Parashah Vayechi Comments (Revised 12/28/12)
This week, we come to the end of the first book of Moses: Genesis. Our Parashah (weekly Torah portion) is Vayechi which means “ And He Lived” in English. In this portion, Jacob, in his old age blesses his sons and sees into the future. His father before him, Isaac, had done the same thing as he was approaching death; in fact there are some interesting parallels regarding this; in particular, the blessing of Jacob and Esau by Isaac and the blessing of Ephraim and Manasseh by Jacob.
Both Isaac and Jacob blessed their sons when they were old and near death. Both men were loosing their eyesight. It is mentioned that both Isaac and Jacob kissed their sons before the blessings were given.

As we have seen in Isaac’s blessings to his two sons, Jacob and Esau, the younger (Jacob) received the greater blessings. When Jacob blesses his sons, he “adopts” Joseph’s sons, Ephraim and Manasseh, and he proceeds to give Ephraim the greater blessing over his older brother. 
Genesis 48:17-20: 17 When Joseph saw his father placing his right hand on Ephraim’s head he was displeased; so he took hold of his father’s hand to move it from Ephraim’s head to Manasseh’s head. 18 Joseph said to him, “No, my father, this one is the firstborn; put your right hand on his head.” 

19 But his father refused and said, “I know, my son, I know. He too will become a people, and he too will become great. Nevertheless, his younger brother will be greater than he, and his descendants will become a group of nations.” 20 He blessed them that day and said, 

“In your name will Israel pronounce this blessing: 
‘May God make you like Ephraim and Manasseh.’” 

So he put Ephraim ahead of Manasseh. 

In doing this, Jacob passed the Messianic hope transmitted from God through Abraham and Isaac, to the sons of his favorite son, Joseph. He favored Joseph in this way with a double blessing – the blessing rightfully belonging to the firstborn. Today, when we bless the sons in our congregation and say, “May God make you like Ephraim and Manasseh, we are NOT saying may God make your lives like the lives of Ephraim and Manasseh. We ARE saying may the blessings Jacob passed on to Ephraim and Manasseh also be passed on to you and your family.  The daughters are similarly blessed by invoking the wives of the patriarchs: Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, and Leah. The blessing on the daughters and the blessing on the son is equivalent. Here is how Jacob blessed them:
May my name live on in them and the names of my fathers, Abraham and Isaac. (Genesis 48:16)

The Messianic Hope is that God will bring forth the Messiah from His people Israel and that His Messiah will lead Am Yisroel (the people of Israel)  to become God’s instrument in vanquishing God’s enemies and delivering (or saving) all of mankind.
In Chapter 49, Jacob continues blessing his sons and is compelled to prophesy additional Messianic occurrences.
He blesses Judah with the leadership of the coming nation. He says in chapter 49:8-11:
8 “ Judah, you are he whom your brothers shall praise;
Your hand shall be on the neck of your enemies; 
Your father’s children shall bow down before you. 

9 Judah is a lion’s whelp;
From the prey, my son, you have gone up. 
He bows down, he lies down as a lion; 
And as a lion, who shall rouse him? 

10 The scepter shall not depart from Judah,
Nor a lawgiver from between his feet, 
Until Shiloh comes; 
And to Him shall be the obedience of the people. 

11 Binding his donkey to the vine,
And his donkey’s colt to the choice vine, 
He washed his garments in wine, 
And his clothes in the blood of grapes.

What does it mean to say your brothers will praise you? According to Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, “It means that all your brethren will be called by your name. A man does not say, ‘I am a Reubenite’ or ‘I am a Simeonite’, but he says, ‘I am a Yehudi (Judahite or Jew)’” (Genesis Rabbah 98:6)

Jacob refers to Judah as “a lion’s whelp” and also says “he lays down as a lion.” Y’shua (Jesus) is referred to as “The Lion of Judah.” Listen to Revelation 5:5:
But one of the elders said to me, “Do not weep. Behold, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has prevailed to open the scroll and to loose its seven seals.”

Jacob continues and says the leadership of the nation of Israel will continue through Judah until “Shiloh comes.” This has always been interpreted as a reference to Messiah. And can be translated “the one to whom it belongs” or “the one to whom is given.”  Matthew 2:11  regarding the gifts given by the Maji at Y’shua’s birth comes to mind in thinking of the meaning of this word “Shiloh”:
... And when they had opened their treasures, they presented gifts to Him: gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 

Jacob’s references to the donkey are universally understood to relate to the donkey in Zechariah 9:9:

Rejoice greatly, Daughter Zion! Shout, Daughter Jerusalem! See, your king comes to you, righteous and having salvation, lowly and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.

In the time of the Master,  this was such a clear reference to the Messiah, that Y’shua’s triumphal entrance into Jerusalem as described in Matthew chapter 21 can be seen as a clear declaration that Y’shua is God’s anointed One:

1 As they approached Jerusalem and came to Bethphage on the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two disciples, 2 saying to them, “Go to the village ahead of you, and at once you will find a donkey tied there, with her colt by her. Untie them and bring them to me. 3 If anyone says anything to you, say that the Lord needs them, and he will send them right away.” 

4 This took place to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet: 

5 “Say to Daughter Zion, 
‘See, your king comes to you, 
gentle and riding on a donkey, 
and on a colt, the foal of a donkey.’”

6 The disciples went and did as Jesus had instructed them. 7 They brought the donkey and the colt and placed their cloaks on them for Jesus to sit on. 8 A very large crowd spread their cloaks on the road, while others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road. 9 The crowds that went ahead of him and those that followed shouted, 

“Hosanna to the Son of David!” 

“Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!” 

“Hosanna in the highest heaven!” 

10 When Jesus entered Jerusalem, the whole city was stirred and asked, “Who is this?” 

11 The crowds answered, “This is Jesus, the prophet from Nazareth in Galilee.” 

In the middle of blessing the sons he says in 49:18:

I look for your deliverance, LORD. (New KJV)
It is helpful to understand that the word for salvation or deliverance in Hebrew is “y’shua.” 

Young’s Literal Translation puts it this way:

For Thy salvation I have waited, Jehovah! 

So we could say that Jacob is waiting for God’s Messiah.

According to Tony Robinson of Restoration of Torah Ministries, this is the central theme of this entire Parashah. To us, it is also the central point of both the Older and the Newer Testaments.
In fact, it is a central part of Jewish worship as well. The Amidah is a part of our prayer service. The word Amidah means “standing” in Hebrew. It is the central prayer of the Orthodox observance and is prayed three times a day. It is also known as the Shemoneh Ezrei which means “18” since the original prayer consisted of that many blessings. We say either the first or the second blessing during our Friday night service. The fifteenth blessing is as follows:
Cause the branch (offspring) of your servant David to blossom forth speedily, and lift up his horn through your salvation (y’shua) for we await your salvation (y’shua) every day. Blessed are you Lord, who causes the horn of salvation (y’shua) to blossom forth.

These words express the waiting for the Messiah but not waiting like we are waiting for a train or a bus. This is active waiting. It is a longing. It is a yearning for His coming. It is a waiting filled with expectation, filled with hope. It is a waiting based on faith. It is a pining of a young girl waiting for her husband-to-be to return from a distant place. It is bitter-sweet because we hunger for the coming of the Messiah and yet are joyful in the vision of what His coming will mean to us. It is as though Jacob were saying, “God, I believe you will send someone to make this world right.” Jacob believed in God’s salvation. He believed so much that he asked Joseph to bury him with his other family members in the family cave at Mamre, so everyone could be together when the sleep of death is over and every true believer becomes alive in God’s Y’shua, His salvation, His Messiah.
He continues to bless the rest of his sons. When Jacob comes to Joseph, who is a picture of Messiah, Jacob says in 49:24:
…By the hands of the Mighty God of Jacob 
(From there is the Shepherd, the Stone of Israel)

Y’shua is the Good Shepherd in John 10:11 and repeated in verse 14:

I am the good shepherd 

 Y’shua is the stone of Psalm 118:22-23:

22 The stone which the builders rejected
Has become the chief cornerstone.
23 This was the LORD’s doing;
It is marvelous in our eyes.
Matthew 21:42-44:

42 Jesus said to them, “Have you never read in the Scriptures: 


‘ The stone which the builders rejected
Has become the chief cornerstone.
This was the LORD’s doing,
And it is marvelous in our eyes’?

43 “Therefore I say to you, the kingdom of God will be taken from you and given to a nation bearing the fruits of it. 44 And whoever falls on this stone will be broken; but on whomever it falls, it will grind him to powder.” 

When Jacob had given his blessings, he was gathered to his people.

To some people, like the Sadducees, he died. To others, like the Pharisees and the believers in Y’shua, he only sleeps to be awakened when Messiah comes.

God says if we are righteous we will live. Being righteous means believing in God, walking in His ways. This includes a belief in His Anointed One, the Messiah.
Y’shua was resurrected because He was righteous. Jacob, Abraham, Isaac: all declared righteous for their faith in God’s salvation. Why would Abraham be ready to kill his son if he didn’t believe in God’s promises to make Isaac the continued seed for the nation of Israel? Abraham believed God could raise Isaac from the dead. Isaac, too, knew of his destiny. He was not a child. He could have overpowered his father and prevented his own sacrifice. But he didn’t. He didn’t because he also had faith that God would fulfill His promise of a nation through him. That meant if Isaac died, God would bring him back to life. 

God has said be righteous and live. We cannot do this on our own. As Jeremiah tells us in chapter 17:9:

The heart is deceitful above all things,
And desperately wicked; 
Who can know it? 

But we can experience the deliverance from our enemies, including the fear of death, by believing in the Son of God, who accepted the punishment meant for us and made a way for us to join the patriarchs in a big family reunion because, don’t forget, you are part of the family if you have faith in Y’shua HaMashiach. You are grafted into the mishpochah (“family” in Hebrew), the family of Am Ysiroel.
There is a picture of this adoption in this week’s reading as well. If you are willing to see it, consider Ephraim and Manasseh. Although they believed in their father’s God, they were completely separated from a Jewish identity. They were born during a period when Joseph was estranged from his brothers. They were grandsons of Jacob, but not sons. Removed from Jacob to the point where, when Joseph presents them to his father, Jacob asks, “Who are these?”  Ephraim and Manasseh were strangers to the family.  Even so, Jacob deliberately adopted them so that they could share in the identity and, therefore, the blessings of Jacob’s sons. In their adoption, Ephraim and Manasseh became “sons of Israel.”

Gentile Christians were born in the wake of the estrangement of Y’shua and his brothers. Joseph’s sons were called “Forgetfulness” and “Fruitfulness.” For the overwhelming majority of Christians, the disconnect between their Jewish roots and their own beliefs can be likened to a forgetting. At the same time the Christian faithful have become large in number - very fruitful.

The Gentile believers are believers in the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, just like their Father, Y’shua. Yet they have grown up as strangers to their Jewish brothers just as Ephraim and Manasseh were raised to believe in God through their father but were raised as strangers to the sons of Jacob.

Through the firstborn rights of the only begotten Son (Y’shua), the Christian believer is elevated to equal participation in the blessings of the Father. Like Ephraim and Manasseh, you now share equally in the inheritance of the sons of Jacob – the natural heirs. When Jacob adopts Joseph’s sons, Joseph becomes brothers with his own children. In like manner, the adoption of the Gentile believer into the spiritual commonwealth of Israel and the family of God means that believing Gentiles are brothers of the Master.

It is worth noting that this flies in the face of much of Christianity that sees Jewish people coming to faith in a Christian religion. Ephraim and Manasseh did not adopt the sons of Jacob. It was the other way round.  In fact, Paul sees even blood born Jewish people as being adopted into God’s family.

Those who are Israelites to whom belongs the adoption as sons, and the glory and the covenants and the giving of the Torah and the temple service and the promises, whose are the Father’s, and from whom is the Messiah according to the flesh, who is over all, God blessed forever. Amen. (Romans 9:4-5)

For those who believe in the Messiah and His Olom Habah (the world to Come) let me quote Isaiah 35:

1 The wilderness and the wasteland shall be glad for them,
And the desert shall rejoice and blossom as the rose; 
2 It shall blossom abundantly and rejoice, 
Even with joy and singing. 
The glory of Lebanon shall be given to it, 
The excellence of Carmel and Sharon. 
They shall see the glory of the LORD, 
The excellency of our God. 
3 Strengthen the weak hands, 
And make firm the feeble knees. 
4 Say to those who are fearful-hearted, 

“ Be strong, do not fear! 
Behold, your God will come with vengeance, 
With the recompense of God; 
He will come and save you.” 
5 Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, 
And the ears of the deaf shall be unstopped. 
6 Then the lame shall leap like a deer, 
And the tongue of the dumb sing. 
For waters shall burst forth in the wilderness, 
And streams in the desert. 
7 The parched ground shall become a pool, 
And the thirsty land springs of water; 
In the habitation of jackals, where each lay, 
There shall be grass with reeds and rushes. 
8 A highway shall be there, and a road, 
And it shall be called the Highway of Holiness. 
The unclean shall not pass over it, 
But it shall be for others. 
Whoever walks the road, although a fool, 
Shall not go astray. 
9 No lion shall be there, 
Nor shall any ravenous beast go up on it; 
It shall not be found there. 
But the redeemed shall walk there,
10 And the ransomed of the LORD shall return, 
And come to Zion with singing, 
With everlasting joy on their heads. 
They shall obtain joy and gladness, 
And sorrow and sighing shall flee away. 

We may die as Jacob did, but we will live again when King Messiah comes to deliver us from our enemies.  

At the end of every book of the Torah, we say,
“Chazak, chazak, v’nit chazek!

Be strong, be strong, and let us be strengthened!

Be encouraged by what God says to you in this book, and let us be revived and revitalized in God’s reality, His unity, His love, and His desire to see each and every one of us brought to everlasting life. 
If I can help any of you in any way to see this vision more clearly and gain strength from it, please see me after the service. 
Now let us pray:
Heavenly father, we have much to learn from the ancestors of our faith. May we continue to delight in the wonderful words of life you have given to us through your word and be blessed with the inheritance you have promised to all true believers. Amen 

 


 
