaphor for the abodes of Israel while in death i.e. the countries of our residence during the Exile, hence, "brings you to the land of Israel" and "I will set you upon your own soil". In truth many of the countries of our Exile have become graves for large numbers of the Children of Israel whether through mass exterminations or by forced conversions.

   Verses 15-28 states that when we, Israel, are restored from the Exile we will become one people undivided with a single king - the Messiah, we will be purified from our sins, and the true intended relationship between YHWH and His people Israel shall manifest itself. The Eternal Covenant of Torah observance, peace, and prosperity will come into being. The Children of Israel will increase in numbers and the Temple will be rebuilt.

Chapters 38 and 39:
   These chapters describe in detail the final war of the nations against Israel that will lead to the judgement of those nations who have persecuted Israel, and the fulfilment of all of the above. These chapters mention the nations who will come against Israel and the out come of the war, and should be read in conjunction with Zechariah 2:14-17 and chapters 8-14.

And the word of YHWH came to me saying. Son of man set your face against Gog the land of Magog, prince/president, head of Meshekh and Tuval; and prophesy against him. And say, thus says the Lord YHWH; behold I am against you Gog, prince/president, head of Meshekh and Tuval. And I will turn you around, and put hooks into your jaws; and I will bring you out and all your army horses and horsemen all of them clothed in complete armour, a great company with bucklers and shields, all of them wielding swords. Persia [Iran] Kush and Put with them; all of them with shield and helmet. Gomer and all his bands, the house of Togarmah, from the farthest north and all his bands; and many nations with you. Be prepared and prepare for yourself, you, and all your company that are assembled with you; and be to them for a guard. After many days you shall be called upon in the latter years you shall come against the Land that is brought back from the sword that has been collected from many nations, against the mountains of Israel, which have been always waste; but it is brought out from the nations, and they shall dwell securely all of them. You shall ascend and like a storm [Shoah] you shall come, you shall be like a cloud to cover the land; you and all your bands, and many nations with you. Thus says the Lord YHWH; and it shall be on this day that things shall come into your heart, and you shall think an evil plot. (Ezek. 38:1-10)
