  Toldot Comments (2013) (Introduction to “Hamartiology”)

This week’s Haftorah portion repeats the comparison God makes between His acceptance of Jacob and His rejection of Esau. The form of the book is almost like a trial where God is speaking to the Nation of Israel and the people are responding.  God takes issue with their spiritual apathy. They make sacrifices and want to know why the sacrifices are rejected, so God tells them. They are indifferent. They disrespect him by sacrificing animals that fall below the acceptable standard. 

Then He rebukes the priests and tells them they, too, have not paid attention and compares them to their ancestors, from the tribe of Levi and the house of Aaron who upheld His standards. In speaking of Levi, God says through Malachi:

5 “My covenant with him was one of life and peace,
and I gave him these things.
It was also one of fear, and he feared me;
he was in awe of my name.
6 The true Torah was in his mouth,
and no dishonesty was found on his lips;
he walked with me in peace and uprightness
and turned many away from sin.
7 A cohen’s lips should safeguard knowledge,
and people should seek Torah from his mouth,
because he is the messenger
of Adonai-Tzva’ot. 
None of them hold HaShem in awe. They missed the mark.

“Hamartia” is a Greek word meaning “missing the mark.” Hamartiology is the study of missing the mark or standard of physical, spiritual, intellectual, and emotional behavior established by God - for His pleasure and for our own well-being. To fall short, go astray, or miss the mark, is to act contrary to the will of God. Even when it does not appear to conflict directly with God’s desires - when it just affects people or when it seems to affect no one but ourselves, we still stand rightly accused of conducting our affairs in an improper manner. The general term for this class of conduct is “sin.”  Hamartiology, therefore, is the study of sin.
Rav Paul says in Romans we all fall short of God’s standards. The sins of Adam and Eve describe our potential to disobey God and reflect the weaknesses in all human beings. Y’shua was tempted by Satan too. The difference is, He never gave in to the temptations. Jeremiah says in Chapter 17, verse 9, “The heart is deceitful above all things and without cure.” Rav Paul says everyone succumbs to temptation continually throughout his or her lifetime. Whether it is active or passive disobedience doesn’t make a difference either. Proverbs 24:11 says   “Rescue those being led away to death...” and continues in verse 12 to hold us accountable when we don’t. Jewish tradition holds to this idea of inclination toward both good and evil. Our conscience keeps us from the evil inclination, hopefully, most of the time; but our own selfishness and shortsightedness can rationalize and justify our adverse behavior to the point where we will often fail in our walk with God. When we do, it is a triumph over the good sense we possess by the carnal mind that cannot see beyond its own immediate desires. It is the victory of this world over the world to come. It is the rebellion of the child who wants what he wants when he wants it and couldn’t care less regarding the consequences to himself, to others, and most assuredly to God. When the sinner is sinning, he sees no sin. He is right in his own eyes. Did David think he was grieving God when he had Uriah killed and took Uriah’s wife, Bathsheba, for himself?  
So sin is disobedience to God. It is an act contrary to God’s laws. To me it is no different than children’s bad behavior in the eyes of their parents. It is all about making bad choices. How did we get that way? God gave us free will. He told us what was okay and what was forbidden. To me, our forbidden choices reflect a lack of maturity. To some degree we are all that way. Some call it “human nature.” Did Adam and Eve “transmit” this sin-nature to us? I choose to believe their transgression was a characteristic of the human condition. We get to choose. We are all children of God. Some are older than others, but from a heavenly point of view, we are all just youngsters of differing ages.
Children, at times, exhibit bad behavior. We learn it from our older siblings, our friends. We also learn from our parents – good and bad lessons. We learn from what we see in the lives of others. We learn, if we are open to it, from the laws of God. But we still have the choice to act positively or negatively throughout our waking moments. Regardless of what circumstances and influences surround us, we still have to choose many times each and every day. Most of these decisions may not involve moral choices. But, in the end, or choices determine the direction of our lives. The more we seek to apply God’s law in these choices, the more we enhance our well-being and please God. The more we ignore those laws and seek our own counsel and do things “our way,” the more we risk sinning and creating a rougher, harder self-existence.  Furthermore, our sin touches others. The adulterer destroys his family. The swindler impoverishes his victim. Sin destroys the world that God created, a piece at a time.

Sin isn’t reserved for individuals either. The Tenach (Old or Older Testament) tends to say much about corporate or national sin. The children of Israel sinned many times and experienced the consequences.  Other peoples too, did what was wrong in God’s eyes and paid the penalty. The Brit Chadashah (New or Newer Testament) dealt more with individual sin. On either level, our sin begets punishment and our repentance brings reward. Two Chronicles, chapter seven, verses 14 and 15 puts it this way: 

“…if my people whom I have named my own submit and   

           Pray to me and seek me and turn back from their evil ways,
           I will hear from heaven and forgive their sins and heal their

           Land.”  (The New English Bible, Oxford University Press,
           Cambridge Press, 1970, page 485) 

God puts the choice before us: life or death. He then instructs us to choose life. (Deuteronomy 30:19 and 20)  Our sin may not strike us dead instantly as was the fate of many in the Bible, but we are diminished each time we sin. “The wages of sin is death” says Paul in Romans 6:23; but thankfully our God is merciful in that He has provided a way to reverse the decay. The way is HaMashiach (the Messiah, Y’shua, Jesus).  When we turn from our wicked ways and toward Him (called “teshuvah” in Hebrew and “repentance” in English) we start to grow instead of wither. In turning from sin and toward Y’shua - by accepting His gift of forgiveness - we identify with the life that overcomes the death we deserve and can look forward to eternal life with God. This is what Christians and Messianic believers mean by the term “saved.”
The Older Testament established a temporary system of removing the barrier of sin between ourselves and God. The Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur) requires every Jewish adult to make amends, - atone or reconcile with God and one another, at least annually,   for transgressions made during that year. However, the Newer Testament describes how the Father sent His son to make atonement for the sins of the world (including ours!) and, with this THIS atonement, made a way for all mankind to be reconciled to Him and His eternal fellowship once and forever. 
Again, we can choose to be with God or without God, life or death.  When we choose God by accepting Jesus (Y’shua) and the sacrificial gift He offers, we acknowledge our sin and walk through the torn curtain (Mark 15: 38-39) into the Holy of Holies and enter into the presence of God.
Look at it from the other side. You, as a parent, want your children to be happy. You want them to grow up strong, healthy, confident, trustworthy, respectful, loving and exhibit all the other virtues that support and contribute to their well-being and the well-being of their brothers and sisters. It grieves you to see them selfishly hurting their siblings, themselves and others. When they are disobedient or disrespectful, it upsets you, right? Whenever they fall short of what is right in your eyes they draw away from you. When they are “good” children, they are drawing closer to you. Now put the shoe on the other foot. Accept the idea that YOU are a child – a child of God - and that all the Father’s children are your sisters and brothers!
1. Matthew 7:3 

“Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye?

2. Matthew 7:4 

How can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of your eye,’ when all the time there is a plank in your own eye?

3. Matthew 7:5 

You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s eye.

4. Luke 6:41 

“Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye?

5. Luke 6:42 

How can you say to your brother, ‘Brother, let me take the speck out of your eye,’ when you yourself fail to see the plank in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s eye.

 Always remember that the speck in the eye of others may be the plank in your own eye! To avoid displeasing your Father in Heaven, be the best child you can be! Also remember, that recognizing the plank of sin and its consequences in your own life makes you responsible to do what you can to help your brother and sister remove the speck of sin in their lives.
In short, the Messianic view is that from Adam on down we are all sinners and miss the mark of God’s standard. However, we can begin to avoid the destructive consequences of this behavior by realizing our sinful state and accepting Y’shua’s gift of forgiveness 
and fellowship through His payment of the death penalty that we brought on ourselves!
We sin when we miss the mark.

We can sin out of ignorance.

We sin when we tell a “white lie.”

We sin when we are doing something wrong and make it worse by being in denial.

We sin when we hurt ourselves. I eat too much. (But I am losing weight! I am down more than 25 lbs and hope to lose another 35 if well-meaning friends will help me and not tempt me with more than I need!)
We hurt others when we steal or physically assault others. This is evil. It gets even worse when we enjoy hurting others and worse yet when we teach others to do the same.
We sin when we have “walked in the shoes” of another,  truly understand the sinfulness of their behavior,  understand the consequences of committing their wrongful act and do NOTHING to stop them. In other words, we cannot say, “Judge not lest ye be judged” as an excuse for inaction.
The worst sin is rebellion. That was satan’s sin. That was Korah’s sin. That is the sin that includes cursing the Holy Spirit – the unforgivable sin. 

Would Hitler qualify as being so sinful that his sin would be placed in that category? Actually,  no. To be unforgiven, you have to have known God and blasphemed against Him. I don’t think Hitler ever knew God.

My prayer is that the crimson stain of all of our transgressions (yours, mine, and all of mankind’s) be made white as snow by our turning from sin and embracing God’s holiness and the human example of His holiness that God gave us through His Son, Y’shua HaMashiach. I believe God will hear and fulfill this prayer. May it be in our lifetime.
Amen

