Parashah Vayera Comments (11-02-12 revised 10/18/13)
The Torah is the foundational text of the bible, the Jewish religion and Christianity. It is comprised of the first five books of the Scriptures – Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. It serves to educate us in three ways: 1) by following its instruction we will live a long and satisfying life, 2) if we stray or rebel from its teachings we will suffer adversity and an untimely death, and 3) by teaching us about the revelation of God’s most anointed – the Messiah.

Torah is about to teach us some aspect of the nature of the Messiah when it talks of life emerging from death, or life emerging from no life, or a descending and an ascending. When the Torah mentions the number three in any of its various forms in connection with these themes, you have a second indication that the Torah is offering a lesson in the reality of the Son of God.  

In this week’s parashah (or Torah reading) called “Vayera” (which means “He appeared” in English), we can see two of these opportunities to learn about Messiah. The first is the announcement and birth of Isaac (Yitschak) to Abraham and Sarah. It is a foreshadowing of the birth of Y’shua. Isaac is born to a woman who is long past child-bearing age: life from no life or barrenness. The announcement is made when Abraham is 99. Sarah gives birth at 90. Both are multiples of three.
 In the Akeida, the binding of Isaac, we see the death and resurrection of the Messiah. Isaac is about to plunge the knife into his “beloved son” when God commands him to stop. It is as though Isaac was sure to die and is then saved: life from death. The number three appears in the story when it states it took three days for father and son to travel to Mount Moriah, where Abraham is instructed to offer up his son.
Isaac’s sacrifice is read every day in the morning synagogue service of the Orthodox community. It is also read on Rosh HaShannah and it occurs in this week’s parashah. That’s a total of 367 times a year when the devoutly observant Jewish person reads these passages. No other portion of the Scriptures is read, recited and prayed over more than Genesis 22.
I want to focus on this narrative because there is so much more to learn here that can bring unity to sincere seekers of truth and believers in the one true God of Abraham Isaac, and Jacob – be they devout Jews or anyone else.
 The wood for the fire was carried on Isaac’s back. Genesis 22:6: 

 “Abraham took the wood for the burnt offering and placed it on his son Isaac” 

In like manner the wood of the cross was carried on Y’shua’s back. 

“Carrying his own cross, he went out to the place of the Skull (which in Aramaic is called Golgotha).” (John19:17)

The Torah refers to Isaac as Abraham’s “only son” as in Genesis 22:2:

“ Then God said, “Take your son, your only son, whom you love—Isaac—and go to the region of Moriah.”

John 1:14 says: “We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.” 

Mount Moriah not only served as the location of Isaac’s sacrifice. It also served as the location of the Temple in Jerusalem where God dwelt among the Jewish people.  (2 Chronicles 3:1)  But to those who know who their Messiah is, the location has even more importance. It is the likely spot where the Father in Heaven also sacrificed His Son. The highest spot on Mount Moriah is just above the place called Golgotha. 
The Talmud (a central text of Rabbinic Judaism second only to the Holy Scriptures) speaks of two Messiahs: Messiah ben Joseph and Messiah ben David: two Messianic comings. The believers in Messiah Y’shua believe the same thing except they believe the two comings are of one Messiah and His name is Y’shua. The first coming was like that of Isaac, a miraculous birth. The second coming will be the resurrection of that same Y’shua which is a picture of Isaac’s resurrection.
The New King James Version says this:

7 By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac, and he who had received the promises offered up his only begotten son, 18 of whom it was said, “In Isaac your seed shall be called,” 19 concluding that God was able to raise him up, even from the dead, from which he also received him in a figurative sense. (Hebrews 11:17-19)
Most English versions agree with this, including the Complete Jewish Bible. But the last word in the passage is the Greek word “parabole” which means “parable” in English. The Douay-Rheims American edition of 1899 and the Wycliffe Bible translate it this way:
“wherefore he took him also into a parable” (Hebrews 11:19, Wycliffe) 

and
“Whereupon also he received him for a parable.” (Hebrews 11:19, Douay-Rheims 1899 American)
So what was the understanding that Rabbi Sha’ul (Paul), a learned Pharisee and follower of Y’shua, was applying here? It is not in the Torah itself! It must be the very old Jewish interpretation (or “midrash” in Hebrew) from Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer 31:
When the sword touched Isaac’s throat his soul flew out of him. And when He (God) let His voice be heard from between the cherubim, “Lay not thy hand upon the lad.” the lad’s soul was returned to his body. Then his father unbound him and Isaac rose, knowing that in this way the dead would come back to life in the future, whereupon he began to recite, “Blessed are you, Lord, who resurrects the dead.”

Paul’s mention of the parable makes it easier for the reader to understand Paul’s comparison of the binding of Isaac and the crucifixion of Y’shua if the reader knows about the midrash.

Isaac was not a young boy when he and his father travelled to Mount Moriah and his father was well passed 100 years of age. Isaac could have overpowered his father to save his own life at any time. Isaac did not. He was obedient to Abraham until the end. In fact, this commentary goes on to say that due to Isaac’s merit all the faithful will be resurrected in the future.

The Haftorah always compliments and sometimes restates the message in the parashah. This Talmudic interpretation of Isaac’s sacrifice was underlined in the story of the Shunamite’s son and his miraculous resurrection through the efforts of the prophet Elisha.
“32 When Elisha came into the house, there was the child, lying dead on his bed. 33 He went in therefore, shut the door behind the two of them, and prayed to the Lord. 34 And he went up and lay on the child, and put his mouth on his mouth, his eyes on his eyes, and his hands on his hands; and he stretched himself out on the child, and the flesh of the child became warm. 35 He returned and walked back and forth in the house, and again went up and stretched himself out on him; then the child sneezed seven times, and the child opened his eyes.” (2 Kings 4:32-35)
The idea of Isaac’s death and resurrection seemed so real to the rabbis of old, that the Haftorah portion seemed to fit right in. To them, both stories were about sons of miraculous birth who died and were subsequently restored to life.
Isaac probably didn’t actually die on Mount Moriah. But the reference in Hebrews is making use of this traditional perspective and Paul, the writer, is assuming that the readers are well aware of it also. This underscores the notion that the passage was written by a Jewish person to a thoroughly Jewish audience. How fortunate we are to have access to this understanding!
The commentary goes on to say that the horns of the ram substituted for Isaac became two shofars  – the left one (the smaller one) was blown at Mount Sinai and the right (the larger one) will be blown when Messiah comes because it says in Isaiah 27:13:

“So it shall be in that day:
The great trumpet will be blown” 
But there is a problem with this and another rabbi included in the commentary picks up on it: The sacrifice was a burnt offering. How could the ram’s horns be used when the offering was completely consumed by the fire? The rabbi immediately comes to his own rescue by offering this answer: The ram’s shofarot (plural for more than one shofar) were blown at Sinai and will be blown when Messiah comes because God resurrected the ram!
In the tradition of the study of Torah and Judaism in general, this kind of discussion is called “Pilpul” and is a venerated classic form of investigation and clarification used by Hebrew scholars to gain clarification and understanding of what God is saying to us. One dictionary may call it “hairsplitting” but it is a way to discern the truth from what appears to be completely opposite in meaning. It is also the tradition of this fellowship in resolving conflicts based on the belief that our God is not the God of confusion and that anything unclear is either not meant for us to understand at this time or must be investigated, observed, contemplated, discussed and researched to so we can all come to a higher level of understanding.
Speaking of understanding, do you know what the word “Akeida” means? The word, as used in Genesis 22:9 which describes the binding of Isaac, is “akad” meaning “bound.” The literal meaning of the Hebrew is different though. It means “ringed” or “striped.” Rashi, a great rabbinic scholar, commenting on the word “akad” said the connection between the literal meaning and the common understanding is that stripes or rings are formed on the person’s wrists and ankles when they are bound by ropes. The word “Akeida” represents the complete story of Isaac’s ordeal because he was bound hand and foot with ropes which surely would have left their marks – the stripes or rings.
Was not this also a foreshadowing of the Messiah’s ordeal in that He also was bound for sacrifice and was left with marks for all eternity? And didn’t Isaiah say in Chapter 53, verse 5:
But He was wounded for our transgressions,
He was bruised for our iniquities;
The chastisement for our peace was upon Him,
And by His stripes we are healed. 

As parents, we want to protect our children. We want to take their pain away when they hurt, even to the point of taking it on ourselves. If we had a choice to sacrifice our own lives for the lives of our children, without thinking, it is quite understandable that we wouldn’t hesitate a moment to make the sacrifice. So when Abraham proves his faithfulness by trusting in God when He asked Abraham to sacrifice his son, it goes beyond a foreshadowing of the sacrifice of Y’shua. It ups the ante. It requires God to bring no less to the covenant He made with Abraham than what Abraham was now brining to that same covenant. It requires the same commitment of God. Therefore, Abraham’s commitment to God to the point of sacrificing his son Isaac not only foretold of Y’shua’s sacrifice: it demanded it.
Isaac and Jesus are Jewish brothers. Jesus is the Son of God. We are children of God. Therefore, we are all brothers and sisters. When Jewish people extend the concept of “pilpul” to their gentile brothers and sisters and will “reason together”, as Isaiah declares, with all those who sincerely seek the truth, we can learn together and come together as the true and whole family of God. When all non-Jewish believers who seek the truth will make the effort to include their Jewish brothers and sisters in their search, this unity will happen even sooner.
Let me read from our parashah today:

3 Avraham got up early in the morning, saddled his donkey, and took two of his young men with him, together with Yitz’chak his son. He cut the wood for the burnt offering, departed and went toward the place God had told him about. 4 On the third day, Avraham raised his eyes and saw the place in the distance. 5 Avraham said to his young men, “Stay here with the donkey. I and the boy will go there, worship and return to you.” (Genesis 22:3-5)

In Hebrews 11:10, referring to Abraham’s looking up to Mt. Moriah, the place he was to sacrifice his son Isaac, we read:

For he was looking forward to the city with permanent foundations, of which the architect and builder is God. 

A literal reading of the Genesis passage gives us nothing to connect with the Hebrews citation. The first says, “Avraham raised his eyes and saw the place in the distance.” The second says, “For he was looking forward to the city with permanent foundations, of which the architect and builder is God.”

On the other hand, the Talmud and other revered Jewish commentaries give an insight as to how the verse in Hebrews may be connected to the Genesis passage. In more than one portion, commentaries by different rabbis tell the very same story. As Abraham, Isaac, two servants and the donkey approach Mt. Moriah, Abraham sees “the place” in the distance. The place, or “HaMa’on” in Jewish tradition is another name for the place where God’s presence dwells, also known as the Shekinah. “The Place” is also another way of referring to God just as “HaShem”, which means “the Name” referring to the name of God is understood to mean God Himself.
In the stories, Abraham says to Isaac, “Do you see it?” Isaac says he does. He asks the two servants who say they don’t. Abraham then says to the two servants, “The two of you see like the donkey! You two and the donkey stay here. Isaac and I will go ahead.”

Whether the story is accurate is not important. That it points out something about faith and belief is important.

When my parents painted the house white with pink trim, I didn’t mind, but when they bought a white and pink car to match the house, I was mortified. This was late 1955, they bought a push-button drive DeSoto!) I never SAW a car painted white and pink! I thought we must be the only ones in all of New York City with a white and pink car. But after a day or two, I saw a pink and white car. Then I started to see more of them. I guess they there were plenty of them around before they bought theirs, but I didn’t see them until I saw the white car with the pink slash from front to back on both sides sitting in our driveway.

Until we see it, whether it is “real” like glass and steel or flesh and bone, or “real” in a vision or description that God gives us, until we are aware of it, it doesn’t exist.

Deuteronomy 29:3 says:

 Nevertheless, to this day Adonai has not given you a heart to understand, eyes to see or ears to hear! 

Romans 11:8 says,

just as the Tanakh says, “God has given them a spirit of dullness — eyes that do not see and ears that do not hear, right down to the present day.” 
In Mark 4:9, 4:23, Luke 8:8 Y’shua says “He who has ears, let him hear.”

Luke 10:23 describing Y’shua talking to the apostles, says, “Then, turning to the talmidim, he said, privately, “How blessed are the eyes that see what you are seeing! 

God has given many traditional Rabbis the vision of the Messiah Y’shua. Many Christian clergy have been given the vision of the Jewish Messiah.

Paul said we see through a glass darkly. When God chooses to reveal Himself to us in His completeness, we will be home. Our home is “the Place” of Abraham, it is with God, it is the Messianic Age. This earth is not our home. Abraham Isaac and Jacob did not receive the promises in their life on earth, but they believed in the Messianic Age and that they will be living in it. If we follow the Master, we will follow Him into the Messianic Age whether in this life or the next.
If we are faithful in our search for the truth, we will receive the greatest knowledge: the full revelation of God and life in His Messianic Kingdom.
Though Adonai may give you but bread and water,
and not very much of that;
your teacher will no longer hide himself,
but with your own eyes you will see your teacher. (Isaiah 30:20)

Again, in Revelation 22:4:

they will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads. 

The Master will be completely revealed in God’s time. Some many people do not see Him at all today, but, with God’s help and in His will, they will. Some of us see Him, but not clearly. Some of us think we see Him but don’t. None of us have seen Him face-to-face. I believe those who truly seek Him will be given the ears to hear and the eyes to see.
May it be so and in our time. If it be your will, Father, send you’re your son soon.

 Amen. 
